G20 Camp Nibeiwa

On Saturday we got together to play ASL.  As we had all day I picked a larger scenario that we could not normally play in our evening sessions.  I wanted something different.

I looked through some of my scenario folders and nothing jumped out at me until I got to the scenarios that were published in the General magazine.  One of the G series, G20 Camp Nibeiwa, featured the 4th Indian Division supported by 7 RTR attacking a strong Italian fortified position that is supported by artillery and tanks.

This represents the important opening of the Operation Compass campaign where the Indian Division started the rout of the Italian Army that did not stop until Rommel appeared on the scene.  It is also the battle that created the reputation of the Matilda II infantry tank in North Africa.

Unfortunately I never checked the ROAR results before selecting the game.

The game is played on four desert boards, although two are half boards, giving an open expanse.  The boards are modified by overlays including two hillocks and two 3 diers.  Te Italians also get to secretly record two sand overlays, sort of a sand mine trap for the British.

We looked at the set up instructions in the SSRs.  There appeared to be no set up coordinate for D6, yet the set up for the Italian armour indicates that it can set up in D6 or D5.  We looked at the scenario card again.  Nothing.  We looked up errata on the web, nothing.

In the end we just put it down where it appeared to be on the map diagram on the card.  It was only the next day, after asking for confirmation on the ASLML that I found out that it was on the scenario card.  We missed it because the designation “D6” was not highlighted like the other overlays.  Amazing what you cannot see sometimes.  As it was we placed it almost exactly where it was supposed to go.

The next thing we had to do was the pre-game bombardment.  This two seemed a little problematic.  Normally a bombardment happens on one board, or on two half boards placed end to end.  We had to do a bombardment on two half boards placed side by side.  We solved this by rolling two sets of six dice.  After re-reading the rules I think this was correct.  The bombardment did no damage other than pinning two crews in sangers.

While looking for errata Murray looked up the ROAR results, and we found the game to be heavily in favour of the Italians.  As I chose the scenario without looking at the balance, I offered to take the British, but Murray, ever the gentleman, insisted we roll for sides.  We rolled and I got the Italians.

I set up with the OB given trenches forming a network with the bunker in 28BB1.

All of the artillery group went on the hillocks in sangers, covering the southern side of the boards.  I had a row of infantry in foxholes across the board about 4 to 5 hexes apart on row U.

The tanks were split between the two diers, with the majority in the southern one.  I did not bother to form platoons with the tanks.  I had no intention of using platoon movement.

Murray set up his troops two hexes into the eastern boards, forming a line right across.  He had the majority of his infantry in the north, but had a line of half squads with his best leaders and his ATRs covering the south boards.  All of his tanks set up on the north side.

On turn 1 his leader directed ATRs tried to pick off tanks in the southern dier.  It was not to be.  The light dust DRM, hull down status and small targets made it hard work for the British.  His Matildas then trundled forward.  These mighty beasts had armour of such strength that not one of my AT assets could penetrate their frontal amour, indeed only a few could penetrate their side armour and then only with a 2.  These monsters must have been as frightening to the Italians as Tiger tanks were later in the war were for allied troops.  Murray stopped the Matildas and acquired six of my tanks in the advance fire phase.

The SSRs state that the British infantry cannot advance until turn 3 or after all of the Italian armour was destroyed.  I had no intention of engaging the Matildas in battle, but did plan top attack with my armour.  In my turn one I opened up with my artillery using area target type on his infantry.  Nothing like 30+ range shots!  I did not hit anything, but started to gain acquisition.  Three of my tanks, on M11/39 and two tankettes, then dashed out of the southern Dier directly towards the British ATR line.  Murray’s defensive fire was ineffectual, as was my advancing fire.

Turn two and three saw Murrays tanks and ATRs trying to pick off my armour.  He threw everything he had at them, including mortars and LMGs, with little result.  My tanks, those that could pass a morale test, continued to race forward, as my artillery boomed away at long range.  Not much was happening.  A tankettes went down and I overran a squad and leader, breaking the 9-2.

In turn three Murrays infantry started to advance on the northern flank, covered by smoke from his mortars.  Two of his matildas also moved, using vehicle dust to help cover the infantry, and force my tanks out of the northern deir.  The range was still to long for my infantry to join the battle, but my artillery was making the odd hit, breaking a few of the ATR line troops.  I raced more tanks forward, only to see them stop in the middle of the desert because they were not moving in platoon movement and the could not pass a morale check.  Still, the small size, vehicular dust and light dust made it hard for Murrays tanks to score hits.  When he did hit on three occasions his to kill DRs were to high.

At one stage I had a single M11/39 surrounded by three Matildas, all within six hexes.  It survived both a defensive fire phase and the next prep fire phase, including multiple ROF, without so much as a scratch.  Murray could only kill it by moving next to it and using bounding fire.  Even then it needed two Matildas to get it.

By turn 6 things were getting tight for the Italians.  Many of my tanks had gone down to continued attacks, without a Matilda being damaged, other than two MA malfunctioning.  His infantry and tanks had penetrated my forward line, wiping out the squads on the northern half of the board, and were closing in on the trench network,  I had three AFV in the south east area, with my one other remaining tank hightailing it back to the hillocks to try and provide some AT defence.

As Murray moved two Matildas next two my trench network I was getting desperate.  He had set one tank hunting my three scamping tanks in the south east, and it had managed to kill another tankettes.  Three other tanks were threatening the sangers on the first hillock.

It was time for the brave Italian infantry to prove its worth.  A leader and squad, having passed its PAATC, advanced into an adjacent hex with a matildas and killed it in CC.  The first of the monsters went down.

Two turns later, turn 8, Murray thrust his tanks onto the hillock, but did not have the movement to overrun the sangers.  One, with the 9-2 armour leader, ended up next to the 47 AT gun, while two others entered the sanger hexes.  A desperate deliberate immobilisation shot failed to stop the matildas with the armour leader.  My turn 8.  I needed a low roll to get deliberate immobilisation.  Base TH10, +5 deliberate immobilisation, +2 moving target, + light dust variable DRM.  I rolled a yatzee of 1s.  No dust drm, hull hit, deliberately immobilised.  To rub salt into the wound my brave infantry leader and two squads advanced into Cc with another matilda and destroyed it too.

With only three turns to go, down three tanks and with a fourth chasing my other tanks all over the board, Murray realised he did not have the forces to storm the trench network and the guns on the second hillock, and conceded.

The victory conditions are that there must be no good order Italian personnel or mobile AFV with functioning main armament on the board at game end.  I used this VC to race some Italian AFV right up to the west edge of the playing area, to force Murray to split his tanks to chase them down.  This is a bit gamey, and makes a hard task for the British almost impossible.  A better victory condition would be that there are no good order personnel or AFV east of hexrow 29/28U at game end.  Even then it is a lot of work for the six matildas, given that they have to roll for mechanical reliability every time they start up.  While Murray did not suffer one such immobilisation, with six tanks over eleven turns you could expect one or two to immobilise.

The pre-game bombardment is also a bit of a hit and miss affair.  Good results for the British could make it a walkover, but in this case it was ineffective.

I think the scenario is therefore heavily in favour of the Italians.

Still, it was fun to get out and play a large desert scenario, to blaze away at long range, and re-familiarising ourselves with the desert rules.

Bill Brodie,

Canberra, Australia

8 March 2007.

