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FAB Study No 2 
 
In Study No 1, we focused on basic Unit capabilities and 
game mechanics to show how combat works in FAB. One 
of the exciting aspects of FAB play is preparing your 
position for a Breakthrough, which is represented by a 
Breakthrough Movement phase and a Breakthrough 
Combat phase. This is the subject of Study No 2. Before 
we get into a detailed example of Breakthrough Movement 
and Combat, we are going to cover what we call the 
Command Action Model of FAB. This will give you a 
description of the kinds of resources and kinds of “action 
levers” you have as a player of the game, which in turn will 
give you some insights into how you can generate 
Breakthroughs. 
 
Resources at your Command 
 
Units – Your Basic Forces 
 
Per Rule 2.2: “Units – These are the main combat and 
maneuver elements. Each Unit’s size depends on the 
battle portrayed, but is usually a Regiment, Brigade, or 
Division, and it is represented by a wood block with a 
label…”  Why Blocks for Units? 
 
Á Information Acquisition – Strength and identity of the 

enemy force is not always clear, requiring engagement 
contact to gain information (must attack to discover). 

Á Sustainment – Intuitive mechanism for representing 
current force and coherence (rotation of block for 
strength / step loss). 

Á Troop Quality – The system uses an intuitive 
mechanism for troop quality and morale (different 
quality values for each strength value) 

Á Command Control – Units remain visible and tangible 
even as they degrade (blocks represent the combat 
force and the inherent command organization of the 
unit) 

Á Primary Organization – Units represent the primary 
forces disposed in assigned areas by the army 
command. For proper scale, the units represented by 
blocks are regiments, brigades or divisions depending 
on the national army organization. 

 
Assets – Corps-level and Detached Elements 
  
Per Rule 2.2: “Assets – These die-cut counters represent 
small formations which you as the Player can assign to the 
battles you deem most crucial.”  Why Counters for Assets? 
 
Á Detached Elements – Detached elements provide 

combat and support functions that are typically 
represented by special rules or by inherent functions of 
the primary units. Using counters permits the game 
system to incorporate effective, non-primary units 
easily. 

Á Corps-level Reserves – In games that use cardboard 
counters on a hex grid (versus blocks on large areas), 
the counter density and scale allows unit elements to 
be represented in a way that allows players to retain 
and detach reserves intuitively. Using counters permits 
the game system to incorporate this feature as a 
supplement to the blocks. 

Á Inherent Army Capabilities – Significant supporting 
capabilities are inherent at higher levels of army 
organization and can be deployed independently from 
units within the organization. Artillery is a perfect 
example of this inherent capability that is available and 
assignable outside the specific area of unit control. 

 
Events – Inter-Service Operations and Fate 
 
Per Rule 2.2: “Event Chits – Each die-cut Event Chit 
contains the title of the event that it represents and the Game 
Turn that the Chit gets added to the Selection Cup. Event 
Chits include Replacements, Air Missions, Special Actions, 
and other events that did or likely could have occurred in the 
battle.” 
 
Á Inter-Service Operations – Many of the Events chits 

in the FAB system depict interesting sub-operations 
planned in conjunction with other service arms of the 
combatants. For example, Allied Air Missions (the 
dreaded Jabos) and Operation Bodenplatte (the 
sacrificial air offensive by the Germans) are not 
defined by a layer of “air rules” – which you as the 
overall field commander could command directly. 
Along with the virtue of simplicity, this design approach 
keeps you firmly in the role of the commander who 
remains unsure as to when the planned and promised 
operations will occur. Who knows how bitter the inter-
service rivalry will be during a given game of FAB? 

Á Fate – Because Event chits must come into your 
control through the Selection Cup, you cannot know 
when and if you will be able to use them. In some 
cases, the Event is non-existent (called Delayed 
Response), which hands you an empty bag. The ebb 
and flow of Events forces you to manage for 
disruption. 

 
The FAB Resource Blend 
 
Á Elaboration and Differentiation – With blocks and 

counters, a rich range of unit strength and span of 
control is enabled. 

Á Concentration of Force – With blocks and counters, 
the players can enable stronger concentrations of unit 
strength at critical points. Combat takes on a richer 
texture within the area, without having to increase the 
number of blocks and/or move them to a tactical battle 
board. 

Á Uncertainty – With counters for Assets and for 
Events, the players must manage uncertainty with 
every game they play. 
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Your Span of Control 
  
In “A Time for Trumpets” by Charles B. MacDonald, I came 
across a passage (p. 140) that has remained vivid for me 
about the span of control and decision-making in a 
hierarchical organization responding to crisis. 
 

By 9 A.M. the telephone line to the division 
headquarters was back in again, and through the 
division switchboard, Fuller was able to talk with Major 
Milton in Consthum. At about the same time, he 
received a radio call from Battery C, 109th Field Artillery, 
under siege in its firing positions behind Hosingen. The 
Germans had captured one of the battery’s twelve 
howitzers, and even though the artillerymen were still 
fighting for the others, they needed helped desperately. 
 
Telephoning Cota in Wiltz, Fuller demanded (he was not 
the type of man to ask) release of his 2nd Battalion from 
the division reserve. A big blustery New Englander 
known as Dutch, who could be as strong-willed as 
anybody, Cota refused. It was too early, the situation not 
developed fully enough, for him to part with his lone 
infantry reserve. On the other hand, since reports 
reaching Cota from his other two regiments indicated 
that the 110th Infantry’s situation was the most serious, 
he afforded Fuller two companies of medium tanks of 
the 707th Tank Battalion, long an attached fighting 
colleague of the 28th Division. (The third company was 
with the 109th Infantry; the company of lights with the 
112th.) 

 
In this example, you can see perhaps an available but 
unused asset, or you can see the hesitancy of command 
initiative, or you can see the lack of solid intelligence. The 
nature of responding to crisis is complex. 
 
With Units, Assets and Events as your resources, FAB 
gives you a number of command levers to direct these 
resources as you respond to the unfolding crisis points in 
the game. These command levers together represent your 
span of control. It will be challenging to use all these levers 
effectively 

 
Your Influence expressed through Special Actions 
 
Per Rule 8.1: “Reusable Special Actions represent your 
personal command influence and may affect Unit(s) of any 
friendly Higher Echelon(s) and are represented as wood 
blocks with a Special Action label. These are moved to the 
Used Box after use, and automatically returned to the 
Available Box during the Reinforcement Phase.” 
 
The command style of the overall commander is the 
subject of intense scrutiny and interest. Commanders are 
praised for dynamism and luck but also prudence and 
steadfastness. Commanders are dismissed for bringing 
the wrong energy to the given moment. The force of 
leadership is a fascinating subject. 
 

You command your resources through the game rules and 
in a sense each choice represents your exertion of 
command leadership. FAB expresses your personal 
command influence as a key factor in the design.  The play 
of the Special Action allows you to make powerful choices. 
Because you must exert attention on your chain of 
command to execute your Special Action, you only get to 
play it once a turn. Since you are the overall commander, 
day by day, you may continue to exert your influence – 
hence the Special Action is made available automatically 
during the next game turn’s Reinforcement Phase. 
 
The Initiative of Subordinate Command 
 
Per Rule 8.1: “Single-use Special Actions represent the 
Command influence of your Higher Echelon commanders 
and may only affect Units of the matching Higher Echelon 
and are represented as Event Chits, which are placed in 
the Eliminated Box after use. Either type may be used to 
perform any one function described in rules section 8.2.” 
 
Executing the current plan is the primary focus of the 
subordinate commanders. They operate at a level where 
too much independent initiative might easily confuse the 
central direction of the battle or campaign by the overall 
commander. Bad language is usually reserved for such 
Rear Echelon seat-holders, since they must usually 
embrace “the orders” without deviation or must pick and 
choose when to escalate to the overall commander. At 
points in a battle, subordinate commanders will rise to the 
occasion, intuit a necessary adjustment and take action. 
 
Your subordinate command is represented by single-use 
Special Actions (like Events) associated with a particular 
Higher Echelon (the major army organizations in the 
game). You cannot count on when a given subordinate 
Army Commander will enable seizing stronger initiative in 
a sector of the battlefield. The act of initiative by a 
subordinate commander is unlikely to happen again for the 
current battle. 

The Foresight of your Command Staff 
 
Per Rule 8.1: “The Command Staff Asset represents 
your HQ Staff working in the background in an ongoing 
effort to uncover additional resources for you and when 
available it may be used for any Command Staff Function 
listed in section 8.3.” 
 
Command Staffs work tirelessly to negotiate up and down 
the command chain to free resources up and clear 
bottlenecks. Sadly, the same staff function is itself the 
bottleneck, where good information goes to die amid piles 
of paper.  
 
Your Command Staff is represented by an Asset, which is 
reusable, but must cycle through the Selection Cup like 
any other Asset.  The Staff Functions do not have as 
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strong an impact as the Special Action capabilities but they 
are able to recur for both players.  Once the Asset goes 
into the Selection Cup, however, you cannot count on 
when your Staff will pull off a key horse trade or cut some 
red tape or assemble strong intelligence information. 
 
Reserves – Preparation for the Possible 
 
Per Rule 5.21: “5.21 Placing Units in Reserve – Reserve 
Markers may be placed on eligible (14.7) Units during the 
Operational Movement Phase, up to the limit of the 
counter-mix. A Unit that is in Reserve may move either in 
the same Operational Movement Phase, in the Strategic 
Movement Phase, during a Reaction Phase, or a 
Breakthrough Operational Movement Phase. The Reserve 
Marker is removed when the Unit moves, when the Area 
containing the Reserve becomes Contested, or during the 
enemy Player’s Supply Phase (9.5).” 
 
Placing a Unit in Reserve withholds it from the immediate 
points of attack. No army can afford too much of a 
Reserve. Without one, however, developing advantageous 
positions is not easy. 
 
Reserves are declared during the Operational Movement 
Phase. If you think of the Admin Phase somewhat like a 
“command briefing” combined with “pre-assault 
preparations”, you get to see what your resources are 
(Asset/Event chit draw) and the effect of your engineering 
functions before you commit to your Operations. 
 
For the Attacker, a Unit in Reserve gives you a one-two 
punch in the Breakthrough Movement Phase. For the 
Defender, a Unit in Reserve allows you to fill gaps and 
contain what could be a devastating Breakthrough. 
 
Exploitation – the Rewards of Point of Attack 
 
Per Rule 6.8: “Exploitation Opportunities – If the 
Defender of a battle is completely eliminated by artillery 
fire, retreats via Special Action, or is eliminated by Ground 
fire with at least one hit that remains unresolved, an 
Exploitation Opportunity results, and all Armor-Class 
Unit(s) in that Area make a Morale Check….” 
 
 
Whether by the doctrine of blitzkreig (bypass strong points) 
or some other means of overrunning the defensive 
position, the use of armor is critical to developing and 
exploiting weakness.   
 
In FAB, you have a choice to make, especially where river 
crossings are involved – since only one unit may cross a 
given bridge into a Contested Area. Do you lead with your 
Armor unit (which may suffer the best defensive shot) 
looking for an Exploitation Opportunity or do you take the 
more cautious approach of sending in a weaker Unit first to 

establish a bridgehead and prepare for a better assault in 
the following turn? 
 
Leading with armor alone across a river is risky – if the 
Defender secures a hit, your armor Unit may lose Elite 
status, and even worse, you may have to abort the attack 
anyway – losing headway in your assault. But there is a 
reward for driving forward in overrun situations – you can 
pry open a gap in the line, clearing the way for other Units 
(especially ones in Reserve) to push through the gap you 
opened.  
 
 
Officer Training - on Breakthrough 
 
At this point, we’ve mapped out the Command Action 
Model of FAB, showing how the resources in the game are 
controlled through command levers by the players. It’s 
time to study a large of example of Combat that shows 
how command actions build from the beginning of the 
player turn up through the moment when Breakthrough is 
achieved. After reviewing the sample situation in detail, 
we’ll come with some closing thoughts. 
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Situation December 17, 1944. The second day of the last 
great German offensive in the West finds the thinly spread 
American defenders facing a strong 5th Panzer Armee.  
Despite severe congestion before the Our River, the 
German forces push forward. Elements of the American 
position are reeling before the assault and the American 
command is trying to avoid a breakout.  
 

Disposition for this Example 
Á The 26th Volksgrenadier Division is poised to cross the 

Clerf River and head to Wiltz. 
Á The 2nd Panzer Division, one of two strongest units in the 

5th Panzer Armee zone, has pushed the 110th Regiment 
of the 28th Infantry Division out of its prepared positions 
and is preparing to assault Lullange. 

Á The Panzer Lehr Division had made no progress towards 
its objectives the previous day due to congestion. 

Á The 116th Panzer Division and the 560th Volksgrenadier 
Division dislodged the 112th Regiment of the 28th Infantry 
Division and are preparing to assault Weiswampach. 

Á The 18th Volksgrenadier Division overcame some early 
difficultly with the 106th Infantry Division and together 
with the 62nd Volksgrenadier Division are preparing to 
close on St. Vith. 

Á The CCB of the 9th Armored Division is poised to 
reinforce the line when given the command. 

 

About this Example 
Although units are very closely placed to where they 
actually were, the purpose of the example is to show the 
various mechanisms used by players to develop a 
Breakthrough in the game system. The example therefore 
does not replicate real events. 
Á In play, none of the Units above would be revealed. 

 




