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Not long ago, I picked up a used copy of a naval board game.  I’ve enjoyed naval games for 

many years, having previous experience with a couple of old Avalon Hill titles, “Victory in the 

Pacific” and “Jutland.”  My main problem with the games is that they are quite difficult to play 

solo.  Playing both sides means that I always know exactly what my opponent is thinking.  It’s 

hard to surprise him – and surprises and hidden movement are really the gist of the naval games 

I’ve encountered in the past. 

 

But this new game – new to me, at any rate – features some mechanisms that make solo play 

much easier.  Naturally, playing the game got me thinking about ways to make my other ventures 

into naval gaming less predictable.  I’ll be sharing some of my ideas in this article.  So no, this 

isn’t really a review of a game, although I’ll say up front that I like my new game a lot.  My 

intention here is to focus on those aspects of the game that make it “click” for solo play and see 

if they can be applied elsewhere. 

 

The game I bought is called “The Great War at Sea: Mediterranean.”  It focuses on the 

Mediterranean, Adriatic and Black Sea theaters during World War I.  The game includes naval 

forces from a number of countries that were involved in the campaigning in these waters during 

the Great War, along with some “what if” scenarios. 

 

 
Cover art for the board game ‘The Great War at Sea: Mediterranean.’ 



“The Great War at Sea” itself is a series of naval board games by Avalanche Press that first 

appeared in the 1990s and has been expanding ever since.  “Mediterranean” was, I think, the 

original game in the series.  But by my count, the series now numbers some 39 different games.  

It has expanded from the Mediterranean WWI game to the Russo-Japanese War, the Spanish-

American War, World War II, and several other games based on WWI.  And, yes, Jutland is one 

of them.  I confess some enduring interest in that bit of WWI naval history and, while I might 

eventually have to grab a copy of the Jutland game too, for now the Mediterranean game looks to 

offer considerable scope for my solo endeavors. 

 

Judging by my limited experience with this one game and descriptions of several others in the 

series, the games appear to employ similar rules and mechanics.  Learning how one game works 

provides a quick primer on the others as well. 

 

Mediterranean comes with a fat booklet of ship-to-ship and campaign scenarios.  The ship-to-

ship (battle) scenarios include orders of battle and initial set-ups of the forces for each encounter, 

on a tactical map.  Those battle scenarios are what I’m discussing here.  The campaign scenarios 

are more complicated and are beyond the scope of this article. 

 

On the tactical map, one side’s ship counters start in the center hex or adjoining hexes, with the 

enemy force approaching from (usually) five hex sides away.  The tactical map itself is made up 

of these hexes, 17 across and 15 top to bottom.  The whole map is some 24 inches square.  That 

doesn’t sound like a lot of room for maneuvering, but the way the rules work, there’s plenty of 

space to play out a scenario.  Each hex is scaled at 8,000 yards across, and as many as eight 

friendly capital ships or smaller ship squadrons can be contained in the same hex. 

 

Incidentally, I find it of passing interest to mentally compare the playing space required for a 

tactical game of Mediterranean – two feet square – to the space required for a game of Avalon 

Hill’s “Jutland,” a board game without a board that was originally advertised as being playable 

on any flat surface “from a dining room table to a gymnasium floor.”  Naval games have 

changed.  You certainly don’t need a gym floor anymore. 

 

Meanwhile, in Mediterranean, the ship speeds are limited to four.  From fastest to slowest, the 

game rates the speeds as 2+, 2, 1 and 1s.  Interestingly, these rates don’t indicate the number of 

hexes each ship can move on the tactical map.  They indicate the order in which the ships of 

various speeds can move at all. 

 

To explain more fully, each turn of the game is broken down into a series of phases.  In Phase 1, 

all ships of one side that are rated as 2+ can move.  Then, all ships on both sides that are within 

range of any enemy ships may fire.  Next, all ships of the other side that are rated as 2+ may 

move.  That completes the first phase of a turn. 

 

In Phase 2, ships on the first side that are rated as 2+ and 2 may move.  Both sides may fire at 

enemy ships in range.  Then, all ships of the second side that are rated as 2+ and 2 may move.  

End of Phase 2. 

 



In Phase 3, ships of the first side that are rated as 2+, 2 or 1 may move.  Both sides fire, as in 

previous phases, then the second side moves its ships that are rated as 2+, 2 or 1. 

 

In the final Phase 4, all ships (including the slowpoke 1s category) from the first side may move, 

then firing occurs if in range, and then the second player can move all of its ships in all four 

speed categories, the same as the first side has just done.  After that, the next turn begins and 

follows the same series of phases. 

 

Let’s discuss a couple of additional features of movement in this game. 

 

First, the fastest ships (rated 2+) can move four times faster than the slowest ships (rated 1s), 

because the fastest ships move four times in a turn, while the slowest ships move only once per 

turn.  Similarly, other ratios apply between ships of different speeds.  For example, a 2+ moves 

twice as fast as a ship rated 1 because the 2+ moves four times in a turn, while the ship rated 1 

moves twice.  And the ship rated 1 is also twice as fast as a ship rated 1s, because the 1 moves 

twice in a turn, while the 1 moves only once. 

 

Second, any ship on the tactical map that moves during a phase may only move one hex (to any 

adjoining hex), or can remain in its original hex.  In this way, the limited movement makes the 

tactical map much larger than it appears.  While ships that are rated higher for speed can move 

more hexes over the course of a multi-phase turn, and the slower ships can move fewer hexes, 

any and all ships also can simply remain in their original hexes.  In terms of movement, ships 

that remain in the original hex are just maneuvering within that hex, rather than trying to cover 

more distance on the tactical map. 

 

And, that brings us to another important part of the game – ship gunnery and ranges – and how 

those relate to movement. 

 

As with speed, guns come in categories – primary, secondary and tertiary.  The heavier the ship 

(usually), the more categories of guns it mounts.  A Dreadnought-type battleship, state of the art 

naval design for the period, would have all three categories of guns, while a cruiser might have 

only secondaries and tertiaries, and smaller vessels might merely have the tertiary mounts. 

 

Each gun category has a range: Primary guns can fire three hexes away, secondaries two hexes 

and tertiaries just one hex away. 

 

Most ships, and especially the lightly armed destroyers, also carry another nasty weapon, 

torpedoes.  Torpedoes have a range of only one hex, so a ship firing torpedoes must get 

dangerously close to launch its torpedoes at a target.  But a hit with a torpedo can be especially 

devastating, even to a much larger ship.  Which means, of course, that the smaller ships can be 

quite useful, even in a longer-range gunnery duel.  

 

That’s a quick look at the underpinnings of the game, but there’s another critical mechanic that 

comes into play during a battle.  From the description of the phases of a turn above, it’s apparent 

that whichever side moves first in a turn will have an advantage because, in each phase, one side 

moves, everybody fires, then the other side moves.   



So, the first side to move can close to a desired range (ideally, a range that maximizes that side’s 

firing capability, while limiting the capability of the other side.)  By the time the second side 

moves at the end of a phase, the damage from that phase’s gunnery has already been applied. 

 

The side that moves first is said to have the “initiative” and initiative lasts an entire turn, not just 

a phase or two.  In a Mediterranean scenario, the side with the initiative on the first full turn is 

given, along with the orders of battle.  But after the first turn, the initiative for the next turn, and 

for all turns thereafter, must be rolled for with a 1d6.  It’s often a simple one-off  roll, with the 

Central Powers side winning on a roll of 1-3 and the Allied side winning on a roll of 4-6. 

 

However, there is also a provision for the sides to have an exceptional commander (again, that is 

specified in the scenario set-up).  An exceptional commander influences his side’s initiative die 

roll by a 1, meaning that a fleet with an exceptional commander has a 2-1 (1-4 vs. 5-6 on the 

dice, for example) advantage in the initiative roll, instead of the usual 50-50 percent chance, or 

1-3 vs. 4-6 on the die roll. 

 

A Sample Battle 

 

What follows is a sample battle to illustrate more clearly how the rules work.  This battle is the 

introductory scenario from the Mediterranean game.  As such, it’s simple, easy to play and is 

over quickly. 

 

 
The Battle of Otranto Straits 

 

The scenario is called the Battle of Otranto, based on an historical encounter in the Adriatic Sea, 

adjoining the Mediterranean, and features ships from three navies – British, their Italian allies 

and Austrian.  On May 15, 1917, three Austrian light cruisers were returning to port after a raid 

into Allied waters when they encountered a British light cruiser and two squadrons of escorting 

Italian destroyers. 



 

In the historical battle, the Allied side managed to damage one of the Austrian cruisers, but 

turned away from further engagement to await reinforcements. 

 

In the game, the Allies start with the initiative.  All of the ships in the scenario have speeds of 2, 

but one of the Austrian cruisers starts out as more than 50 percent damaged and is therefore 

slowed (to a speed of 1).  The Allied ships are just moving into sighting range. 

 

 
 

The opening positions for the Battle of Otranto, Austrian ships in the center, the 
Allies approaching from the southwest. Ordinarily, I would play a game with a 
paper map like this one using a sheet of Plexiglas over the map. But clear plastic 
also reflects the light needed to take photo, so this game was played without the 
sheet of clear plastic, to get a better photo of the action. 
 

In my replay, the Allies used the initiative to move within shooting range of the Austrians.  The 

Austrians have only tertiary armament, which means they only have a range of one hex.  But the 

British cruiser, the Dartmouth, has secondary guns, so it has a range of two hexes.  The Allied 

ships closed to two hexes and fired, scoring a hit on both of the two previously undamaged 

Austrian ships.  Without the initiative, the Austrians were unable to close the range to be able to 

fire back with their tertiary guns. 

 

The Allies, however, did send their two destroyer squadrons within range to make torpedo 

attacks on the Austrians.  Unfortunately for the Allies, all the torpedoes missed.  But the 

Austrians, with the enemy destroyers now within range (one hex for their torpedo attacks), also 

had an off day and their salvos failed to hit the destroyers. 

 

At this point, the first turn ended.  Each side had been able to move their 2-speed ships up to 

three times, which accounted for the action so far. 

 



Before the second turn, the all-important initiative roll had to be made and the Austrians 

managed to gain the initiative for Turn 2, aided by the fact that the Austrian ships had an 

exceptional commander, Admiral Horthy, according to the scenario notes. 

 

It quickly became obvious why the historical Allies had turned away from further action.  Two 

Austrian cruisers, with the initiative, were able to close to their effective range of one hex, while 

leaving the third, more heavily damaged cruiser out of the fight and out of Allied range.  In this 

battle, the Austrian ships also had a gunnery advantage because of their training level.  Only two 

phases into Turn 2, the Dartmouth was hit by enough Austrian gunfire to be sunk.  As sinking the 

Dartmouth was a victory condition for the Austrians, the game ended abruptly in an Austrian 

victory. 

 

 
The situation at the end of the game. The British cruiser Dartmouth has just been 
sunk by Austrian gunnery. Hits and other information about the individual ships 
are recorded on off-table rosters. I’m usually not a fan of rosters but they work 
well with this game. 
 

The actual game took all of about 15 minutes to play out – fast and furious indeed.  But I was 

pleased that the game worked as smoothly as it did.  This was also another hard-earned learning 

experience for me, as I stumbled onto the obvious lesson that withdrawing can be a smarter tactic 

than sticking around to fight against superior numbers, even if they’re out-ranged at first. 

 

Sailing solo 

 

What broader lessons have I been able to take away from my limited experience with this WWI 

naval game?  There are a few, I think, which should be transferrable, at least in broad strokes, to 

my other naval games. 

 



First of all, there is the matter of initiative.  As was seen in my replay of the Battle of Otranto, 

the side that holds the initiative has a major advantage.  Not only does the side with the initiative 

get to move first throughout the phases of the current turn, it also gets to fire its armaments 

before the other side can even move in each phase.  With the proper handling, the ships on the 

side with initiative should be able to inflict more damage than those ships receive.  Juggling their 

ranges vs. the ranges of the enemy gives them that edge. 

 

I can see that the Great War at Sea series of games should all work quite well with the shifting 

initiative for each multi-phase turn.  It also makes a tactical battle, such as Otranto above, 

playable as a solo endeavor. 

 

Leaping back in history a couple of millennia, a lot of my own miniature naval gaming has been 

with galleys of ancient times.  To get around the same problem of the solo gamer being all 

knowing about the play of both sides, I had devised my own system of initiative in each turn of 

my galley games.  My solution was to blindly draw chits that activate all or part of one side or 

the other.  Because I am never sure which fleet or individual squadron is going to win the 

initiative when I draw a chit, there’s enough uncertainty to keep my solo naval games 

suspenseful. 

 

But now that I think about it some more, with the Great War at Sea games as an inspiration, I 

want to try adding another layer of shifting initiative to my galley games.  In my earlier games, 

whenever a fleet gained the initiative through a blind chit draw, that fleet then had quite a free 

hand in ramming and boarding enemy ships.  I mitigated that by limiting the number of actions 

the fleet with the initiative could undertake, usually based on a 1d6 die roll.  That worked too. 

 

Still, I like the way that the Mediterranean WWI game plays, with its phases of each turn and the 

way the initiative can shift from turn to turn.  That makes for plenty of opportunity for both sides 

to gain or lose advantage through those game mechanisms. 

 

So, what if, in my galley games, the side without the initiative still had some ability to grab the 

initiative away from the activated side?  I plan to try allowing this in my next game, and have 

jotted down some simple rules to make this possible. 

 

Basically, when a ship (without the initiative) comes under attack, it will get one chance to 

“evade.”  Now, evading can mean different things in different situations.  A ship that is about to 

be rammed by an enemy vessel will get one roll of a 1d6 vs. a 1d6 for the ramming ship.  To 

make this more interesting, a ship – on either side – with an advantage in crew training will also 

get a die roll modifier.  If the attacking ship wins the die roll, its attack will go on as planned.  

But if the ship being attacked wins, then it will have an opportunity for an evasive maneuver. 

 

To continue the ramming example, let’s say that a ship being attacked wins the evasion die roll.  

It has successfully avoided the ram -- through better seamanship, we can assume.  It has also 

taken the initiative away from the ship attempting to ram and gets a chance to respond.  In this 

case, the ship that has evaded the ram might then try to do an oar rake on the attacking ship.  The 

two sides again roll 1d6s, with a modifier for the more experienced crew. 

 



If the ship that has seized the initiative fails the die roll, the oar rake is unsuccessful.  Both ships 

pass each other and wind up disengaged, and neither ship is in position to conduct any more 

actions for now. (Both have failed an initiative die roll during their interaction.) 

 

If the oar rake succeeds (because of a winning die roll), the enemy ship that originally tried to 

ram has one side of its oars raked and the ship is crippled.  The raking ship, having succeeded in 

its counter-maneuver, would now be able to roll again for yet another action, perhaps trying to 

grapple the crippled ship, in preparation for boarding.  Winning more die rolls would allow the 

ship to continue with its actions.  At any point, whenever it fails one of these rolls, its actions 

must end for that round of combat between the two ships. 

 

Similarly, if the original ship trying to ram wins that first evasion roll, it carries out the ram and, 

depending on the result, might be able to continue rolling for more actions (grappling, boarding, 

etc.)  The ship’s opportunities for further action are only limited by how long it can continue to 

win any subsequent one-off die rolls.  Once the ship fails a roll, its actions too must stop for that 

interaction between ships. 

 

Based on some quick play-testing, such shifting initiative would seem to make for a fast-paced 

galley game.  While opposing ships can both fail die rolls and come to the end of their activity 

for the round, it’s also possible that one or the other can run through a string of actions, even to 

the point of sinking or capturing the enemy. 

 

Well, that’s all rather far afield from a game of WWI ships involving gunfire and torpedoes.  But 

I arrived at the idea of shifting initiative in galley gaming having been inspired by the 

Mediterranean game’s use of initiative for the WWI period.  The point here may simply be that 

you never know exactly where inspiration will come from or where it might go. 

 

Mediterranean’s clever use of ship speeds in the game also proved intriguing.  Recall that the 

game’s ships have four different speeds.  The faster ships move more often than the slower ones, 

with some ships moving in all four phases of a turn and the others moving less often, down to the 

slowest ships moving only once, during the final phase of a turn. 

 

I’ve encountered that method of varying ship speeds before, for example, in a set of naval galley 

rules called “Warring Fleets” from Two Hour Wargames.  In those rules, ships have only three 

speeds, with a turn of movement broken down into four phases, somewhat like Mediterranean.  

And, like Mediterranean, the fastest ships in Warring Fleets – rated as 2’s – move during every 

phase. The ships with medium speed – rated as 4’s – move during only three phases – 1, 2 and 4. 

The slowest ships – rated as 6’s – move only during two phases. 

 

To break that down into a more easily understood list, the ships of different speed ratings move 

like this: 

 

     Phase 1: 2’s and 4’s move. 

     Phase 2: 2’s, 4’s and 6’s all move. 

     Phase 3: Only 2’s move. 

     Phase 4: 2’s, 4’s and 6’s all move again. 



 

During a complete turn, the 2’s can move four times, the 4’s can move three times and the 6’s 

can move two times.  The ratios not only allow faster and slower ships to move their appropriate 

distances over the course of a turn, the breakdown into phases means that a solo player can retain 

an element of surprise as to what each of the ships will ultimately do because they only move in 

increments during each phase. 

 

So far, I haven’t found a direct application of this phased movement to my own galley games, 

but I want to think about it some more.  There may be uses that I’m just not seeing yet. 

 

Finally, mention should be made of Mediterranean’s method of conserving space.  Because each 

hex is scaled at 8,000 yards across, the ships have a lot of space to move around in a hex.  

Remember that whenever a ship moves during a phase, it can only remain in its starting hex or 

move one hex from there. That keeps the space needed for a WWI sea battle at a manageable 

size.  The sample battle above involved only a small number of ships, but the same tactical map 

can accommodate much larger fleets because of how movement is handled. 

 

To consider once again how that mechanic might be transported into my galley gaming, well, my 

system of chit-draw initiatives also reduces the need for excessive gaming space.  Partly, that’s 

because not every fleet or squadron might move in a given turn.  I’ve added in an End of Turn 

chit to the initiative chits and, quite often, the turn ends before everybody gets a chance to move.  

A squadron with a Below Average commander might be hard put to move much at all in my 

games, while the game is decided elsewhere.  I look on this as the poorly led squadron just 

resting on their oars through the course of the turn. 

 

Conclusion 

 

To sum up, this article is not so much about specific ideas for gaming in general, and naval 

gaming in particular, although I’ve tried to address some of those.  It’s more a description of a 

state of mind – one that I certainly hope to achieve and that I’m quite certain my fellow soloists 

do too.  Briefly, I always enjoy seeing how different games and rules address things like 

movement, initiative, and dealing with space constraints.  And, as I think about these things, my 

mind goes in directions – tangents? – that, in the end, might not even seem connected to the 

mechanic that started me thinking. 

 

Consider this, then, a reminder to remain open to where an idea might lead you.  One of the great 

things about this journal, Lone Warrior, is its work as a platform for sharing ideas.  I can’t tell 

you how many ideas from this journal have inspired me over the years, some directly but, just as 

often, stimulating indirect inspirations, setting me on a path to discovering ever more ways to 

make this hobby of ours work for me.  May your own ideas flow just as fruitfully!  Good 

gaming! 
 


