Carrier Strike

Fast-play WWII Naval Rules

For the Pacific Theatre.

By

Ray Lucas

These rules were originally formulated for a Pacific naval mini-campaign, which was to be played using 1/3,000th forces. Since I wished to use most of the available fleets for both the Japanese and US navies, the rules were of necessity fast-play, the more so since the Japanese Carrier Striking Force alone could muster nearly 250 aircraft. With these numbers at the back of my mind the following rules evolved.

Wind Direction

At the start of the game the first thing to establish is the direction of the wind – highly important in carrier operations, as we will see. Throw one D10. 1 – E; 2 – NE; 3 – N; 4 – NW; 5 – W; 6 – SW; 7 – S; 8 – SE; 9 & 0 – whatever the prevailing wind direction may be.

Ship Data

It will also be necessary to collect a certain amount of data about the ships and aircraft taking part. For the surface vessels we will need the gross tonnage of each ship, its armament and maximum speed. For the planes, type (fighter, dive-bomber, torpedo-bomber etc) maximum speeds loaded and, if you are conducting a campaign, range.

Ground Scale

Ranging scale could be anything convenient, since I have carefully refrained from saying how long a bound is. Typically 1 cm = 200 metres would be both convenient and in keeping with the ship models.

Movement

This is very simple and easy to remember; one centimetre equals one knot of speed. Thus a battleship making 20 knots moves 20 cm on the table. By the same token, an aircraft coming in at 200 knots crosses a whopping two metres in the space of a bound. Unless you are using a very large playing area this means that aircraft will enter at one side of the table and exit at the other in the course of one bound. No surface vessel may increase or decrease speed by more than five knots in a bound. Turning circles are mainly a function of speed, the higher the speed the larger the radius. A simple rule of thumb is that the turning radius of any vessel is the same as its forward speed. Thus, a ship making fifteen knots will have a turning radius of fifteen centimetres. You may find it convenient to make up card or plasticard templates for the more commonly used speeds.

Which brings me to my first observation. Most of the fleet actions at this time took place at distance. The opposing surface fleets never came within sighting distance of each other, quite often by hundreds of miles. There were some surface to surface gun actions, of course, but they tended to be relatively minor, and of these more anon. Suffice it to say that “fleet actions” actually consisted of aircraft attacks on opposing ship concentrations. 

For this purpose, then, and bearing in mind the huge speed differentials between aircraft and surface vessels, it is convenient to have the attacked fleet stationary on the table and simply move the aircraft across it. Should the fleet wish to change formation for any reason then it does so by moving the faster vessels only. Subtract the speed of the slower ships from that of the faster ones and move the difference. Provided that everybody moves in the same direction this works perfectly well. Only when ships attempt to cross the line of advance of the fleet do things get complicated – but then, attempting to cross in front of an onrushing host will usually land you in the mire.

Air Attacks

Fine, so we have the attacked fleet sitting in the middle of the table in whatever formation its owner feels will do the job. The attacker earmarks the aircraft that are to take part. If there are one or more carriers present with the fleet the defender may nominate a Combat Air Patrol (CAP), that is, a group of fighters riding shotgun over the fleet. The defender may have up to one third of his available fighters up as a CAP, with up to another third spotted on his decks ready to launch – two per carrier per bound. (Don’t forget that a carrier must turn into the wind to launch aircraft). The attacker must specify the height(s) at which his aircraft are operating – dive-bombers would normally be at altitude, torpedo-bombers near the sea (releasing a torpedo at 10,000 feet is not a clever idea). The defender selects his incoming targets and pairs off his fighters with the available attackers. He throws 1 D6 for each fighter, the results being as follows: 1 or 2 target shot down; 3 or 4 target driven off damaged (important for campaigns); 5 or 6 target escapes and continues attack. When all fighters have been thrown for the CAP has scattered and takes no further part in the battle.

Attack Procedure

Once the CAP has been used up the attacker may send in whatever aircraft he has surviving. The procedure is the same for both dive-bombers and torpedo-bombers. Lay a straight edge across the table so that it crosses the chosen target vessel. This is the track of the incoming plane. Move the aircraft model to the aim point, usually ten centimetres from the target model. All vessels within10 cm of the aircraft track may shoot at it with anti-aircraft or dual-purpose guns. 



Light AA guns (up to 40mm calibre)
= 1 point each.



Dual-purpose guns


= 2 points each.

Total up the number of AA points along the incoming track. For each 20 points throw 1 x D10. A score of 8, 9 or 0 will shoot down one aircraft.

Any surviving aircraft that reaches the aim-point may release its bomb/torpedo. 

It was possible for a competent captain to dodge a dive-bomber once it had committed itself to its dive, or to turn inside the track of a torpedo. I therefore wanted a mechanism that would require a snap decision by each player and which would reward a correct guess. With this in mind, I remembered the old school-yard game of Paper – Scissors – Stone, in which on the count of three each player displays either paper (a flat hand), scissors (two fingers in a horizontal V) or stone (a clenched fist). The protocol is – paper wraps stone, scissors cut paper and stone blunts scissors. If both players display the same symbol a draw results. For our purposes the results will be: defender wins – bomb/torpedo misses; draw – plane overshoots, go round again; attacker wins – bomb/torpedo hits. The ship therefore has a two to one chance of escaping damage in this attack.

Results of hits

Attacker throws 1 x D10. Read off the results from the list below.

From Bombs

0
=
Magazine hit, vessel blows up.

9
=
Deck hit. Carrier operations suspended for “x” moves. (Where “x” is the score of a D10)

8
=
Main armament (or deck for a carrier – results as “9”). Lose one turret.

7
=
Secondary armament. Lose one turret.

6
=
Engine room/boiler room. Lose “x” knots off fastest speed. (Where “x” is the score of 1 x D10)

5
=
Bridge/steering position. Steering jammed. Throw 1 x D6. 1 –2 full left rudder; 3 – 4 straight ahead; 5 – 6 full right rudder.

4
=
Main armament (or deck for a carrier). Lose one turret.

3, 2, 1
=
Deck hit (as above)

For all hits deduct 100 x 1 D10 score from gross tonnage of the vessel. When total drops below 50% of the original total the vessel sinks.

From torpedoes

0
=
Magazine hit, vessel blows up.

1
=
Bow hit (speed reduced to a maximum of 5 knots)

2
=
Engine room hit. Vessel comes to a halt at 5 knots per bound.

3 – 8
=
Hull hit. 

9
=
Steering hit (as for bombs)

For all hits deduct 1000 x 1 D10 from gross tonnage.

Armoured Flight Decks

Unlike the other protagonists of the era, the British built their carriers with armoured flight decks. This drastically reduced the number of aircraft they were able to carry, but radically improved their survivability. Therefore any British carrier that suffers a deck hit will only suspend operations for one move and will disregard the tonnage loss.

Note. Armoured flight decks do not help at all with torpedo hits!

Aircraft Run-out

Once an aircraft has dropped its bomb/torpedo it continues along the straight-edge course until it leaves the table. During this time, any vessels along the way that have not already shot may conduct anti-aircraft fire in exactly the same way as before.

Consequences of Damage

Where a carrier has been hit and has suspended operations it may still have aircraft airborne. Normal aircraft endurance for the purposes of these rules is 10 bounds. After that time the aircraft must land (either on its own carrier, another friendly carrier or a land base) or it must ditch.

Gun Action

I mentioned at the start of this article that fleet actions in the Pacific normally took place by proxy - their air wings striking far over the horizon. There were, however, several actions in which destroyers, cruisers and even battleships pounded away at each other with their big guns.

This opens a huge can of worms for the rule-writer, since this represents the proverbial ten-percent of the project that takes ninety percent of the work. The reason is not difficult to find. Every vessel afloat at the time tended to belong to a class, and might or might not be similarly armed to her class sisters. The different classes would usually carry different armament, arranged in different configurations, and the various types – battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and carriers – would vary enormously in number and size of guns. If one considers the literally dozens of guns available to all the nations engaged in the Pacific, and all the various performance data available the full scope of the nightmare starts to become clear.

Naval gunfire essentially boils down to two questions: 

a) have I hit it? If so,

b) have I damaged it?

Firing small calibre guns at a heavily armoured target is the naval equivalent of pelting a rhino with chocolate eclairs. When you finally get his attention all you have done is annoy him.

Most of the systems I have played in naval wargaming over the years have relied on dice throwing – one set of dice for hit-chance, another set for penetration and damage. I have seen tables and charts of hit chances, sophisticated slide-rule type computing devices, diagrams of targets with percentage penetration chances, all of which relied heavily on the devil’s bones.

What I wanted for my quick-and –dirty system was a mechanism that would allow a measure of skill by the players without being ultra-complicated. The name that popped into my head was “shove-ha’penny”.

For those of you not familiar with this old English pub-game, perhaps I should explain. It consists of propelling a coin (the now defunct halfpenny or ha’penny) or a metal disk, (steel washers work really well), across a polished wooden board, by placing the disk half over the edge of the board and striking its edge smartly with the heel of your thumb. The object of the exercise in the original game is to centre the disk exactly between horizontal lines drawn across the board. Those furthest away count highest.

In my version I use a sheet of transparent perspex (the acrylic used for secondary double-glazing works really well) roughly 120 cm by 60 cm – the exact dimensions are not critical. Place it on a table and measure the range from one edge, using the scale one centimetre equals 200 metres/yards. At the range point slip a ship-plan under the perspex. Again, the size is not critical – say, 20 cm long for a capital ship, 15 cm for a cruiser and 10 cm for a destroyer or escort. No details need be shown, just a blank silhouette will do. From the firing edge, propel your coins towards the ship-plan. Each coin represents a salvo of 3, 4 or 5 guns. Thus a US battleship mounting 3 x 3 16” guns will fire two salvoes, one of 5 guns and one of 4. A Japanese heavy cruiser shipping 5 x 2 8” guns will fire two 5-gun salvoes. The actual number of guns in the salvo is not important, since naval gunnery theory expects one hit from every salvo that straddles the target, regardless of the number of guns firing. 

If any part of the coin touches the silhouette, regardless of where, a hit is scored. If your opponent is returning fire then he measures from the other edge of the sheet and places a second ship at your end of the sheet. Obviously, if either ship is bows or stern-on this can be catered for quite easily. To replicate the effect of different calibres of gun use different sizes of coins – fifty pence coins (25mm diameter) for 14, 15 or 16”+ shells, a pound (20mm diameter) for 6 – 12” and five pence (10 mm) for 5” and less. Obviously, no gun can shoot past its maximum range.

This, then, is the gunnery system in a nutshell. Simple and quick and requiring a modicum of skill, the only fiddly part is re-positioning the ship shapes for each firer and target. Even that is hardly onerous. 

Gunnery Hits

Fine, so you’ve scored a hit or two and we now come to the second part of the equation. Can you damage the target? The answer rather depends on what you are firing at. The average battlewagon is really only susceptible to another big-gun ship. An eight-inch gun cruiser would struggle to dent the vitals of a battleship even at close range, not to mention being badly outranged. So, if we say that a vessel is only effective against a ship of equal or less force, we shall not be straying too far from reality. Where ships are able to damage each other throw a D10 and multiply by the following factors:

Gun
18.1”

x 
200

16”

x
160

15”

x
130

14”

x
100

11”

x
  80

8”

x
  50

6”

x
  30

5”

x
  20

4”

x
  10

Deduct the resulting score from the gross tonnage of the target vessel. When the tonnage drops below 50% of the original figure the vessel is finished.

In addition, dice for the specific effects of gunnery hits. Use the same table as for bombing.        

0
=
Magazine hit, vessel blows up.

9
=
Deck hit. Carrier operations suspended for “x” moves. (Where “x” is the score of a D10)

8
=
Main armament (or deck for a carrier). Lose one turret.

7
=
Secondary armament. Lose one turret.

6
=
Engine room. Lose 5 knots off fastest speed.

5
=
Bridge/steering position. Steering jammed. Throw 1 x D6. 1 –2 full left rudder; 3 – 4 straight ahead; 5 – 6 full right rudder.

4
=
Main armament (or deck for a carrier). Lose one turret.

3, 2, 1
=
Deck hit (as above)

Torpedoes

One of the few ways that a small vessel can inflict significant damage on a much larger, more powerful target is with torpedoes. A large explosive charge, striking below the water-line, could cripple or even sink the best-defended of vessels. The main disadvantages to the weapon were its short range and its relative slowness through the water.

In order to launch a torpedo a surface vessel must approach to within 4 – 5,000 metres/yards of the target – virtually suicidal against a vessel with a powerful secondary and tertiary armament. Moreover, a competently handled ship under full control can dodge the oncoming torpedo without too much difficulty. Usually “fish” were reserved for the coup de grace, when the target was disabled and/or unable to manoeuvre.  

Let us say, then, that hit chance is a function of target speed. In other words, the faster the target vessel moves through the water, the less chance that a torpedo will hit it. That being the case, we can boil the mechanism down to a straight D10 die roll, thus:

5 Knots or less



7, 8, 9 or 0

10 Knots or less


8, 9 or 0

20 Knots or less


9 or 0

Over 20 Knots



0

Throw one die for each torpedo fired.

About now someone will raise the issue of the Japanese Long Lance torpedo. This was hydrogen peroxide powered and had more than twice the range of Allied torpedoes. However, they were also dangerous to handle and had a nasty habit of blowing up on the deck of the firing vessel. Still want to use them?

In conclusion

If the idea of 1/3000th aircraft causes you qualms, don’t worry. Navwar makes most of the Pacific theatre types for both US and Japanese in that scale. If you can’t or won’t paint aircraft that small then consider painting the shapes on transparent plasticard. I cut out small triangles, approximately 25 mm on a side, and painted the shapes into each corner (facing the same direction, of course). On the table this looks like a tight “vic” of aircraft which can be used flat on the playing surface or held on a simple stand for extra realism. The added bonus is that, using a spirit pen, the player can mark losses on the surface of the plasticard, which can then be cleaned off after the game.

These, then, are the bare bones of a set of rules. There are other issues that I have not addressed – scouting, submarine action, amphibious warfare, to name but a few. The rules however are capable of development, and in that spirit I offer them for consideration. Inevitably, there will be many that will think them too simplistic. They were, after all, written to cater for large forces in a small scale. This, in turn, means that a certain amount of “glossing over” and fudging has been required. The acid test of any set of rules is: do the correct tactics prevail? That is a verdict I will gladly leave to you.   

