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DOWNTOWN
Published by GMT, 2004.  Designed by Lee Brimmicombe-Wood. $59 in 2006.
Description The air war over Hanoi, 1965 to 1972.  One minute turns; hexes 2.5 nautical miles.

Components  22x34" full-color map; 560 back-printed counters; 48 page rules booklet; 40 page scenario booklet; 7 aircraft and player aid cards; log and planning sheets; dice; boxed
Graphics Excellent, from the beautiful game map in soft blue, green and brown, to the clear functional counters, with miniature aircraft detailed down to the unique camouflage paint of the Navy and Air Force aircraft (notice the different versions of the F-4 Phantom).
Review Off and on for seven years the US and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) waged a fierce air war around the DRV capital of Hanoi.  Downtown is a detailed simulation of an air raid in that campaign.  
The American player forms strike packages of aircraft to accomplish the stated mission, including electronic warfare “jammers”, SEAD flights to disrupt DRV air defenses, bombers and photo recon planes to verify the results, all protected by MIGCAP fighters.  The Vietnamese player responds with SAM’s and antiaircraft concentrations, and Mig interceptors, which zip in and out of the flight paths.  
Downtown has a pretty low counter density (and most of the North Vietnamese pieces don’t move) but is a complicated game.  To start the American player rolls a die to select a target, and then plans his mission with route to and from the target, realizing that not all the North Vietnamese defenders are on the map, and some that are may be dummies.  
When the American planes (each counter representing a flight of one to four aircraft) show up, detection becomes the key to the game.  You can’t shoot what you can’t see, so the capabilities of various radar systems become crucial.  North Vietnamese radar systems and ground observers track the strikers, trying to divine their target, while American aircraft hit anti-aircraft positions to clear the way for the bombers and electronic warfare planes try to jam the enemy radar.   Things get complex, because every decision has good and bad elements.  Flying at low altitude reduces the chance American planes will be locked-on by radar, but that makes them much more vulnerable to flak.  SAM batteries can turn on their radar, but may attract anti-radiation missiles or bombers.  American planes can drop their bombs from high altitude, or increase the chance of hitting the target by dive-bombing, again venturing into heavy enemy fire.  Migs are fast but fragile and usually outnumbered by the fighter escorts, Phantoms with their long-range radar or deadly Navy F-8 Crusaders.  The interaction of all this, the choices each side has to make, create a tense and exciting game, for just a few American losses mean defeat even if their targets are blown sky high.
The sequence of play is complicated, and there’s a lot to remember, but the steep learning curve is lessened by the best programmed instruction setup I’ve ever seen in a game.  You are told to “read these rules and then play this scenario”, the first being a simple two-plane photo recon run.  Then you read a few more rules and play another scenario, and so on, until you’re ready to send waves of B-52’s to Downtown Hanoi.  The only optional rules, which the designer admits may be a little much, provide counters and rules for rescuing downed flyers, so if you safely eject there are rescue helicopters, Skyraiders for “Sandy” support, and North Vietnamese soldiers to track down the survivors.  

Downtown is a wonderful game.  The sequence of play is daunting, but after a while I got the hang of it and the relatively short length of the scenarios allows repeated play that reveals the depth and richness of the simulation.  Information is given on all the aircraft and weapons available at different times during the war (down to the specific air groups of the Navy’s carriers on each deployment) so if you’re tired of the situations provided you can “cook your own” forever.  Downtown goes on my list of Top Ten wargames!
RATING:  9.5  
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