Intro:
The three biggest factors in this hobby that determine how effective a captain is as a battler are in order of importance: captain’s ability, ship reliability, ship choice. This article is meant to address some of the cruiser specific strategies that the better veteran captains in the hobby have mastered on their way to becoming one of the best. The article may be helpful for cruiser captains who are trying to figure out the best way to be effective on the water by improving your captaining ability. All of these points are best learned with time and experience, but if you have some of these concepts in mind when you hit the water, you may learn even faster.
Battling a cruiser:
Know your boat:

Know here your guns hit. Know how well you turn. Know how much damage you can take before you sink. Know how much damage you can take and still run away.
Know your enemy and their boat:
Are their stern guns aimed at the sky? Can you get under their bow sidemout if you make a mistake? Are they a good enough captain to hit you if you make a mistake to expose yourself to their bow sidemout? Where is their most vulnerable spot of free board? (For example, a VDT should never be shot at with stern guns because they have so many casemounts that your shots will quickly become low percentage as your BBs bounce off their impenetrable area) Is that a captain who will take bad high angle shots? (On several occasions I have lined up directly pointed at another captain’s stern with my bow because I knew they had a proclivity to take bad shots. Sure enough they dumped their magazine and I came away with maybe one or two holes. Getting your enemy to waste their ammo is a great asset to your fleet.)
Overall Strategy for Rookie Cruisers:
Over the years, people have kept statistics at Nats on how much damage people take and the number of BB’s they have on board at the start of each battle. After a few extrapolations and assumptions, it has been shown that average accuracy is about 10 - 15%. To win battles, it may seem obvious that you need to give more damage than the enemy can give you. A quick and dirty way to access this is how many holes you give and take (one must understand that ship sinks and the quality and size of the hole (on, above, below) are huge factors but like I said, it is quick and dirty). It is usually difficult to know exactly what holes in your enemy you caused, but it is obvious what holes they gave to you. Assume that you are an average marksman and can get 10% accuracy. More importantly, assume your enemy is an average marksman. In order to come out ahead (with dual stern guns), you need to either score more than 10 holes/sortie or 20 holes/battle, which again is difficult to access, and take less than 10 holes/sortie or 20 holes/ battle. Since it is way easier and more natural to play defense, your main concern in a new ship should be to take very little damage. In reality, you will have to do both, but it is easier to keep a defensive mindset at first and as you get more experienced, you will start to shift your emphasis to giving out more damage, since you already know how to stay out of trouble. 

Defensive Strategy: 

Don’t kid yourself, defense is way more important and will develop before offensive skills. It is also easier to learn. On the other hand, keep in mind that if people fear your offensive power, they will run from you and you won’t be playing as much defense. In reality, it is developing in the right order a good balance of not getting shot and learning how to put the hurt on someone that is important. 
Favor Running:

As you first start out, you should favor running and staying alive rather than staying to fight and paying the price because cruisers can’t afford to take too much damage. You will have more fun and learn gun skills better if you make it through most of the battle. If you are too aggressive and sink in the first five minutes, you won’t learn the lessons you might have learned if you were in the battle until the end. If you don’t have a good shot, are in danger, or it doesn’t feel right, just leave and wait for a better situation. After all, you are one of the fastest ships on the water. Live to play another day. Never get caught next to a sidemount. Never allow a ship that is slower than you to touch you. 
Turning:

Play your game. As a cruiser you will turn like crap compared to other classes of ships. Never let a ship that is slower than you touch you. Slower ships turn better. If they touch you they can turn into you and keep you in a circle while they sidemount you. 
Speed:
Speed is your friend. You will be faster than almost every ship out there. Always keep your bow toward open sea. Never let a slower ship touch you or trap you next to shore.
Timing:

If a lot of your fleet is calling five and a lot of the enemy isn’t you might be better off getting off the water. Just quick dump your bbs on crappy shots and call five. At Nats in 2008 I had to wait out a 5 minute ram penalty towards the end of a battle. When I came back on the water, I was the only one on my fleet left. Instead of calling five and getting off the water, I wanted to go shoot someone, a big mistake. A ten on one isn’t too much fun. When the cruisers block you so you can’t run and the battleships can come crush you with sidemounds, you don’t last too long. I sank with 6 seconds left but had I called 5 right away, I would have made it off the water alive.
Learn to stay out of trouble first. As you gain experience, your offense will come.

Offensive Strategy:
Be Patient:

It is more fun and better for your team to be on the water as a force for as long as possible. Since cruisers should have duel stern guns that fire in unison, you only have 50 pulls of the trigger. This is nothing compared to a Bismarck with 225 trigger pulls. This means to be a major contributor to your fleet’s effort (which cruisers are very capable of doing), you need to conserve ammunition, be patient, and take good shots. Ask the vets if they think you are taking good shots, they will tell you if you need to get closer or further or are taking crappy shots.
Conserve Ammunition:
Though you have less ammunition, you have speed in your favor. Always be picky with your shot selection. Don’t get me wrong, if you get someone into a bad situation, give it to them. On the other hand, if you are not sure if the shot is a great one, don’t take it or just take one and see what happens instead of taking 10 shots (or 20% of your magazine). I try to take no more than 3 shots at a time and then move on, even if I think it is a good shot. 
Good attack angles:
How do you take good shots? With good angles of attack. The best angle of attack is 90 degrees or putting your boat perpendicular to the target’s hull (our fast paced version of crossing the T, or putting your guns on target without them being able to properly shot back). This way you have more error horizontally and your little round projectiles will blast through the balsa instead of deflecting off like they will if you attack at a high angle. Most people give the acceptable angle range of 45 degrees or more as a good shot.

Aim for the bow:
Most ships are the most vulnerable in the bow. There is more free board here. Look at the profile of almost any boat. The stern is low and the bow angles up. Besides, hits in the bow will cause the water to rush when they are driving around. When you move forward with holes in the bow, it creates a greater pressure difference between the water and the inside of your boat causing water to come in faster. Also, the bow wake that pushes up when you go forward at full speed causes water to come into the holes that would otherwise be above the water. At almost every battle you will see someone drive themselves under from running too much. Also, by aiming at the bow of your enemy, you are playing good defense by staying in front of them and away from the stern, which is typically where the most guns and the most dangerous guns are (triple sterns and haymakers).
Be selective of targets: 
Some boats are crappy targets for stern guns. Shoot the boat that sits highest in the water. Nothing looks juicier to a stern gun than a Bismark or North Carolina’s bow (or preferably a Yamato or Iowa if someone has a strong enough back and enough money to buy lots of patching material to actually battle one). Don’t waste ammo on boats that have excessive casemounts. For example, a stern gun should never shoot at a VDT. It is all casemounts, you will never put a hole in it. Also, don’t waste ammo on boats that sit low in the water. Remember the 3/8th inch solid area that caps every boat? If a ship is sticking 1 inch out of the water, you only really have 5/8th of an inch of vulnerable target area. If a ship is sticking ½ inch out of the water (like the stern half of a step deck cruiser), you will never hit it.
Get people to chase you:
I once asked one of the best battlers in the hobby how I should battle a cruiser and he said “try to get people to chase you.” When considering everything I have said before this about offensive and defensive strategy, it makes sense. Get in front of people, away from their guns, back in slowly, and tempt them to chase you. If they do (or if you are working with someone in a sidemount ship who can chase them into you) you stay in front of them and try to get them to expose their bow so you can open them up, all the while staying out in front of them and out of trouble. 

Back down on someone:
The big ships with lots of freeboard and lots of sidemounts easily get distracted mixing it up with other big ships. Simply back in slowly from the edge of the battle using as much stealth as possible until you have a great shot and they don’t notice you, then give it to them. This is where great patients will pay off. Some of the best cruiser captains just sit on the edge of fray for the whole battle watching and waiting for someone to get distracted. Then when the target least expects it, they eat 50 stern gun shots. This is very frustrating to the person with the battleship who got shot up and very rewarding as the patients pays off for the cruiser captain.
Cut someone off:

One way to get good shots is force someone to chase you by cutting them off. This can be done by yourself or more effectively as a team. Since you are faster than most boats, you simply predict their most probable course and beat them there. If they are not paying attention they might drive right past you while you chew on their freeboard. This is even better if you are working with someone. Team up with someone who has a sidemount. When your teammate is chasing someone, use the speed of the cruiser to get out in front and cut them off. The chased boat has a choice of going straight and getting stern gunned, or slowing down or turning into your teammate with a sidemount. Cutting someone off is also a great strategy to use on convoy boats in campaign. It is easy to use the huge speed advantage to get out in front of a 34 second convoy boat and force them to cross your path. Even if you are out of ammo and on five, you can use this approach to allow your teammates to catch someone who is on five and gun them down.
For more specific stern gun tactical approaches, check out Chris Pierce’s article. 

http://www.scrapcombatships.com/commodore/tactics/tactics.html
