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Alexander the Great, master of the known world, died in Babylon during the summer of 323 BC.  When asked, "To whom, Alexander, shall the Empire go?"  Alexander replied, "To the strongest."  At that point began one of the longest, most brutal, underhanded, ambitious, and important periods of history.  Unmolested by outside forces, Alexander’s cadre of officers were given the opportunity to fight for control of the known world using strategy and tactics handed to them by a genius.
Almost immediately, naval warfare was part of the Diadochoi’s plans.  At Fall-In 2003, a pivotal naval engagement will be recreated at two different scales.  “The Bosphorus Run” focus is on an entire fleet’s action with 1:1200 scale miniatures, while “Comin’ Aboard – Like It or Not!” depicts combat between just two individual triremes in this battle just after a ram.
These events demonstrate how flexible the historical miniatures wargaming hobby can be.  The same event in history is being gamed from different viewpoints to try and get a better sense of what might have transpired.  Each scale also makes for quite different gaming experiences, promising that the hobby can appeal to multiple tastes.  And for those new to wargaming, naval scenarios set in ancient times are one of the most economical eras to get started in.  Both events did not cost very much to put together.  In fact, the skirmish level game is an entry in the “Battles for Beginners” competition where complete games must cost less than $100.  Details on how it was done are listed below.
The Bosphorus Run  (Event # XXX)
Naval battles in the ancient world were nasty, in-your-face affairs, where the object was to literally ram your vessel into the enemy’s.  Hopefully this would sink him, but if not, you could send over your platoon of marines to take it over.  Some ships even came with archers and siege weapons to make things even more difficult.  This scenario takes a look at ancient naval warfare at the fleet level, inspired by an episode told in Diodorus Siculus [18:  72 (2-9)].  Everyone can play because rules will be taught.  Come pilot your own squadron of ships on to victory!

You can choose to ally with admiral Nicanor, who's mission in this scenario is to safely escort troop transport ships across the famous Bosphorus channel into Europe.  Or you can choose to join Macedon’s defender, admiral Cleitus, who was sent to stop Nicanor at all costs.

How did face-off happen?  Polyperchon was anointed ruler of Macedonia upon Antipater’s death in 319 BC and he formed an alliance with Eumenes to thwart Antigonus’ growing power in Asia.  He sent Cleitus as admiral of Macedon’s fleet to block the Hellespont to prevent the forces of Antigonus and Cassander (Antigonus’ son) from crossing over to Europe and challenging his rule.  Antigonus appointed Nicanor as his admiral and ordered him to open the channel.

As it turns out, Cleitus’ fleet was completely captured and Cleitus later caught and killed.  With control of the Bosphorus now in his hands, Antigonus was able to keep Eumenes separate from any European reinforcements.  This victory solidified Antigonus' hold on the sea and allowed him to focus on battling Eumenes on land, Eumenes was forced to leave the coast and make his may into the interior, ultimately to the Battle of Paraitacene the next year.
An Economical Entry to Historical Gaming

Ancient naval fleet battles are an economical way to enter the world of historical gaming.  Fleet battles can be played on scales as small as 1:1200 which mean that ships cost about one dollar apiece from certain manufacturers.  Consider giving each player between 5 and 10 ships for his squadron and this will be your single largest expenditures.  For reference, larger scales are commercially available (1:600 and 1:300) with an attendant increase in figure detail.
With figures in hand, you need only a few other accessories.  Essential is a blue felt cloth for the playing surface, enough to cover a 6'x8' table.  Rules are necessary of course, but some of these can be downloaded for free even.  (Consult theminiaturespage.com for links.)
Technical that would be it!  Realistically though, it is usual to have some islands and reefs on the table to increase the complexity of the game.  Yet even these will not cost much.  Commercially produced hills of various sizes can be purchased to become islands in your ocean.  Or you can buy pink insulation foamboard and cut and shape it to your specifications, finishing it off with a coating of water-diluted white glue and flocking.  For reefs, I find black or grey aquarium pebbles make for a very flexible and economical solution.

In total, the costs are not very high and the materials then can be used over and over again in multiple scenarios.  Your imagination is all that is needed and it will not cost you a thing extra.
Comin’ Aboard – Like It or Not!  (Event # XXX)
Ever wonder what it was like on an ancient trireme just after being rammed?  Here’s your chance to take command of a squad of marines as they attempt to board and take over an enemy vessel in this skirmish level game set in the time of Alexander the Great’s Successors, the Diadochoi.  The Diadochoi lived for glory – here is your chance to see if you have the mettle to match.

During the course of any ancient naval battle, like the event described above, ships would try to ram into an opponent and sink him.  If the ship was not sunk, the captain could elect to send over his men to take over the opposing ship.  This is a short (2-hour) game about that boarding action with an emphasis on fast and fun action.  It will be repeated often during the convention to satisfy as many players as are interested.

Each player gets a squad that includes hoplite marines, an archer, and some deckhands.  The hoplites can obviously fight, but everyone is useful.  This game rewards creativity.  You can roll barrels down the length of the ship, or shove opponents overboard!  But beware of that ballista.  Its bolts will shoot right through multiple people!  Rules are simple and will be taught.

Putting Together Your Own Skirmish Game

Here is what you need to make your very own ancient naval skirmish game.

Each ship includes
1 ballista

3 squads of (2 hoplites; 1 archer; 2 deck hands) each
3 gangplanks

4 grapples (hooks with string attached)
4 barrels

4 wine slicks (randomly cut pieces of felt)
Purchased items

Six d20 dice $3.00

32 ¼” washers $0.96

1 square yard of dark blue felt $2.99

Blood & Swash rulebook $8.00

2 planks ¼”x4”x24” basswood $7.98

1 plank 1/8”x3”x24” basswood $1.49

1 package of 2 curved wood pieces $0.99

String $1.96

8 hooks $2.49

Wooden dowel for barrels $0.79

Wire for hoplite figures’ spears $0.60

Subtotal $31.25

Figures (Navigator Miniatures 25mm)
12 hoplites total $16.80

6 archers total $8.40

12 deckhands total $16.80

2 ballistae total $2.80

[32 figures total]
Subtotal $44.80
Total:  $76.05

Excluded items
Ink Pen
Primer

Paint

White glue

Super glue

Assorted paint brushes

Dremel tool and bits

Text for Callout Boxes
Ship Rowers

Often modern audiences think that ancient battleships were rowed by slaves.  This unfortunately mistaken notion is a Hollywood myth.  Using slaves to row a ship in battle would be akin to using prisoners as hotel staff.  Would you trust them in either case?  In fact, rowers were highly trained and well paid professionals that were jealously sought after.  Offering rowers slightly higher pay was a standard tactic in wartime to have them abandon your enemy.

Oar Banks
Triremes have three banks of oars on each side of the ship, each pulled by one rower.  Historians have been trying to understand how the larger ships (quinqueremes, heptaremes, etc.) were designed.  Physics would not allow more than three banks to be added to a ship, so modern theory is that the name of the ship indicates how many rowers were pulling on an oar.

Polyperchon

“…Polyperchon, who was almost the oldest of those who had campaigned with Alexander and was held in honor by the Macedonians.”
Diodorus Siculus 18.48
Cassander, son of Antigonus
“Cassander, however, did not approve of the arrangement made by his father, regarding it as outrageous that one not related by blood should succeed to the command of his father …”
Diodorus Siculus 18.49

Cassander, son of Antigonus
“…Cassander, who treated all fairly and was active in carrying out his affair, was winning many supporters of his leadership.”

Diodorus Siculus 18.75

Antigonus

“…but Antigonus, after learning of the losses that the fleet had suffered, unexpectedly made good by his own keen wit and generalship the setback that he had encountered.”

Diodorus Siculus 18.72

Antigonus

“As for Antigonus, by inflicting so disastrous a blow upon the enemy, he gained a great reputation for military genius.”

Diodorus Siculus 18.73

Antigonus
“…he [Antigonus] aspired to greater things; for there was no longer any commander in all Asia who had an army strong enough to compete with him for supremacy.”

Diodorus Siculus 18.41

Suggested Reading
Greece and Rome at War (includes illustrations)

Peter Connolly
Greek and Roman Naval Warfare
William Ledyard Rodgers

Warfare in the Classical World (includes illustrations)
John Warry
Diodorus Siculus, Books XVIII and XIX (to understand the historical context)

(Loeb Classical Library 377, volume IX)
Text for Photo Captions

[The numerical order here is only how the pictures were shot.  They could be placed in other logical orders depending on what kind of story they should tell on the webpage layout design.]
Skirmish Level Photos

670

The skirmish game takes only about 15 minutes to set up.  Aside from the ships, rules, and cloth, everything else packs up easily in a small plastic lure box.

675

Bad luck on the grapple throw!  A play missed his chance to grapple the enemy ship and try to draw it closer alongside.  The rope now floats uselessly in the sea and must be pulled aboard.

678

Choices, choices!  Here are many options for the white squad to consider.  Should they loose their bolt down the length of the ship?  Or use the conveniently placed gang plank to cross over and knock out the enemy ballista before it can be turned on them!

717

A young player looks on warily as his opponent considers which of his marines will suffer his attention.

722

Grimly aware that bow-to-bow rams are the least desirable from a boarding viewpoint, the players consider how to navigate the narrow crossing.

723
The players query the referee if a gangplank can be extended across the bows as the pencil indicates.  One of the advantages of being a skirmish level game made to correct scale is that these kind of questions are easily handled by just seeing if the plank will fit in that space.

Fleet Level Photos
692

The battle commences!  Using the islands and reefs to their advantage, the fleet on the left blocks the passage.  The opposing admiral has chosen to use multiple lines in order to shock his way through using successive waves of attacks.

697

Carefully avoiding the shoals, the defenders move into a protected defensive position.  Note the two cargo ships temporarily beached on shore to avoid entangling themselves in the battle.

709

The approach:  using an oblique line, the attacker moves into the prepared defenders within the gap.  It is quite interesting how ancient naval battles can look like ancient land battle lines on a macro level.

714
The first line rams into the defenders.  Here you can see how quickly pockets of the battle can become logjams.  This could become a perfect opportunity to lash together ships and turn the naval battle into a land battle fought by the onboard marine hoplites.

[The following section is taken verbatim from another source; would something a bit more simple be of interest to add to the fleet action game section?]

ANCIENT NAVAL TACTICS
Ancient naval tactics can be divided between two schools of thought, some nations favoring battles of maneuver while others favored boarding actions.  The states which favored maneuver and ramming tended to be those with a strong sea-going tradition which allowed high standards of seamanship to be maintained, examples being Athens and Rhodes.  The exponents of boarding actions tended to be states which had large supplies of good infantry available, such as Rome, and also tended to have less of a maritime tradition.  It must be stated, however, that the division between the ‘rammers' and the 'boarders" was never absolute.  Most naval battles ended in close combat eventually and rarely were ships flung to gain the maximum possible advantage against an enemy fleet.

In many ways the distinction between the two schools should be considered as a matter of emphasis, namely whether a nation traditionally relied upon its seamanship or in the strength of its ships and marines to bring about the defeat of an enemy fleet.  Most ancient fleets fought in lines of battle, either astern, or more usually, abeam.  Fleets were often divided into squadrons.

The main naval tactics of the period were as follows:

a) The Diekplus

This was the maneuver whereby one fleet in line astern attempted to penetrate an enemy fleet's line abeam formation.  The leading ship of the attacking formation would approach the enemy line and single out a particular enemy ship.  Turning slightly and using it's opponent's momentum, it would use it's ram to shear off the opposing ship's oars. Any ship successfully attacked in this manner would be left helpless and could be finished off by the next attacking ship in the line.  Any enemy ship that attempted to turn and help it's crippled sister would expose it's beam to a ram.

b) The Anastrophe

This was the follow up maneuver to the diekplus, being a rapid turn about by any of the attackers who had successfully oar raked it's opponent and passed through the enemy line.  This rapid turn about brought a ship back into the mainstream of the battle and allowed it to exploit the advantage already gained.

c) The Periplus

This was an attempt by a fleet, usually with the greater numbers, to outflank an enemy line abeam formation.  A successful outflanking maneuver left the ships at the end of the enemy battle line exposed to a ram in the beam.  When performed by fleets equal in numbers, the periplus would result in both suffering an outflank on opposite wings, the outcome of the battle then being decided by a general fleet action.  A variation on the periplus involved some of one's own ships backing water in the face of the enemy, in order to draw them on, whilst others performed the outflank.  As the outflanking ships made contact with the enemy the other ships ceased backing water and advanced to the attack.  The periplus was the most popular naval maneuver in the ancient world.

d) The Kyklos

This was a defensive circle that was adopted by fleets that were outnumbered or less maneuverable than their opponents.  The circle would be formed with the rams of the ships pointing outwards, the intention being to put any attacker at a disadvantage should he close for action.

While the periplus and the kyklos were relatively simple maneuvers and could be practiced with varying degrees of success by relatively untrained crews, the diekplus required good seamanship in order to gain the maximum advantage over an enemy.  A failed oar rake could result in a collision equally damaging to both the ships involved with consequent disruption to the remainder of the ships attempting the diekplus.  Without the diekplus being successfully performed the second part of the maneuver, the anastrophe, could not be carried out.

A counter to the diekplus was to form one's own fleet into two lines, one a few ship lengths behind the other.  The second line of ships would thus be able to deal with any enemy vessels penetrating the first line before they had time to reorganize themselves for another attack.  Any fleet that formed itself into two lines to counter the diekplus, however, did leave itself open to a periplus if the enemy could change formation rapidly enough.

These were the basic tactics on which an ancient admiral would build his battle plan.  Further tactical information can be gained from the following books which also contain a wealth of information on ancient naval warfare:

Oared Fighting Ships by R. C. Anderson Argus Books Ltd., London 1976.

Greek And Roman Naval Warfare By W. L. Rodgers Naval Institute Press, Annapolis.

Naval Warfare Under Oars By W. L. Rodgers Naval Institute Press, Annapolis.

Warfare In The Classical World By T. Warry Salamander Books Ltd., London 1980.
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