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For the 8th game of 2011 season, GAG members gathered on 

3 March to enjoy an early WWII European naval game in 1/2400 
scale, mastered by one of our members, Mike, his first game 
mastered with our group.  It pitted British forces against a combined 
fleet of German, Italian, and Vichy French ships.  In essence, the 
scenario was an Alternative Universe version of the destruction of 
the French fleet in French Algiers on 3 July 1940 by the British 
navel and air forces. 
 
Background – (copied, paraphrased from Wikipedia) 

In 1940, after the Fall of France and the armistices between France and Nazi 
Germany, and France and Fascist Italy, the United Kingdom became concerned 
about the possibility that the Germans would acquire control of the French fleet.  
The British government feared that the Axis governments would not abide by the 
armistice terms who "solemnly and firmly declared that it had no intention of 
making demands regarding the French fleet during the peace negotiations."  On 24 
June, Admiral Jean Louis Xavier François Darlan (1881-1942) gave Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill (1874–1965) assurances against such a possibility (a 
later German attempt, made in violation of the Armistice terms, resulted in the 
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French fleet scuttling itself in Toulon harbor in 1942).  Churchill ordered that the French Navy (Marine Nationale) either should join 
forces with the British Royal Navy or neutralize their ships in some way to prevent them from falling into German or Italian hands. 

The French fleet was widely dispersed.  Some vessels were in port in France; others had escaped from France to British-
controlled ports, mainly in Britain and Alexandria, Egypt.  Operation Catapult was to take the French ships into British control or 
destroy them.  In the first stage, the British forces in the British ports of Plymouth and Portsmouth simply boarded the French ships on 
the night of 3 July 1940.  The attack on the French vessels at port sowed anger amongst the French towards their ally and increased 
tension between Churchill and the leader of the Free French Forces, Charles de Gaulle. 

However, the most powerful concentration of French warships at the time was the squadron at the port of Mers-el-Kébir on the 
Mediterranean coast of French Algeria.  This French fleet consisted of the old battleships Provence and Bretagne, the modern 
battleships (or battlecruisers) Dunkerque and Strasbourg, the seaplane tender Commandant Teste, and six 
destroyers under the command of Admiral Marcel-Bruno Gensoul (1880-1973, pictured at right).   

Royal Naval Command ordered British Admiral of the Fleet Sir James 
Fownes Somerville GCB, GBE, DSO (1882-1949, at left) of Force H based in 
Gibraltar to deliver an ultimatum to the French.  In part the statement indicated 
that the French: (a) join with the British Navy and continue the fight until victory 
against the Germans; (b) Sail with reduced crews under British control to a British 
port, with the crews being repatriated at the earliest moment; or (c) if you retain 
the ships until Germany breaks its armistice with Vichy France, at which time the 
French sail them with reduced crews to some French port in the West Indies – 
Martinique for instance – where they can be demilitarized to British satisfaction, 
or perhaps be entrusted to the United States and remain safe until the end of the war, the crews being 
repatriated.  If the French commander refused the alternatives, Admiral Somerville said he would be 

required “to sink your ships within 6 hours” to prevent them from falling into German 
hands. Somerville did not present the ultimatum personally.  Instead, this duty fell to the 
French-speaking Captain Cedric Holland, commanding officer of the carrier HMS Ark 
Royal.  Affronted that a senior officer did not conduct negotiations, Admiral Gensoul sent 
his lieutenant, Bernard Dufay, which led to much delay and confusion.   

As negotiations dragged on, it became clear that neither side was likely to give way.  
Admiral Gensoul never sent French Navy Minister Admiral Darlan the full text of the 
British ultimatum, despite the fact that most significantly, the option of removing the fleet 
to American waters, had been part of the orders Darlan gave to Gensoul to be followed 
should a foreign power attempt to seize the ships under his command.   

Before negotiations were formally terminated, British Fairey Swordfish planes 
escorted by obsolete Blackburn Skuas were dispatched from the carrier Ark Royal to drop 
magnetic mines in the path of the French ships' route to sea.  This force was intercepted 
by French Curtiss H-75 (P-36) fighters.  Thanks to the escorting Skuas, none of the 
Swordfish were lost, but one of the Skuas was shot down killing its crew, the only British 
fatalities in the action.   

The French defensive actions implied that the French did not want to cooperate.  
Therefore, Churchill ordered Somerville to attack, who, reluctantly, gave the order to 
open fire on 3 July 1940 late in the afternoon. 

The British force consisted of the battlecruiser Hood, battleships Valiant and 
Resolution, and the aircraft carrier Ark Royal, plus two cruisers and eleven destroyers.   

The French fleet was anchored in a narrow harbor.  The fleet consisted of four battleships, Dunkerque, her sister ship Strasbourg, 
the Bretagne and Provence, six destroyers, and a seaplane tender, Commandant Teste.  

The actual engagement lasted about four hours.  The British opened fire at 
extreme range at 17:54 Hrs. The French eventually replied but ineffectively.  The 
third salvo from the British force and the first to hit resulted in a magazine 
explosion aboard Bretagne, which sank with 977 of her crew dead at 18:09. After 
some thirty salvos, the French ships stopped firing.  Meanwhile, the British force 
altered their course to avoid fire from the French coastal forts.  The French ships 
Provence, Dunkerque (at left) and the destroyer Mogador were damaged and run 

aground by their crews. 
Strasbourg managed to escape with four destroyers.  As these five ships made for the open seas, they came under attack from a 

flight of bomb-armed Swordfish from Ark Royal, two of which were lost, but their crews rescued.  The bombing attack had little 
effect.  Somerville ordered his forces to begin pursuing at 18:43.  At 20:20, Somerville called off the pursuit, feeling that his ships 
were ill-deployed for a night engagement. After weathering another Swordfish attack, Strasbourg reached the French port of Toulon 
on 4 July. 

At Mers-el-Kébir, 1,297 French sailors were killed and about 350 were wounded.  Two British air crewmen were also killed. 
Relations between Britain and France were strained severely for some time and the Germans enjoyed a propaganda coup. 

HMS Ark Royal 

HMS Hood 

VF Dunkerque 
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Game System 
  
The game system used was adapted from one of Bill M’s beer and pretzel systems.  (See GAG Newsletter Vol. 2, No. 01). 
 
 

Game Scenario 
 The year in our alternative universe is 1940.  The German, French, and Italian fleets have merged in the Mediterranean Sea.  

They have rendezvoused near Malta and are planning a move on Gibraltar, the last British outpost in the Mediterranean.  If the British 
fleet does not stop them, the Axis powers and Vichy French will control the entire inland sea and access to it.   

Therefore, a British Fleet composed of Battlecruisers and cruisers, including the HMS Hood steamed east of the straits and about 
10 miles from the Rock of Gibraltar.  There, they came upon a combined Axis Fleet composed of battleships and cruisers including 
the French ships Provence and Dunkerque; German battlewagons Bismarck, Graf Spee and Tirpitz, and some Italian battleships and 
cruisers.   

Victory conditions – sink enemy ships.   The site is the open sea except for three small islands at the center of the table that 
provide limited access through them. 

  
Opponents 

On the British side, we had Chip on the right flank (so to speak); Bob; Rob; and Erin, a new member.  On the Axis side, we had 
on the left flank Bill M with a German fleet including the big three – Bismarck, Tirpitz, and Graf Spee; Chris with an Italian fleet; 
Woody with Vichy French ships; Emmitt, commanding German and Italian vessels, and Josh, who had a few more German and 
Italian.   In all The Axis powers had some twenty-two vessels, the British, about eighteen ships. 
 
Game Board 

 

 
 
 
 German                     Italian                                                Vichy French                             British                             
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Game Play in Pics 
 

 
 
 
   
The Fleets are forming!   
 

 After a roll of D10s, 
Rob (below) became the British 
Commodore, and Woody, the 
Axis Admiral. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Turn One:  the 

fleets formed and 
moved forward.  Chip 
(left) and Bob 
contemplate their 
strategy.  
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     Woody has deployed the Vichy fleet, while Bob’s (left) and Rob’s fleets move toward the islands. 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Erin reads rules, while Josh’s force moves 
forward in a nice line 
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     By about Turn 4, 
the fleets were 
taking some serious 
hits, marked by the 
upside down golf 
tees.   
     Woody wasn’t 
paying attention; he 
initially used the 
critical hit table. So 
two of his ships 
were heavily dam-
aged by this turn.  
One of his cruisers 
(lower left) has 
taken five hits from 
Rob’s and Bob’s 
vessels, while Erin’s 
vessels took hits 
from Josh’s forces.   

 
 
 
  
 
 
    South of the tri-islands, Bill and Chris’s fleets 
Axis fleets are jockeying for proper angles to 
have the majority of their guns to come to bear 
on the opposition fleets of Chip and Bob. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
     At the Tri-Islands, Rob’s Fleet 
including the HMS Hood, move into 
the islands’ sound  while Woody 
attempts to set up an ambush 
designed to force the British ships 
into a cross fire.  The ranges have 
been reduced close enough for the 
use of torpedoes, whose range was 
only 8”. 
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Torpedoes 
Away! 
 
Rob, Erin and 
Josh fire 
torpedoes at their 
opposition.  Note 
the number of hits 
on the various 
craft, the results 
of battle done at 
nearly point-
blank range. 
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     While the area about the islands and to 
the north was froth with naval gunfire and 
torpedo explosions, the area to the south 
also was the scene of gun crews working 
feverously to sink the opposition.  Some of 
Chip’s British ships (not fish and chips) 
engage one of Bill M’s German vessels 
(bottom left). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
        The battle for the tri-
islands continued.  Though 
Josh’s torpedoes put a few hits 
on Rob’s ships, including the 
HMS Hood, one of Woody’s 
French ships had come to bear 
and fired a salvo of torpedoes 
toward one of Rob’s supporting 
cruisers.  Concurrently, gunfire 
again takes it toll on both sides. 
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    At the end of the last turn, Chip, Bob 
(center), and Rob discuss their losses south 
of the tri-islands.  Bill’s ships had taken 
several hits, but the Brits also suffered 
losses. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Bob, Rob, and Erin look over the battle area.  The results of the fight  

for the tri-islands appears to have the Brits were victors.  
 
 
  North of the tri-islands, Josh’s 
forces are still intact, but both 
Erin and Josh have taken hits. 
 
 
     Having lost my notes of 
the game, and depending on 
memory, at the end of the 
game, Mike noted that the 
Axis had won a minor 
victory. 
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