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1
the rules of the game


The apparent complexities of chess, and the phenomenal skills of the greatest players, can make the game intimidating to some, but a basic understanding of chess, and an ability to appreciate the ideas of even the world champions, ought to be within the reach of everyone. Whatever your chess ambitions, you will surely find that the greater your understanding of the game, the more you will enjoy it and appreciate its beauty. By introducing the basic moves of the pieces, the special rules and the essential laws of chess, this chapter will provide you with the first steps on that journey of understanding. As a complete beginner you may struggle to remember the rules that lay down how each piece may move. Once that hurdle has been overcome, the next stage is to avoid blundering away one’s pieces by putting them where they can be captured, and to detect the opponent’s most basic threats. When the blunders have been mostly eliminated, playing the game becomes a true art.


 


The first diagram shows the chessmen set up for the beginning of a game of chess. One player sits behind the white men and conducts their operations; his opponent faces him across the board, deciding the moves for the black pieces.
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Each of the different chess pieces has its own individual mode of moving. Much of the charm and beauty, and indeed much of the difficulty, of the game of chess lies in the manner of the cooperation and conflict between pieces with distinct patterns of movement.


Before proceeding with the pieces, we must begin with a brief word about the board itself. This consists of sixty-four squares, in an eight-by-eight array, the squares coloured alternately light and dark, referred to respectively as the white squares and black squares. The board is always set out with a white square at the right-hand corner of each player. The white pieces at the start of the game occupy the back rows. From left to right, along the back row, Rook, Knight, Bishop, Queen, King, Bishop, Knight, Rook, with the eight Pawns filling the row in front of them. The rear line of black pieces are the same as their white counterparts directly facing them. Each Queen thus begins the game on a square of her own colour: White’s Queen on the left of her King, Black’s on the right of her King.


The players make their moves alternately, White beginning the game. A move involves the transference of a piece from one square to another. No player may make two consecutive moves, neither may a player ‘pass’ when it is his turn to move.


Most of the chess pieces move in straight lines and their powers are simply grasped. There are three important and obvious types of straight line on the board: the files running up and down the board; the ranks running side to side; and the diagonals, lines of squares of the same colour, running at 45° angles to the ranks and files.


The ranks and files provide a convenient coordinate system for describing the chess moves. Each square on the board lies on one of the eight ranks and one of the eight files. The ranks are numbered from 1 to 8 beginning at White’s side of the board; the files are lettered from a to h, left to right as viewed by White. Thus each square may be uniquely identified by a letter-number pair.


Moves of the pieces


The Rook


The ranks and files are the domain of the Rook, which can move as far as desired across empty squares up, down or across the board in a straight line. On an empty board a Rook, whatever square it is on, thus has a choice of 14 squares to which it may move: seven on the vertical line of squares through its own square, seven on the horizontal line.


The Bishop


Bishops traverse the board along the diagonals, and may travel as far as they like along squares of the same colour. As with the Rook, the Bishop may only travel over empty spaces; if its path is impeded by the presence of another piece, it cannot ‘jump over’. Each Bishop can never leave the squares of the colour on which it began the game.


The diagram below shows the moves of Rook and Bishop. Each may travel to any square shown on the path of the arrows through it. As can be seen, a Bishop in the middle of the board has the choice of up to 13 squares, whereas one in the corner only has seven possible moves.
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The Queen


The Queen is the most powerful piece on the board. She can move in straight lines along ranks, files or diagonals, so from any square she combines the possible moves of the Rook with those of the Bishop.


The King


The two Kings have a special role in the game, since the object of the game, as laid down in the rules, is the pursuit and capture of the enemy King. We shall come to that in a moment; for the time being, it is only necessary to know that the King has the shortest move of all – just one square in any direction.


The diagram below illustrates the moves of King and Queen. In the centre of the board the Queen commands 27 squares. The King never has more than eight.
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The Knight


There are many, perhaps too many, ways to describe the move of the Knight, the only chess piece which appears not to move in straight lines. His is a two-square move, bisecting the path of Rook and Bishop. In the diagram overleaf it is illustrated as one square like a Rook followed by a square in the manner of a Bishop, still moving away from the square of the original departure. Some prefer to think of the Knight’s move as two squares vertically followed by one to the side, or two to the side and one up or down. However one chooses to describe it, the Knight’s move is more easily visualized than explained. It should be mastered without difficulty, and with practice will come to be viewed as a single move from square to square, rather than a combination move involving change of direction.


The diagram below illustrates the eight possible Knight moves from a centre square. The white Knight may move to any of the squares indicated by the arrow-tips. Note that the Black Knight in the corner has its possible moves reduced to two.
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Unlike Rook, Bishop and Queen, the Knight cannot be impeded by other men in its path. The Knight gives the impression of being able to ‘jump over’ pieces, though one might equally well say that it can move between them. Whereas Rook, Bishop and Queen may be viewed as having lines of action along which they can move as far as desired, the Knight, like the King, has only a limited length of move. Rook, Bishop or Queen can reach any square on an empty board from any other in not more than two moves (provided the square is the appropriate colour in the case of the Bishop). A Knight can take as many as six moves to make a desired journey between two squares.



Capturing


Capturing enemy pieces


If an enemy man stands on a square to which a piece could otherwise move, that man may be captured. The capture is effected by removing the man to be captured from the board and placing the capturing piece on the square on which the captured piece stood. In the diagram position below, the White Rook can capture the Black Bishop, if it is White’s move, or the Black Bishop could capture the White Knight, if it is Black to move. Note that Black’s Bishop blocks the Rook’s line of action, preventing its movement to the last two squares up the board, just as the White Knight hampers its progress sideways.
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In chess, capturing is optional. If White chooses to capture the Bishop with his Rook, he simply removes the Bishop, replacing it with the Rook. Equally he may prefer to move the Rook or any other piece as he chooses, with or without a capture. The King is the only piece which may not be captured, for loss of the King signifies the end of the game. Attacks on the King will be discussed later. Whereas Rook, Knight, Bishop, Queen and King may in general capture anything along their lines of action (the King may make captures just as any other piece; the need to protect him from capture does not preclude his taking part in the carnage), the Pawn has special rules for its capturing moves. The Pawn is, in fact, exceptional in many ways, which we now explain.


The Pawn


The normal move of the Pawn is simple: it plods just one square forwards at a time. It alone of the chess pieces may never move backwards. On its first move, however, the Pawn may, if desired, be moved two squares forward instead of just one. That privilege is accorded to each of the eight Pawns on either side, but a Pawn may only advance two squares if both those squares are unoccupied, and the Pawn has not previously been moved.


As distinct from its forward mode of travel, the Pawn captures diagonally, but again only one square. It may not capture straight forwards.


[image: Image]


White’s legal Pawn moves in the previous diagram position are to any of the squares indicated by the arrows. The Black Bishop or Black Knight may be captured in the usual way, by removing the black piece from the board and replacing it with the capturing Pawn.


There are two further special rules involving Pawns. The first is their ability to promote. If a Pawn succeeds in making its way the full length of the board, arriving finally on the opponent’s back line, then it may be promoted into any piece of the same colour other than a King. So if a White Pawn reaches the end of the board, it is removed and replaced by Queen, Rook, Knight or Bishop at the discretion of the White player. Promotion takes place immediately the Pawn reaches the end square; it cannot remain a Pawn. Usually the promoted Pawn is turned into a Queen, but as we shall see later there are circumstances where an apparently lesser piece may be preferable.
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