        ENHANCING THE REALISM OF R.A.F.

John Butterfield’s R.A.F. is an excellent simulation of many of the key aspects of the Battle of Britain, and shows how good solitaire games can be at capturing situations in which the numerical inferiority of the player’s side was offset historically by poor enemy strategy caused by critical weaknesses in command and intelligence.  However, a little rules tweaking can improve still further the realism of the simulation, and I outline my own suggested amendments below.

RAF Patrols

The biggest single problem with the game as it stands is that the RAF did not fly continuous standing patrols, given the very limited endurance of their fighters.  Instead, squadrons were only scrambled on patrol once increased German radio traffic  and long range radar detection of enemy aircraft forming up over France gave warning that a raid was imminent.

To simulate this situation with greater accuracy, you should not place day fighters on patrol during the Squadron Patrol segment.  Instead, the Target Determination segment of each raid is expanded to allow squadrons to begin and return from patrols on a raid-by raid basis, but before the precise target for that raid is known.  You should divide the Target cards into 2 separate decks – one containing all targets in sectors 1/10, 3/10, 4/10 and 1/11, and the other containing all other targets.  You then begin each Target Determination segment by rolling a die – on a score of 1 or 2, you use the smaller target deck, while on a score of 3 or more you use the larger target deck.

After dicing to find whether the raid is building against the south or south-east, you should return all squadrons already on patrol to their home sectors, fatigued.  You may then place ready squadrons of your choice on patrol as per the normal rules, with the additional restriction that only one squadron per sector may take off on patrol during each raid.  If the event card for the previous raid did not advance the Hour marker, and if the current raid uses the same Target deck, existing patrollers remain airborne but no new squadrons may be placed on patrol, since the two raids are assumed to take place simultaneously.

‘Patrolling Squadrons Land’ events now have a very different effect than in the standard rules, since they represent the passage of sufficient time for patrolling squadrons which do not engage a raid to recover.  Nothing happens immediately when such an event occurs, but when any remaining patrolling squadrons return to base at the start of the next raid, they do so in a ready rather than a fatigued condition, and so are eligible to patrol again later that day (including in response to the next raid itself).  This exemption from fatigue reflects the way in which squadrons routinely flew multiple sorties during days of heavy action.

Combat Odds

In common with many other Battle of Britain games, R.A.F. encourages players to launch mass attacks against certain vulnerable raids, while prudently leaving others to proceed unmolested.  In fact, British squadrons tended to intercept raids whenever they could, even against massive numerical odds, and they still often managed to give as good as they got.

Key to reflecting this reality is reducing the dominance of hunting Me 109s.  Such hunting Gruppen should leave the raid (fatigued Gruppen first) until there are exactly as many Gruppen as squadrons in the Hunt box, not twice as many as per the standard rules.  They should not move to the Bomber box, since otherwise intercepting a raid makes fighters more likely to strafe than if the raid is left unmolested!  These changes reduce the disincentive to sending single squadrons against massed raids, and reflect the immensity of the sky and the difficulty of completely shielding bombers against small British formations (hence the pressure for closer escort tactics).

Now, what about those situations when the British do enjoy larger forces?  The standard rules are unclear about whether squadrons may outnumber Gruppen in Hunt box combat, but since each Gruppe is twice the size of a squadron, it seems unfair for the British to be limited completely to 1:2 odds in fighter duels.  However, it also seems unfair for squadrons to mass against and destroy hunting fighters, and then to sail through and fight a second combat at full effect against the bombers.  Hence, you may if you so choose retain more squadrons than Gruppen for combat in the Hunt box, up to a maximum of 3 times as many squadrons as there are Gruppen, but if you do so, all squadrons in the Hunt box must leave the raid after their combat, rather than proceeding to the Bomber box.  This introduces some interesting choices about whether to focus all your fighters on reaching the enemy bombers or instead to provide a sizeable dedicated force to tackle the 109s.

To offset the equalising of the odds in fighter dogfights, there is a further disincentive to leaving raids unmolested.  If you have one or more squadrons with the ability to intercept a raid, and you choose not to do so, you lose 1 extra victory point if the raid does any bombing or strafing damage.  This reflects the demoralising impact of such passive tactics, and further heightens the dilemma over whether to intercept an unknown Gruppe which might contain either unescorted bombers or hunting 109s spoiling for a fight.

Miscellaneous
Contrary to the existing rules, sectors meeting only at a point are not considered adjacent, since this allows unrealistically long distance patrols.

When attacking targets beyond the range of Me109s, Ju87s may not be selected either, since they also were relatively short range craft.

Squadrons hit by bombing of their airfields while they are on the ground are reduced by 2 status levels rather than 1, meaning that they are placed in the Rest box as they are.  (Although it is true that only 20 or so RAF fighters were destroyed on the ground during the Battle, this was partly because they were always scrambled if there was time, and it also neglects the disruptive impact of damage to station facilities.)

German terror strategy goes into effect on a modified die result of 6 or more rather than 7 or more, since otherwise there is too little chance of it happening in the historical time frame.

Green Pilot markers reduce the total combat strength rather than the combat die roll, since otherwise they become more damaging the more squadrons there are in combat.

Night raids occur normally even on stormy days.

The ‘Increase Fighter Escort’ event comes into effect if any bombers (not strafing fighters) in that raid suffer an H or E result, rather than if the victory point total is +5 or higher.  This links the event more directly to successful interception of that raid, and means that you are not unduly penalised for bringing down reinforcement squadrons early in the campaign.

Further Reading
An excellent, highly detailed source on RAF operations during the battle is T.C.G.James’s contemporary Air Historical Branch narrative, now edited by Sebastian Cox and published as The Battle of Britain (London: Frank Cass, 2000).  Although obviously very limited on the German viewpoint and the contribution made by Ultra (abstractly simulated in R.A.F. by your knowledge of German target priorities), it is invaluable in reconstructing detailed timelines of the detection and interception of successive raids.  Hence, it is the perfect source for understanding the reality behind the difficult and uncertain force allocation choices with which you are continually presented in the game.
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