Norway - The First Contested Scenario in a PanzerGeneral PBEM-Campaign





By Søren Bülow (RIP) and Charles Leflar





Members of LE know that it has been possible for some time now to play a PanzerGeneral campaign as PBEM. While most players may by now have shifted to PGII we, the authors of this article, have had a PG campaign running since May 1997. We started from the beginning (1939) with RIP playing axis and CHARLES playing the allied side.





The PBEM campaign offers some new challenges for the axis player contrary to the opposition the AI is capable of. Of course, the most interesting side to play is the German side since the axis player gets to build up a core force that meets action in several scenarios. The allied players gets the experience of playing “the other side” with much more opposition and of gaining knowledge over several scenarios about how to defeat the axis general.  We have all learned how to defeat the AI but that is little challenge compared to learning to defeat a real Panzer General. Most of all, both players enjoy playing the well known scenarios in an entirely different way and finding out, little by little, the other players psyche and preferred strategy. Even as experienced players, we find that no scenario is the same as any AI-game we ever played!





While the two Polish scenarios did see some action and only a tiny German victory, they still do not require much elaborated strategy. Norway seems to be the first scenario which allows a number of approaches.





We are now coming to an end of the Low Countries scenario (German victory) and have meanwhile been following up on the Norway scenario. We thought that some of the LE-members might enjoy reading our analysis of the Norway battle and this is why we have put it together in this article. 





The battle - in short





Although the Germans got off from a good start and progressed as far north as Lillehammer and Andalsness with an amphibious landing, the allies won this scenario. The allied victory was substantially ensured by clever use of the navy and extermination of the German Kriegsmarine. Some of RAF also survived to check the Luftwaffe and thus preventing any successful combined operations by the German player who was reluctant to sacrifice core units.  This realistic preservation of core units is one of the real benefits of campaign play.





It should be mentioned also, that we play by what we call the “Blood n’ Guts-Rule”. That means playing like chess: units touched (LMB) must be moved, units moved, cannot be taken back. Thus recon by taking units back and forth to see if they bump into something is out of the question. This also rules out reloading to obtain better combat results. And of course we play with as well weather as supply ON.





Overall strategy





Charles:  What were your overall plans/goals/strategy for Norway? Mine were:





1) Delaying battle in the south


2) Don't commit the navy to shore bombardment until the German Navy was neutralized


3) Have the main battle near Trodheim in range of my naval guns.





Overall strategic mission :  Kill some core units while I have the


opportunity.  I saw Norway as my best possibility for a while to do this.





RIP:





1) Secure against a forward defense of Oslo (my testplay had shown good prospects for that kind of delaying action)


2) Standard naval strategy of waiting to move out the northern fleet before the southern catches up.


3) Patient progress up the central part. Arriving at Trondheim before Royal Navy is out is a doomed strategy


4) Make a small northern landing to secure the one Eglish city (prevent builds). Possibly advance to isolate Trondheim but most likely to retreat outside naval range.


5) Don't advance further north before Trondheim was secured.





Overall strategic priority: avoid killed core units, gather prestige and experience. Avoid replacements (save prestige)





Charles: Did your strategy succeed?





RIP: No, it failed on all but the first point.





1) Proved easy to fulfill because Oslo wasn't defended.


2) Because of the failure of 4), the northern navy had to move a little further than I had planned. For some reason, it was always within spotting range of the Royal Navy, while Royal Navy was out of spotting range for the Kriegsmarine. Result: ships gunned down at safe range by Royal Navy capital ships, which I had expected to stay in the Trondheim area. Finally, the timing of a northward bended submarine move was wrong. It was supposed to go north and then east to attack the royal navy from behind (avoiding destroyer shield). It failed because the bulk of the R.N. had passed before I was in position.


3) When the southern navy arrived, the northern was almost destroyed. I was too slow in realising that I would be unable to reverse the process. Result: more cannon-fodder.


4) I had expected more of RAF to go south for the reason of 1). I didn't. It killed major parts of my landing force allready when at sea. Then the R.N. arrived, and the rest of my small raiding group was destroyed. I lost units worth almost 1.000 prestige points (including Luftwaffe losses) 


5) Never even got close to Trondheim.





In general, my strategy failed because of the naval defeat and because I had not realised, that the navy is not only important, but THE most important factor in Norway. I played the R.N. as I would have played against the AI. That was a big mistake. When the naval superiority was lost, all was lost - even though I build planes to stop the R.N.





Charles (about the success of strategy): I wanted to kill your weakened fighters and tried several fighter sweeps, but was unsuccessful.  I wanted to trap your invading


units in the north but you extracted them.  I wanted to lure the Luftwaffe


into AA traps, but you wouldn't bite.  You already know I hoped to get


some of your infantry into range of the RN at the end of the game, but you


sent armor instead.  I wanted to sneak that unit to Denmark, but you bombed it.


Speaking of which, I think you did the right thing in keeping your bomber


south to deal with that.  If I had been able to seize an airfield and


land the other troops, then build some, it would have been quite a


headache for you.  Your bomber got some experience and prevented a


potential big problem.  





Further considerations about strategy





Charles: Did you consider sending a force up the easternmost (slow) river valley?





RIP: Yes, but based on experience I realised, that I had too few units to spare for that purpose and too little AA or fightersupport (2 fighters). Once units are far up the river and battered by air (or navy), it's a long way home. I felt that the risk of kills was too high. 





Charles: How did you manage to take Lillehammer so easily? 





RIP: That was simple. I had artillery that outranged yours. Besides I made a double move across the river and over the nearby mountains.





Charles: Why did you choose to build AA in the north rather than other units?





RIP: I had a load of bombers hammering my beachhead. I had considered landing some selfpropelled AA, but found it useless. It was much better building AA near conquered cities. Of course they didn't stand a chance when the R.N. arrived, but I had to try something in order to save my landing from total anihilation. I lost two AA batteries, I think.





Charles: What impact do you think weather had on the game?





RIP: Actually I think, the weather was better than average. Most of the forecasted snow and rain never occured. I think the weather didn't favour any of us.





Charles: I tried to use air transported troops to make you garrison your rear


areas.  You realized that it was a bluff - they did not have paradrop


capabilities so you ignored them.  While marginally useful as scouts, I


ended up landing them at Trodheim.  I'm playing a Norway scenario now


where my Axis opponent has heavily garrisoned Denmark because he saw my


airtransport over his airfields there!  :)  





RIP: I spotted the airtransport allready in the Oslo area (as well as the seatransport). A simple check shows if it's a para or not. But even if it had been, your attack would easily have been repulsed by as little as one unit plus a bomber. So I had little worries. On the other hand, I may have lost time using my bomber against your seatransport. It should perhaps rather have been bombing your navy up north.





RIP: Had you planned any operations or surprises, that were never carried out?


I know, I had. My plan was to send my paras on a second mission (after taking Oslo) in a northern path to conquer some unprotected cities for cheap prestige. The paras are usually damaged after the initial battle and in general they perform lousy, so it's the best secondary thing to do with them. As you know, that mission failed. Both paras were intercepted under circumstances I find to be very unfortunate. One at the eastborder to Sweden, where you happend to have a fighter scouting, and one in the central region, where my misconception of arial movement let the para end up over an AA and next to a fighter.  (Note by Charles:  I agree that the inability to specify a route for air units is unrealistic and unfortunate.)





Charles: I kept scouting the west side of the board looking for that para drop.  I


had troubles in an earlier Norway game when my opponent got one of the


northern cities and built units then attacked me from the north and south


both.  Since my scouting was intermittant, I was lucky to intercept the paras.





The air war





RIP: I had all my airforce start at Stavanger. It was an efficient disposition, I think, since there can be no airbattle for the Luftwaffe in the first turn anyway (the less one wants to risk AA from Oslo). It can reach Oslo from Stavanger on the second turn and might as well be usefull over Stavanger on the first turn. Actually I used my Stuka to damage your T-boat. Then just one DD-attack was needed to kill it. After that the rest of the navy could shell groundforces. Turn two was a piece of cake (I think Stavanger fell on turn 2?) 





Charles: I knew that I could not win overall air supremecy. I decided to operate over the northern ocean and near Trodheim.  I did this because it would force the Luftwaffe to operate at the extreme edge of its fuel capacity, thereby minimizing Luftwaffe time over the battle area and maximizing my time.  I also hoped to get shots at your planes with my air defense.  I know that the only way I could shoot down your fighters was probably to weaken them with AA first.  As I received prestige from sinking ships, I invested it in replaceing my fighters.  This was a risky & expensive strategy (I was often borderline on prestige reserves) but it allowed me to occasionally have air parity or superiority over limited areas of the battlefield.





RIP: Very sensible priorities. The plentiful allied prestige makes it possible. And the SpitfireII is at this stage almost equal to the Me109’s.





Charles: I made one frustrating mistake in the air early in the game.  I assumed


that you would send the paratroopers NW of Oslo in an area outsight of my


spotting on the first turn and I sent a Norwegian fighter to get a free


shot at them.  I miscalculated the location of the paratroopers by one


hex, ran into them, and was not allowed to fire.  You killed my fighter


next turn...this was a careless miscalculation on my part.





RIP: That was an insignificant mistake. The Norwegian fighters are worth 0 except for drawing off fighter interdiction.





The naval action





Charles: In the naval portion, my heavy ships steamed south as fast as they could


with a destroyer screen in front.  My anti-sub/anti-ship tactics were


thus:  I would first leapfrog some destroyers from the north/back of my


screen to the front to scout just beyond my front destroyers' sight.  If


they spotted a sub, the unmoved front DDs could attack.  If not, I had one


of my Blienheim bombers fly across the ocean beyond my moved DDs' sight


range.  This ariel scouting frequently spotted your surface ships and,


since the bomber ended up on either the north or south ends of the naval


fight, you frequently did not see it.  When it was at the end of the


southern leg, I would usually bomb your ground forces, occasionally your


naval forces.  This would not work in PG II since air units do not spot everything they fly over.





RIP: I was well aware of that very sensible strategy. That's why I tried to outflank your surfaceforce with my subs - that part actually worked! Does that mean, that you actually flew your bomber far into unspotted areas? I would certainly never have done that and so I didn't expect you to do that either.





Charles: - Yes, I did fly my bomber deep into unexplored areas over the ocean.  I took that risk because your fighters were probably busy elsewhere and were at the extreme of their fuel range anyway.  I figured the risk to the bomber was less than the potential


return of finding and sinking your surface fleet and subs.





Charles: I could then move up the cruisers and shell your navy and, finally, move


my front DDs up to reestablish the screen and finish off any cripples.  As destroyers were damaged, I would relegate them to the back of the screen on sub spotting duties and rotate less damaged destroyers to the front.  I would refuel planes in bad weather and often used my second bomber against ships as well.





You did a good job sneaking your sub pack around to the north.  I spent a lot of resources watching/looking for them.  Kind of the 'Fleet in Being' concept.





Campaign play





Charles: What did you learn about your opponent in Poland and Warsaw?  How did you apply that knowledge in Norway?





RIP: The Polish scenarios showed very little about your offensive capabilities. The defense was very able though and showed that you know how to get the best out of defensive artillery fire and defensive positions. It goes with the full story, that I only won the Poland-scenario in the last turn and with my very last available unit. We may use this opportunity to correct the statement, that the Polish scenarios is a walk-over for the German player even when playing against another human. The recommendations that the Polish player should have +3 everything is certainly a misunderstanding.  (From Charles - I’ll take on any German player in Poland who gives me a +3!)





Charles:  As a final note, I would like to encourage other Lead Eaters to try campaign play.  I believe that the need to preserve core units adds a lot of realism to the game and, as the allied player, it is pretty darn fun to finish off some infantry in the Low Countries that you have been watching gain experience since Poland.





On the other hand, a commitment to a campaign is a big commitment.  RIP and I had not played PBEM campaigns before and we both chose an experienced player with a reasonable track record of games.  We felt free to get to know each other a bit before we started the campaign and even asked for previous opponents to use as references.  Getting to know him has certainly been as much fun for me as playing the game has been.





A last word of caution for campaign players. If you are going to play as the allies, you have to love playing the game more than you love your LeadEater ladder ranking because you are going to lose most of the scenarios.  But you will gain so much experience that future opponents better watch out!


