THE CHASE OF ADMIRAL CERVERA

(Operational Scenario #2, “1898”)

Blue (U.S.) Player:  Patrick McCormick 

Red (Spanish) Player:  Edward Gideon.

System: Double Blind, using the spreadsheet as the “umpire.”

Situation:  It is mid-May, 1898.  With the outbreak of war between the United States and Spain, the Caribbean has become a potential battleground.  America has long been casting covetous eyes on Cuba and Puerto Rico, Spain’s primary bastions in the area, and the declining Spanish Empire looks particularly vulnerable both in the Western Hemisphere and the Far East.

     But the Spaniards are not just going to give their possessions away.  Admiral Cervera has been sent west with four armored cruisers and a handful of other ships. Meanwhile the Americans have set out to blockade Cuba with a mixed bag of light and medium ships, but have not yet drawn the noose around the island.

     Commodores Sampson and Schley, commanding in the West Indies, are under heavy political pressure.  The “yellow journalists” that have been clamoring for war are now joined by politicians of all stripes as they express obsessive concern for the Florida coast.  Their great fear is that Cervera will slip into Cuba, refuel and terrorize the southern portion of the Sunshine State.  

     Thus the tension can be cut with a knife as May 17 dawns.  The powerful (relative to the Spanish, anyway) American naval forces in the Caribbean are somewhat scattered.  The major port of Havana, along with minor ports Cienfuegos and Cardenas, are already blockaded.  Small groups of ships patrol the narrow straits between Cuba and Haiti and between the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, and another group is stationed off of the southwest tip of Cuba.  Several vessels patrol the bases at Key West and Miami.  Winfield Scott Schley, with three capital ships, is departing Miami.  And the North Atlantic Squadron, a mixed bag of battleships, coastal defense vessels, cruisers and auxiliaries, is in an advanced position off of the northeast quadrant of Cuba, ready to intercept any threat from that quarter.

     Cervera, with four armored cruisers, is known to be somewhere south of the Dominican Republic.  Two small cruisers, a gunboat, and a few smaller ships are in port in San Juan.  There are very few ships and lots of open water, so trapping the Spaniards may prove difficult.  And everyone is acutely aware of their own need for coal.

US Plans:  Trusting the North Atlantic Squadron to intercept any possible sortie from Puerto Rico, and hoping to waylay Cervera as he steams towards Cuba in search of coal, the forces on station at either end of Hispaniola are to swing to the south of the dual-nation island.  If no foe is encountered they will make for Cuba’s two remaining ports, Santiago and Guantanamo, to complete the blockade.  The North Atlantic Squadron will draw back west and a bit north to the south coast of Andros, where a collier from Key West will meet them and replenish their depleted bunkers.  They will then zigzag back and forth north of Cuba, edging gradually eastward, on the watch for the enemy.  Schley’s  “Flying Squadron” (battleship Massachusetts, cruiser Brooklyn and old battleship – reclassified as a coastal defense ship – Texas) will sail to Key West, fuel up, and then move east to meet with the North Atlantic Squadron.  The two ships on patrol southwest of Cuba (dynamite cruiser Vesuvius and cruiser Cincinnati) will pull back to Key West, refuel, and then take station off of Key Largo as a backup to the other groups.  Finally, the ships patrolling the harbor of Key West will maintain their position.  

May 17-19:  The first day passes uneventfully.  On the morning of May 18, the ships that had steamed southwest between Cuba and Haiti (cruiser Minneapolis and armed merchant cruisers St. Paul and Yale) spot coal smoke on the horizon.  They lose the contact, but six hours later spot the thick black effusion again.  Santiago appears to be the enemy destination, as it is for Minneapolis and her consorts.  To be on the safe side, and to be sure the enemy does not slip around the east of Cuba, this group (joined en route by AMC’s Harvard and St. Louis) sail into the Cuba-Haiti gap.  For the remainder of May 18-19 they patrol the area between the “open” Cuban ports and the southwest spur of Haiti.  

     Meanwhile on the morning of the 19th, word is received at fleet headquarters that one (one?  Cervera surely has four) Spanish AC put into Santo Domingo very early on the 18th, apparently coaling.  Fleet HQ is uncertain what this portends; the overall plan remains unchanged.  

May 20-22:  At mid-day of May 20, the noose is tightened around Cuba.  Minneapolis, St. Paul and Yale take up blockading positions outside the narrow harbor entrance of Santiago, while Harvard and St. Louis patrol at Guantanamo.  Cuba is now cut off from the outside world.  Schley’s Flying Squadron roosts just north of central Cuba.  The North Atlantic Squadron has finished taking on coal; the collier heads back to Miami and the squadron positions itself a few zones north of Schley.

     That night word is received that light ships put into Santiago two nights ago.  After a bit of delay, it is decided to send Vesuvius and Cincinnati to their former station.  Well before they get there, however, the situation changes and the pair are recalled to Key Largo.

     First, word is received at fleet headquarters the night of May 21st that light ships have been making brief nighttime sorties out of both Santiago (Cuba) and San Juan (Puerto Rico) harbors, then turning about and returning to port.  Almost simultaneously with the receipt of this report, the blockaders at Santiago find this out for themselves. 

…The night is cloudy and the moon is obscured as Minneapolis, St. Paul and Yale patrol the relatively narrow inlet outside of the well-protected Cuban port of Santiago.  Suddenly, out of the blackness, three blockade-runners appear.  Both sides seem to hesitate for a moment; then, as the blockaders begin their turns to interception positions, the three runners turn sharply towards their pursuers.  As they quickly close the range, they are revealed as Spanish Furor-class destroyers.  An opening salvo by Minneapolis’ main armament fails to hit any of the intruders before they reach point-blank launch range.  A full broadside does manage to swamp one of the small craft, but the other two unleash their deadly (if primitive) fish.  Minneapolis is wracked by two explosions below her waterline; with the vessel listing badly and taking on water at a great rate, the “Abandon Ship” is sounded.

     Having shot off their deadly ordnance, the gunless DD’s turn about for port.  However, the two AMC’s quickly recover from the shock of Minneapolis’ imminent doom, anticipate the return route of the Furors, and are able to stay in gun range.  First one, then the other, destroyer is pounded by the batteries of the merchantmen, and neither reaches the range of Santiago’s seaward guns.  All of the destroyers are thus disposed of, but they have gotten the better of the exchange.  Minneapolis and her unlucky hull number (13) are no more.

     (Edward’s orders for this fleet, opened by me upon contact, were for the DD’s to aggressively target the largest enemy at the closest range possible, and to be especially bold if the sighting was a surprise.  They were then to return to port to reload.  Unfortunately for him, my AMC’s were fast enough to keep them from escaping, since with only one possible route back to port the Yanks did not need to guess at which direction the Spanish would flee.)   

     The loss of Minneapolis is serious, but the two AMC’s are still in good shape and maintain the blockade.  No further sorties, night-time or otherwise, sally forth from Santiago; apparently the Furors were the only offensive seapower the Spaniards have in port, though the port’s own defenses are too powerful to assault by water.

     Meanwhile all else progresses as expected until late night of May 22, when new information causes some changes in plan.  Somehow, several Spanish capital ships (reportedly three; must be the other three AC’s) slipped past the blockade at Cienfuegos and began to take on coal.  This was two nights ago.  Nothing has been seen of them by the blockaders, so evidently they are holed up in port.  (My vigilant ships couldn’t possibly miss them coming and going, could they?)  

     Word is sent to Schley, currently coaling at Key West, to proceed with his previous orders to sail off of the southwest coast of Cuba.  However, instead of taking the former patrol position of Vesuvius and Cincinnati, he will take his squadron (augmented by CD Amphrite after the rendezvous with the North Atlantic Squadron) towards Cienfuegos, entering the port if necessary to engage the enemy there (it is hoped that the outclassed blockaders can slow the enemy up if they attempt egress.)  Should the Spanish escape port and circle around to the east, they will find the North Atlantic squadron there; having patrolled to the east end of Cuba, this powerful force is redirected between that island and her neighbor, to attempt a pincers move on the enemy.  

May 23-26:  Unfortunately, it quickly develops that the NAS will have to obtain more fuel as they execute their arm of the pincer.  The only convenient coaling point is Port-Au-Prince, Haiti; once fueled there, they can resume their mission.  Before they’ve even entered the port, however, fleet headquarters gets yet another piece of news:  on the night of the 23rd,  HQ is informed that three enemy AC’s had left Cienfuegos two nights previously.  This causes some serious consternation, and yet more changes in plan (not to mention an impending change in blockade commanders at Cienfuegos!) As soon as Schley can be reached, he will be instructed to turn about towards Key West, keeping a sharp lookout for the wayward enemy, and to destroy them if/when found.  The North Atlantic Squadron is to, after getting coal in Haiti, return back towards Miami around to the north of Cuba, hunting for enemy ships along the way.  Presumably Vesuvius and Cincinnati, still off of Key Largo, can delay the enemy should they make a run for Miami; but it will be a mismatch if these two run into three AC’s.

      It quickly develops that the earlier decision to send the NAS around to the east of Cuba was a major error.  The ingress and egress alone to/from Port-Au-Prince will take them out of the picture for 24 hours, not counting coaling time.  (As it turns out, the Haitians are reluctant to cooperate, and the American vessels receive a measly one coal box per ship.) Miami is defenseless except for the ships at Key Largo, Key West has only a torpedo boat and the gunboat Castine, and the remainder of the fleet is on blockade duty.  If anyone’s going to stop the rogue enemy cruisers, it’s going to have to be Winfield Scott Schley. 

…A light but steady rain adds to the darkness as the Flying Squadron churns northward in the wee hours of May 25th.  Suddenly, lookouts on Brooklyn spot what appear to be three ships in the murk.  Almost before either side realizes it, the fleets have made contact.  The enemy immediately turns as if to flee, but the Americans have gotten the drop on them.  One Spaniard is moving faster than the other, and the running battle quickly splits into two elements: Brooklyn against the faster ship, and the remainder of the squadron against the slower ones.  The initial return fire from the slow vessels indicates that they have little long-range firepower, so Texas, Massachusetts and Amphrite maintain a moderate distance as they give chase.

     Brooklyn receives several hits from her opponent, though none appear to be large in caliber.  Nonetheless, she loses one of her main guns, as well as taking some damage to the hull (luckily it is above the waterline.)  She can see her own shells impacting on the enemy, whose fire gradually slackens and then ceases altogether.  Meanwhile, the other three Americans pound the two slow enemy vessels relentlessly with heavy weaponry.  Their combat drifts towards Brooklyn, who joins in the attack briefly, only to lose all contact with her former opponent.  

     Eventually the two slower Spanish cruisers settle lower in the water, at varying degrees of list, and the Yanquis close for the kill.  Torpedoes miss, but both targets slow to a halt.  No white flags are visible, and a large gun on one of the enemy ships still barks defiantly until both ships are driven under the waves by full broadsides from Texas and Massachusetts.  The other phantom has disappeared.  As the victors rescue Spanish sailors from the rain-soaked waters, the talkative prisoners inform them that the sunken vessels are the Vizcaya and the Almirante Oquendo.  Their consort, Cristobal Colon, has apparently escaped, much to their own chagrin and outrage – she should have shared their fate!  One other tidbit of information:  Admiral Cervera, and his flagship Infanta Maria Teresa, were not part of their small group.  He is still on the loose.

(Edward’s orders for this squadron were to avoid battle if possible unless they clearly outclassed their opponents.  Had the Spanish achieved initiative on the opening round, the darkness might have enabled their escape.  But with the historical option in use - Colon with no 10” guns and the others with badly fouled bottoms - U.S. initiative, and the close set-up allowed by the surprise sighting, forced a fight the Spaniards could neither flee from nor win.  The reduced speed of Vizcaya and Oquendo not only kept them from escaping, it stopped them dead in the water when they were left with one intact hull box apiece.  Colon lost all of her armament but was able to escape.) 

     The news that Cervera is still at large causes Schley to resume his previously determined course rather than chase the seemingly helpless Colon.  So he continues his retrograde up towards first Key West and then the south of Florida.  In the meantime the ships off of Key Largo maintain their watch.  Furthermore, apart from the destroyer sortie at Santiago, the blockade of all Cuban ports has been constant, if not entirely airtight, for nearly a week.  The collier that earlier refueled the North Atlantic Squadron has since returned to port, loaded up, and has stopped in Havana and filled the bunkers there.  With plenty of coal left, she is now on her way around the island to Cienfuegos, where cruiser Marblehead is desperately low on fuel.  (Some harsh messages to Marblehead’s skipper, the apparently lax commander of that blockade, will be delivered along with the coal.)

     As May 25 draws to a close, it is fortunate that the Havana blockade squadron has newly-replenished coal stores.

…The moon is only occasionally obscured by the scattered clouds as the Coast Defense vessel Puritan, accompanied by two small armed merchant cruisers and two armed yachts, patrols outside of Havana. It is one such darkened moment when a blockade-runner is spotted angling towards the harbor’s mouth.  She needs to be intercepted quickly; it’s not that far to safety.  The AMC’s speed over to investigate while the yachts (which have been operating on sail power to conserve fuel) pour on coal and Puritan chugs towards a blocking position.  The small armament of the AMC’s has no impact on the larger vessel, and they are taken aback when the moon reappears and she is identified as a Spanish AC.  Momentarily puzzled by her failure to shoot back, they then realize why; her upper works are nothing but twisted wreckage.  However, only Puritan will be able to damage her; the other four vessels maneuver threateningly, but keep their distance as she may still have torpedo capability.

     Puritan, meanwhile, opens with her main armament.  A hit in the initial salvo sweeps the superstructure with shrapnel, but the AC appears unaffected.  Puritan’s second volley misses, but the third inflicts severe waterline damage as the enemy tries to angle back in towards port (after momentarily arcing out of range.)  The Spaniard is now visibly slowed; another salvo results in another blow to the body, and she grinds to a halt, badly listing.  Puritan closes in and gives her the coup de grace; survivors are picked up by the AMC’s and the yachts.  It develops that she is the Cristobal Colon, who with two sisters apparently ran afoul of “a large force of battleships” early this morning.  The Colon’s crewmen do not know the fates of their fellow ships, but are not sanguine of the result.

(This one was straightforward, but with a twist; at Edward’s suggestion we used a tactical harbor map of Havana – I forget the author – and decided that if Colon could reach either of two hexes at the harbor entrance, she’d be safe even if still in visual range.  With four hull boxes intact, she had a decent chance of running the gauntlet safely. Thus I was overjoyed to roll a “12” – critical damage – on Puritan’s first hit, then aggrieved as I rolled “leader killed!”  Two volleys later this was compensated for by a “2 hull and lose 1 speed” hit result; reduced to “1s,” the next hull hit would stop Colon entirely, and when this occurred - a mere 3 hexes from safety - she was doomed.) 

     Fleet Headquarters is calm and confident as the clock ticks towards the end of May 25.  Packet vessels carrying messages for Schley as he passed Key West returned with the news of the destruction of the Spanish cruiser group.  The confirmed sinking of two AC’s and three DD’s, along with the apparent crippling of another AC, should leave Cervera with very few vessels in the region.  Once those are mopped up, the naval war in the Caribbean should just about be over.  And the papers were concerned about Florida’s safety…take that, Randolph Hearst!
…a young couple takes a romantic moonlight stroll along Miami Beach in the late night of May 25.  He is nattily dressed in a summer suit with waistcoat and pocket watch; she in a scandalously short dress that threatens to expose her ankles in their entirety.  As they gaze out to sea, they are surprised by sudden flashes of heat lightning; these are followed by an odd, almost unearthly screech.  Before they’ve had a chance to process these sensory phenomena, and the rush of air that follows, two tremendous explosions rock the boardwalk less than a mile to the north.  The girl screams and flees inland, followed by her beau (whose screams are only slightly less piercing than hers.)  Their arrival back at the hotel finds it in consternation and chaos.

     It appears that Fleet should have ordered Vesuvius and Cincinnati north to Miami a little earlier.  Apparently Cervera slipped around the guardians and has struck a propaganda blow for Espana.  The physical damage is minimal, and there are no casualties; but the terrified locals will surely embellish their accounts, and the Hearst papers will run with the story.  Eventually, as the news about the savaging of the Spanish Navy spreads, they’ll relax – but the political damage is done.  The bombardment of Miami will not sit well in Washington, regardless of its relative ineffectiveness.

     Assuming that Cervera will now head towards Puerto Rico, an effort is made to cut him off.  Vesuvius and Cincinnati do spot coal smoke on the horizon near mid-day on the 26th, but it is too far off and they instead sail into Miami to reassure the good citizens.  Schley is still to the southwest of Florida.  As May 26th draws to a close, the best hope of punishing Cervera’s impudence appears to lie with the North Atlantic Squadron.  But it will have to drop its Foote-class torpedo boat at Andros to await coal.  With luck, that delay will not fatally impair the closing of the net on the remaining Spanish ships…

NOTES:  Of course, this scenario ends on May 26, so the result of the attempt to run down Cervera will not be known.  Despite his symbolic blow, however, his short campaign has been a disaster.  In game terms, the final VP totals are:

US:  3 Furor DD’s sunk at 2 VP each, 3 AC’s sunk at 17 VP each, and 39 turns of Cuban blockade (turns 20-60, minus the two turns of port combat) at 1 VP per turn.  Total:  96 VP.

Spanish: Minneapolis sunk at 9 VP, Miami bombarded at 35 VP.  Total: 44 VP.

It is a resounding US victory – beginner’s luck!  Initially, we (or at least I) had made a big mistake in the use of the spreadsheet:  I failed to list my mission code along with the fleet description, thus losing the +2 contact DRM for intercept and blockade fleets.  This explains why the AC’s were able to enter and exit Cienfuegos without my knowledge, and why it took several tries before the Furors contacted the Santiago blockade.  (This may have helped me in the long run; the blockaders were no match for three AC’s, and a combat in Cienfuegos could conceivably have sunken several US ships and broken the blockade.  But by the time we realized the error, we were past Turn 40 and we decided to treat the previous missed contacts as unlucky contact rolls.)

     Once this was corrected, it was just a few turns before Schley and the AC’s stumbled into each other in the darkness (oddly, every combat in this game was at night.)  That stroke of luck essentially won the game for me, at least once I achieved the initiative in the first round.

    The “smoke sightings” referred to in the narrative were due to a suggestion of Edward’s:  that fleets with intercept or blockade missions be treated as if they had airships in their hexes.  Thus, in daylight turns, they could spot ships in adjacent zones.  Given the low intercept possibility inherent in a double-blind game of this sort, I think this was a good idea and it worked well.

    The delayed reports on Spanish ship sightings in neutral (one day delay) and Spanish (two day delay) ports were prepared in advance by Edward and zipped together.  On the turn the reports would become known to me, a sighting was reported in a fictional sea zone (ZZ01, etc) corresponding to the report in question.  Edward also had a second ZIP file containing text files for each fleet, with the precise rosters and with instructions on fighting them.  As the game progressed, both the “Report” and “Fleet” ZIPs were updated by Edward as needed, and re-sent to replace the older ones.  This worked like a charm.

     Clearly, my biggest mistake of the game was sending the NAS off to the east.  This took them out of the picture at a critical time, particularly when the need arose to sail into Haiti.  Better to keep them stationed east of Florida and north of western Cuba, close enough to refuel in Miami when needed. 

     Overall, I think this double-blind spreadsheet worked like gangbusters.  It’s easy to use, once a little familiarity is gained, and should be able (with minor tweaks) to run any operational scenario prior to the advent of the “Plan Orange” aerial system.  And as for “1898,” my first foray into GWAS:  I love it!    

Spanish Perspective: (Fireinc/Edward G.)

I appreciated Pat’s participation in what was originally also supposed to be a bit of a trial of the “solo adjunct” concept where I attempted to “script” an entire game by anticipating all that would happen during the course of play and providing themed “Intell clues” and Spanish Fleet compositions and their likely actions as Pat has mentioned above. This was intended to permit solo play against an “opponent” conducting a real, unknown, hostile operation. The approach didn’t work out perfectly as so open-ended of a game invariably has numerous unanticipated twists and surprise outcomes with the result that we did have to exchange the Spreadsheet a handful of times. What resulted was a very enjoyable game though. Pat as the American Player was the only one conducting the Tactical resolution of all contacts and since I had sent him the Opposing Fleets Roster and suggestions on how to fight them that meant that once the various contacts did occur that he could look up the information and just play out the engagement with out having to wait on additional spreadsheet exchanges/emails. Once the contact was played to it’s resolution he’d email me with the results and I’d update my sides plans and tweak Spanish Fleet instructions and send it back. This provided me with a good Operational Exercise too. In the end I got schooled royal, but t’was a good exercise none the less ;-)

Spanish Situation: Cervera with 4 AC and 2 DD started off 100 or so miles south of Hispanola. And another group of ships containing two Cruisers, a couple of Flotilla craft, a GB, and a fully provisioned Collier were based in San Juan PR. The bulk of the San Juan group, it was decided, was to remain at San Juan to hopefully protect PR in the advent that its two Ports were to become subject to Blockade from far ranging U.S. AMC fleets that were then known to be operating in the area. 

Spanish Approach: Cervera decided early on on a risky two prong, near simultaneous, Bombardment attempt against Miami and Key West. However the first issue to settle was the shortage of coal. San Juan  dispatched its sole Collier to rendezvous with Cervera in the Infanta Maria Teresa off of an Island in the Southern Turks and Caicos Isles. Concerned that the lone Collier could easily run afoul of scattered U.S. forces, Cervera put in at Santo Domingo in the hopes of snagging some additional coal. Apparently conscious of the American influence in the area these Dominicans were less than cordial, only affording him one unit of Coal. Setting back out within just a few hours, Cervera swept around the Eastern end of Hispanola and was fortunate to be able to make a uneventful rendezvous with the Collier, re-provisioning and later sidling up to the Coastline off of Miami where he conducted his bombardment during hours of darkness and then quietly stole away. 

Upon Cervera’s departure, Vizcaya, Alm.Oquendo, and Cristobal Colon having also separated from their DD’s (who raced into Santiago where they were later joined by their sister craft from San Juan and conducted the action against the Memphis) set out for Cien Fuegos where it was known that a comparatively small U.S. force was presently conducting a blockade effort. The hopes were FOR making contact and likely smashing these Yanquis into kindling (& thereby also interrupting/disorganizing the anticipated U.S. Cuba Blockade VP bandwagon) and causing consternation for the U.S. - hopefully reducing the pressure on Cervera in his Northern area of operation. The Cien Fuegos Blockade Commander was asleep at the switch (through the previously mentioned minor sprdsht error) and the three Spanish AC put in and stuffed their nearly depleted bunkers w/coal and generally otherwise enjoyed a day sunning themselves on the Cuban Beaches. Putting to Sea again the following night, Re-missioned and on their way to Bombard Key West, their luck ran out and they ran afoul of the Yanqui Perro Schley and the fateful action described above took place off of the southern approaches to the Key with its final act of humiliation being realized when Cris.Colon was just mere meters from the protection of Havana’s Seaward batterys on the following eve…

Cue sorrowful music score. Roll credits superimposed over footage of Cristobal Colon rocking and breaking to pieces against coral shallows…

Cut to Sequel Trailer. Open with Cervera grimly surveying his men toiling with sacks of Coal during his second redezvous w/Spanish Collier. In his hand is the crushed despatch notice informing him of the loss of the other three Spanish AC. His other hand goes to and pats over his inner vest pocket, where a letter there, also passed on from the Collier, has informed him that the Battleship Pelayo and a vast accompanying fleet is steaming to meet with him soon in San Juan. Cue uplifting Marching score. Cut to scene of Infanta Maria Teresa gracefully steaming into the Dawn while glorious Sun rays break over the horizon…

Game: The U.S. here was clearly the victor, and that while being on the Defensive of one of these Double-Blind affairs which is often more difficult/nerve frazzling than playing the Offensive side of one of the GWaS Scenarios. Kudos to Pat for his win and running a great game. I would again encourage anyone to have a go at a game with the Spreadsheets, it makes for tremendous play and really ratchets up the realism of the planning concerns.

Game on! Edward

