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INTRODUCTION


Chess can be many things. At its most basic level it is a struggle between two competitors, engaged in a battle of wits. It is a great equalizer: I learned the game at the age of four, and it was not long before I was beating adults. At the other end of the scale, I had the privilege a couple of years ago to watch the great Viktor Korchnoi in action. I was competing in the Gibraltar International chess festival in 2011, and one of the top board games saw Korchnoi – coming up to his eightieth birthday – drawn to face the up-andcoming Italian Grandmaster Caruana, still a teenager at the time but ranked No.10 in the world then (and at the time of writing has moved up to No.3). In chess White always starts first, and Korchnoi had the disadvantage of the Black pieces; few would have given this frail old man any chance of defeating the world No.10. Yet Korchnoi’s brilliance was still there: his casual demolition of one of the best players in the world was simply breathtaking. Other players have achieved remarkable success while young. Years earlier, Bobby Fischer qualified for the Candidates’ tournament for the world title at the age of just fifteen. And Judit Polgar, the strongest ever female chess player, peaked at No.8 in the world aged 15. Man or woman, old or young, everyone starts from the same sixty-four squares. Which other sport can claim that?


But chess is more than just a game, more than just a gladiatorial fight between two contestants determined to achieve supremacy. It is an art form: the patterns made by the pieces can become a thing of beauty. Or perhaps, it is better compared to a musical symphony where each instrument plays its own part. In chess, each individual piece has its own unique attributes. The art of chess lies in learning to co-ordinate the disparate moves in a harmonious way. Sometimes a strong chessplayer will call a move ‘ugly’: a quick glance at the position is enough to see that something is amiss.




PLAYER PROFILE: VIKTOR KORCHNOI


Viktor Korchnoi was born in Russia in 1931. In 1978 and 1981 Korchnoi challenged for the world title, losing to Anatoly Karpov both times. In 1976, at the height of the Cold War, Korchnoi defected to the West – after asking British Grandmaster Tony Miles how to spell ‘political asylum’.


The matches were particularly tense affairs due to the fallout from his defection.


At the age of seventy-five, Korchnoi was still ranked No.87 in the world, and he became Swiss champion at the age of seventy-eight.





Everyone has their own style in chess. Some players are brutal, going for all-out attack. Others play in a technical, correct manner. My own style lies somewhere between the two: I wait for my opponent to commit, then counter-attack hard. In this, chess is no different to any sport; personal style matters. Cricket fans will instantly recognize the difference between Kevin Pietersen’s batting and that of Geoffrey Boycott some years ago. But where chess is different is that in many positions there is a single, objective ‘best move’.


There have been literally thousands of books written on chess. One of the first books I ever read on the game was Tony Kosten’s Winning Endgames, also published by Crowood. Almost all of them either assume a lot of basic knowledge, or are aimed predominantly at teaching children the game.


This book on the other hand is aimed at the ‘average person on the street’. Some will already know the rules of the game, others will know nothing. Maybe you played a few games of chess at school. Maybe your child has taken up the game and you want to be able to catch up, to understand what he/she is talking about. Maybe you would like to join a chess club. Or maybe you just want to know what the fuss is all about. This book is aimed at people like you. In a short book like this, there is a limit to how much it is possible to include. I will unashamedly ignore some basic material which is unlikely to occur in real games, and focus only on what is needed for you to improve ‘from beginner to winner’.


The content of this book is quite intensive. When young junior players are coached, it takes months – or even years – to for them cover all of it. Few people will be able to read it from cover to cover in one go. It is much better to read and absorb each section, then put the ideas into practice in your own games, whether that is over the board against a friend of similar chess-playing ability or on the internet. If you put in plenty of practice as well as reading this guide, the material contained in it should be enough for you to play to a reasonable standard for a club in your local league – or compete in one of the many weekend competitions which take place around the country.


Good luck!
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CHAPTER 1


CHESS NOTATION


One of the great things about chess is that it is very easy to record a game using the standard chess notation. You can play through the game again afterwards, show it to your friends and gloat or ask a stronger player to look through it and find your mistakes. My database has well over four and a half million games, so if I know who I will be playing I can look up my opponent and find their strengths and weaknesses as well as their opening moves.


Understanding notation is necessary to read any chess book, and also to compete: in league matches and standard-play competitions, competitors are obliged to write down their moves. Apart from anything else, having a record of the game enables disputes to be settled easily.


It makes sense to use this notation – once you are used to it, it is far easier to say ‘20. Bb6’ than to say ‘On the twentieth move of the game, white moves his bishop to the square b6’. We will deal with the most basic notation very quickly, and learn the rest later as it is needed in the book.


The Board


Chess is played on sixty-four squares on an eight-by-eight square board. Thirty-two of the squares are black; thirty-two are white. We arrange the board with a white square on the right-hand side (this does not make any technical difference to the game but is a convention that cannot be ignored). Each square has its own name, given by a co-ordinate system. To find the name of a given square, read down from the square and you get a letter from a to h. Read across, and you will get a number from 1 to 8. Important: squares are always named from White’s perspective.




Fig. 1.1
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The square marked with the cross is called c6 and the square marked with the dot is called d3.


Notating a chess move


To write down a chess move, follow three basic steps:


Step 1: Write the name of the piece, as follows:


B = Bishop
R = Rook
Q = Queen
K = King
N = Knight


(When a pawn moves, we do not write anything for the name of the piece.)


We use capital letters to denote a piece and lower-case letters when representing a square, so there is no way of getting confused between the piece and the square.


Step 2: Write the letter x if a piece is being taken.
Step 3: Write the name of the square that the piece is moving to.


The White piece shown here is called a rook. How would we write the move shown by the arrow?




Fig. 1.2
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Answer: The rook is shown by the letter R, and it is moving to d6. We write this as Rd6.




ALGEBRAIC VS DESCRIPTIVE NOTATION


The type of notation used today is called algebraic. Many years ago, moves were written differently. The move above used to be written as R-Q6, with Q meaning the same as d because the Queen starts life on d1.


The old ‘descriptive’ notation died out because algebraic notation is shorter and more logical. Descriptive notation has not been recognized by the world governing body of chess, FIDE, since 1981 but you may see some players still using it or you may stumble across it in old books.







CHAPTER 2


THE PIECES


The Bishop




Fig. 2.1
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The bishop always moves in diagonal lines. So from the position of the bishop in Fig. 2.1 it can move to any of the squares marked with an x. It may move as far as it wants provided that it is not blocked: a move of a single square is possible, or it may travel several squares at once. Two diagonals are longer than any other on the board: the diagonal going from a1 to h8, and the diagonal going from h1 to a8. It follows that a long diagonal will often be an effective place to put a bishop.


By moving only in diagonal lines, it is clear that the bishop will always stay on the same colour square: if it starts life on a white square, it will be on a white square until the end of the game; and if it starts on a black square, it will remain on a black square. At the start of a game of chess, you have one white-squared bishop and one black-squared bishop. Therefore, bishops work well in pairs: between them, they can visit all sixty-four squares on the board without their jobs ever clashing with one another.


Now look back at Fig. 2.1. From d5 the bishop can go to any of thirteen different squares, as shown. But if the bishop were on d1, a quick count will show that it would only be able to go to seven squares. This is the first time we see an important principle in chess: Most pieces are more effective in the centre of the board. Indeed, the start of a game of chess involves a struggle for control of the centre.




Fig. 2.2
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Now look at the position of the White bishop in Fig. 2.2. The bishop cannot jump over pieces. It captures an opposing piece by landing on it. So the White bishop on e5 could take the pawn on g7, but it could not take the bishop on b2 because its path is blocked by the pawn on d4 (in chess you can never take one of your own pieces).


As we learn about each piece, we are also going to learn a bit about how to use that piece most effectively and what its value is. The bishop’s main strength lies in its ability to move across the chessboard easily and quickly. But this advantage is only there when its path is not blocked. Therefore, the bishop is more valuable in what we call an open position: a position where you and your opponent are able to move pieces freely and there are few blockages. A closed position is the opposite, that is, one where pieces are often blocked and unable to move freely.


The Value of Each Piece


The true value of the bishop (like the true value of any piece in chess) depends upon the position at the board. I can give a rough guide for how useful a bishop is, all other things being equal, but in games it may be worth slightly more or slightly less.


For each piece, I am going to give a points value, with 1 point being the value of the weakest piece – the pawn. This is useful as a beginner, to get a feel for the value of each piece. When you become a stronger player, you will need to treat this rule of thumb with a pinch of salt – but for the time being, it is useful.


Value: The bishop is worth on average 3–3.5 points.








	SUMMARY







	1.   The bishop moves diagonally and captures opposing pieces by landing on them.







	2.   Bishops are best in open positions.







	3.   A bishop is often most comfortable on one of the long diagonals.







	4.   Bishops operate best in pairs.











The Rook




Fig. 2.3
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The rook moves in a straight (horizontal or vertical) line from its position on the board, as shown in Fig. 2.3. Like the bishop, it cannot jump over other pieces and can become blocked by them. It also captures an opposing piece by landing on it. The rook is (usually) more valuable than the bishop, as it is able to visit all sixty-four squares on the board, but is still at least as mobile as the bishop.


The rook can fulfil many functions in chess, but for now we might think of it a bit like a battering ram: it aims at the enemy in a straight line. Of course, moving in straight lines means that it too can be subject to blockages. Therefore your rook is at its most effective when you have no pieces in the way.


In Fig. 2.4 the rook is said to be on the e-file because it is on e1 and therefore able to go to any square beginning with e: e2, e3, e4, e5, e6, e7 or e8. The ‘worst’ blockages to a rook’s progress are pawns. If a file has no pawns on it, we call it an open file. If it has just one pawn on it, we call it a semi-open file. Rooks operate most effectively on open files. (You may be wondering at this stage why having no pawns in the way – as opposed to no bishops or other pieces – is important. The reason is that pawns generally move straight forwards, so it is difficult for them to get out of the way of the rook.)




Fig. 2.4
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Earlier, we said that the bishop – like most pieces in chess – is more effective from the centre of the board. Surprisingly, the rook is not particularly concerned about being in the centre: put it on any square of the board, and there is always (provided nothing blocks its path) a choice of precisely fourteen squares that it could go to – see Figs 2.5, 2.6 and 2.3 (repeated)


So the rook has less need to be in the middle of the board than most pieces. In fact, quite often the best thing to do with a rook is to leave it at the back of your position – on an open file. Sometimes it is a good idea to have extra firepower by putting both of your rooks on the same open file.


Value: The rook is worth roughly 5 points.




Fig. 2.5
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Fig. 2.6
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Fig. 2.3 (repeated)
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	SUMMARY







	1.   The rook moves and captures in straight lines.







	2.   The rook is more valuable than the bishop, in most positions.







	3.   The rook is unusual, because it does not become any more effective when it is in the centre of the board.







	4.   Rooks operate best when placed on open files.











The Queen




Fig. 2.7
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The queen is the most powerful of all the pieces, in terms of her ability to control squares. Anything the rook or bishop can do, so can the queen. Likewise, she captures opposing pieces by landing on them. The queen can be an imposing figure in the centre of the board: on an empty board, a queen placed on d5 (as in Fig. 2.7) would be able to choose from as many as twenty-seven different squares to visit. A quick look at the crosses on the diagram shows just how imposing the queen’s influence is.


The queen may indeed be more powerful in the centre of the board, but in placing her it is best to exercise a certain amount of discretion. She may be more powerful, but she is also therefore a big target for your opponent. Early on in the game, when almost all the pieces are still on the board, if you bring your queen out then your opponent will keep attacking her. At best, you will lose time having to move her away from the constant attacks. At worst, even a piece as mobile as the queen can get trapped and end up being lost.


In chess, when we talk about an exchange of pieces, we mean that White and Black each capture a piece of roughly equal value. Neither player ‘wins’ or ‘loses’ anything directly from the swap, although it may benefit one player’s long-term plan more than the other’s.


In the vast majority of chess games between strong players, the queens – being such powerful pieces – will end up being exchanged. Sooner or later, it will become necessary to eliminate your opponent’s queen – even at the cost of losing your own – in order to make progress.


While the queen is far and away the most powerful piece on the board, she is not the most important, as the ultimate goal in chess is to defeat (checkmate) the opposing King. You should never give away your queen lightly. Indeed, some of the most spectacular moves in the history of chess have been ‘queen sacrifices’ – where a player has deliberately allowed or forced their opponent to capture their queen, flying in the face of all conventional logic. Yet because of the exact position on the board, it leads inexorably to a win. Such opportunities come along rarely – I would guess that I have played such sacrifices maybe one game in every thousand – but the results can be spectacular. (When you are more confident at chess, try googling ‘Game of the Century’ and see the most famous such sacrifice of all time, by the thirteen-year-old Bobby Fischer.)


Value: around 9 points – worth more than a rook and bishop put together.








	SUMMARY







	1.   The queen moves in straight lines or diagonal lines, and captures by landing on a piece.







	2.   The queen should not be moved into the middle of the board too early.







	3.   The queen is the most powerful piece on the board (whilst the king is the most valuable).











The Knight




Fig. 2.8
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When young children are learning to play chess, the knight is the piece which gives them the most difficulty because it ‘turns a corner’ when it moves. The knight’s move can be described in two ways:






	1.   Go two squares in a straight line in any direction, turn a corner (right angle) and then go one square, or







	2.   Think of the knight as moving in an ‘L’ shape – two squares and one, with the ‘L’ rotated as you see fit.








The medieval knight was a soldier on horseback. Horses jump; likewise, the knight is the only piece in chess with the ability to jump over pieces – both your own, and your opponent’s pieces. Unlike in draughts, jumping over a piece does not allow you to take it. The knight must land on an opponent’s piece to be able to remove it from play.


The knight, unlike any of the pieces we have seen so far, has a fixed range. If you have ever watched boxing, you might have heard a fight described as being ‘like a chess match’. It is a cliché that lacks something in accuracy (I have never seen a doctor step in to stop a chess match due to blood streaming from one player’s nose) but a boxing analogy might help to understand the knight. A boxer who is too far away from his opponent cannot deliver a knockout blow. But being too close can have a similar effect, which is why a boxer will often take refuge in a clinch. In boxing, a fighter needs to be the right distance away from the opponent to be able to deliver the perfect punch.




Fig. 2.9
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The knight can capture the bishop on d6.


Another feature of the knight is that it always moves to a different colour square: it cannot go from a white square to a white square or from a black square to a black square. This is in direct contrast to the bishop (which always remains on the same colour square throughout) and leads to the age-old question in chess: Which is better – a bishop or a knight?


The advantages of the bishop:






	1.   It can travel from one side of the board to another in a single move.







	2.   From the centre of the board, it can control more squares.







	3.   It can trap a knight on the edge of the board.










Fig. 2.10
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The knight can only go to the squares marked x, but the bishop can take the knight on any of them. The knight is trapped.


The advantages of the knight:






	1.   It can reach all sixty-four squares on the chessboard.
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