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Introduction


Two capsule biographies, one less often told:
 José Raúl Capablanca y Graupera was born in Havana, Cuba, in 1888. José learned chess at age 4 by observing his father’s games. A popular legend goes that little José pointed out his father’s incorrect knight move, and when his elders asked, “Oh? Just what do you know?”, the boy showed them by beating his dad in his very first game.

The elder Capablanca took José to the Havana Chess Club, where the young-ster was soon defeating all the adults. In 1901, at age 13, José won a 12-game match against Cuban champion Juan Corzo. After that, Capablanca concentrated on his schoolwork, until a 1909 match with Frank Marshall, in which he routed the American champion 8-1 with 14 draws.

Not every participant at the international San Sebastián tournament of 1911 believed Capablanca deserved entry, but the young Cuban won the tournament. He even won the brilliancy prize against Dr. Ossip Bernstein, one of the objectors.

Capablanca went on to compile one of the most spectacular tournament and match records in chess history. He suffered the fewest losses of any grandmaster — between 1916 and 1923, Capablanca did not lose a single tournament or match game, including the 1921 world championship match against Emanuel Lasker, who was No. 1 for 27 years.

Capablanca’s air of invincibility — plus his rapid calculation at the board and a seeming effortlessness and clarity in his moves — earned him the nickname, “the human chess machine.” Mikhail Botvinnik, who was world champion for 15 years, said he thought Capablanca displayed the greatest natural talent at chess. This natural ability contributed to Capablanca’s self-admitted laziness: a fanatically hard-working Alexander Alekhine took the title in 1927.

The deposed champion played some of the best chess of his life while trying to secure a rematch with Alekhine, but one never took place. Even as late as 1939 — three years before Capablanca’s death — Alekhine was declining offers for a rematch. The 1939 Chess Olympiad was Capablanca’s last tournament, at which he won a gold medal. Alekhine — representing France — avoided Capablanca until the end, sitting out the France vs. Cuba Olympiad match.

Botvinnik also said: “You cannot play chess unless you have studied [Capablanca’s] games.” Capablanca was one of the game’s finest teachers by example, but for textbook instruction, there was none better than Cecil Purdy.

Born in Egypt in 1906, then raised in Australia, Cecil John Seddon Purdy didn’t learn chess until he was 16, but after just a year of practice, he was determined to be a chess writer.

Purdy’s notebooks from the early 1920s included prospective titles like “Method of Thinking in Chess” and “Chess Made Easy,” seeds for instructive books and articles that would move the American world champion Bobby Fischer to call Purdy “the best chess teacher in the business.”

If Capablanca was “The Chess Machine,” then Purdy was “The Technical Writer.” While Capablanca’s playing style was celebrated for its orderliness, Purdy’s gift was an ability to distill a master game to its elements, and explain how those parts fit together.

Purdypublished and edited magazines — Australasian Chess Review, Check, Chessworld — that served improving chessplayers from 1929 to 1967, providing pithy and memorable advice on every phase of the game, while recommending study habits and thinking patterns. Purdy followed his own counsel well enough to win the first world championship of correspondence chess, and the Australian over-the-board championship four times.

The purpose of this book is to make the case that Capablanca — the intuitive prodigy — and Purdy — the methodic educator — were teaching the same things.

At the very heart of winning chess, Purdy broke it down to two things, one positional and one tactical.

Threats are the basis of winning chess.

Threats are the lifeblood of a chess game, Purdy also said. Threats drive a chess game forward — if neither side makes a threat, a game of chess will only end through boredom.

A chessplayer is rarely as comfortable at the board as when his opponent’s move is a quiet, non-threatening move. Ideally, a chess move should be as menacing as possible while developing one’s forces.

Whether one is attacking or defending, the goal is to do so while bringing up unused pieces and pawns. According to Purdy:

The root principle of position play right through the game from opening to ending is: Use inactive force.

Superior force conquers. In The Art of War, Sun Tzu said: “The art of using troops is … when [greater] his strength, attack him. … A small force is but booty for one more powerful.”

Maybe Purdy was referring to the Chinese military strategist here: ”Can a force be inactive? In a military sense, yes, of course. In the chess opening, nearly all one’s forces are inactive, so it’s there the principle works most clearly; we call it development.”

Those axioms about threatening moves and using inactive force pertain to every position we’ll ever see on the board. Above the board, Purdy looks inside a chessplayer’s head:

The chief factor in chess skill is the storing of patterns in the mind, and the recognition of such patterns in actual play.

When a chessplayer sits at the board with steam coming from his ears, face red and pulling his hair out, it’s because he doesn’t know what to do.

But when a chessplayer has seen the position before, he can proceed with confidence. If the structures or piece configurations are in the player’s memory, he doesn’t have to reinvent the wheel — he can search his memory for the kind of move that worked before.

Checkmating patterns are the most valuable motifs a chessplayer can know. After a player learns the rules, and how the pieces move, the next thing he learns is often one of the simplest checkmating procedures — like the double rook roller or king plus queen vs. king.

The more checkmating methods the player recognizes, the more games he is able to win. In 1953, the authors Renaud and Kahn categorized and demonstrated many different checkmating themes in The Art of the Checkmate. The present book shows that Capablanca — legendary for his immediate sight of the board and recognition of the correct plan — finished some of his brightest games with the same checkmates described in The Art of the Checkmate.

Capablanca strived for efficiency, partly because he was lazy (“if businessmen gave as little time to their business as I generally give to chess, they would all go bankrupt in a very short time,” he said). He looked for the shortest routes to winning chess games, and often that meant playing for mate.

By compiling an anthology of Capablanca’s games that end in checkmate, it is hoped that a gap in chess literature will be filled. Capablanca is widely considered the greatest endgame player ever, and chess author Irving Chernev sought to instruct players in the queening of a pawn in his 1978 book Capablanca’s Best Chess Endings. But a successful ending at chess can come about in two ways — pawn promotion or checkmate — and this book picks up Capablanca’s instructive endgame play where Chernev’s book left off.





Part I
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The Art of the Checkmate

Genius ill-trained will not reach its utmost power; give it its proper development and you have… Capablanca.

— Julius du Mont





Chapter 1


[image: image]

What to Learn

Chessplayers buy a huge number of chess books, but read an incredibly small percentage of the books they purchase. A chess-player will buy the Brooklyn Bridge if he thinks that will improve his play, but then he won’t bother to cross.

If we were to recommend a course of reading for the chessplayer, we must keep in mind that most chessplayers either don’t want to work hard, or don’t have much time for study.

Checkmating Patterns

Checkmating patterns are the easiest things to learn, and the most profitable things to apply.

Logically speaking, you cannot win unless you can construct a checkmate, and it should follow that the more checkmates you can build, the more games you can win (and the more losses you can avoid).

The sports metaphors are numerous, and even appropriate. It’s the successful golfers who make the putts, winning basketball teams who rise in the last two minutes, championship baseball teams who can close in the ninth inning. A proficient chessplayer must know how to deliver checkmate.

We are never lacking for a plan if we know some checkmating patterns. No matter which position is in front of us on the board, we can envision the checkmate that is closest to it, and aim for that. (The world champion Vasily Smyslov made many plans in that fashion: imagining the best squares for his pieces, and just moving them there.)

For inexpert players, openings books are most unhelpful. But once a student understands the tactical mechanics of Fool’s Mate — 1. g4 e5 2. f3 [image: image]h4# — he can smartly navigate many openings. For instance, the Fool’s Mate pattern inspires an excellent move in the Caro-Kann: 1. e4 c6 2. d4 d5 3. [image: image]d3 [image: image]f6 4. e5 [image: image]fd7 5. e6!, while 1. f4 e5 2. fxe5 d6 3. exd6 [image: image]xd6 threatens mate in three in answer to Bird’s Opening.

Knowing various checkmating patterns aids in planning our opening, middlegame, and ending. So if our study time for chess were limited, that time is best spent learning checkmating patterns — because it helps in each phase.

An outstanding first book for anyone is Bobby Fischer Teaches Chess, which shows how the pieces move, guides the reader through the three ways of getting out of check, and most thoroughly covers the back-rank checkmating pattern.

Some enterprising chess educator should teach the other checkmating patterns in the same extensive fashion that Bobby Fischer Teaches Chess varies on the back-rank theme.

Until then, the best we can read are The Art of the Checkmate by Renaud and Kahn, and How to Beat Your Dad at Chess by Murray Chandler. (The Art of the Checkmate is in the old-fashioned descriptive chess notation — it pays to be multilingual.)

In this miniature, White’s move 15 is easy to find if we have read Bobby Fischer Teaches Chess:

Game 1

London 1913
White: J.R. Capablanca
Black: F. Dunkelsbuhler
Petroff’s Defense

[image: image]

Because the black knight occupies the center, it does not control the center, and therefore e4 and d5 are susceptible to White’s attack.

[image: image]

Black opted for a less active bishop development because 6…[image: image]d6 leaves d5 helpless.

[image: image]

If now 9…[image: image]f6, Black is two moves behind in development with a lesser stance in the center.

[image: image]

Black strains to maintain his forward knight, but the light squares are further weakened, especially along the a2-g8 diagonal.

[image: image]

Threatening to capture on d5 and also on e4.

[image: image]

A materially-equal exchange favors the side whose pieces come forward with the recapture. 12. bxc3 brings up an unused unit, and the pawn might continue to c4 in coordinated effort against d5.

[image: image]

This book stresses two most elemental instructions: use inactive force, and examine all threatening moves. 13…[image: image]f6 is a weak move because it does not activate an unused piece, and enables White to develop with a threat.

[image: image]

Black did	n’t want to admit his error by retreating the bishop to e7.

[image: image]

If 15…[image: image]xd5, then 16. [image: image]e8+ [image: image]f8 17. [image: image]xf8# exploits the back rank. On other moves, 16. [image: image]c4 results in a decisive gain of material.

Elementary Methods for
Pawn Promotion

When there is not enough force on the chessboard to engineer a checkmate, promote a pawn. One must know the elements of pawn endings, and how to handle the pieces in the endgame (in one word: actively).

For 50 years, Reuben Fine’s Basic Chess Endings was called a bible, but it was a lot to chew. Some preferred Averbakh’s Chess Endings: Essential Knowledge or Practical Chess Endings by either Keres or Chernev (same title, different books, both good).

Bruce Pandolfini gets a bad rap for producing commercial chess books, but his endgame book Pandolfini’s Endgame Course is a good one, in which he devotes one page to each critical position and gives every one of them a name (for folks who more easily learn things with a pithy tag).

For many players, the technical endgames demonstrated in these books are mechanical and unexciting. Those players won’t progress past an 1800 rating, but they probably don’t mind.

Basic Textbooks

A sincere student should master the material in one beginner’s book. (If one is very determined, read a different beginner’s book every year, like world champion Mikhail Tal did.) Books like Lasker’s Manual of Chess, Capablanca’s Chess Fundamentals and A Primer of Chess, Fine’s Chess the Easy Way, and Purdy’s Guide to Good Chess are enduring classics.

In the last decade, it became good marketing practice to call readers stupid. I contributed to the second editions of Jim Eade’s Chess for Dummies and Patrick Wolff’s The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Chess, both of which would have been useful without my help, while neither actually treated its readers as dumb or complete idiots.

All such books represent what masters believe to be a solid foundation of chess knowledge. Therefore, while I am suggesting five types of chess literature, the content overlaps from one type of book to another, especially in these general treatises.

Every generation has its chess-players who are seduced by Aron Nimzowitsch’s My System. The truth is that it isn’t his system, but his peculiar choice of words to describe chess principles. One will find that the arcana described by Nimzowitsch is laid out in every other basic chess text-book, but in more common terms.

Please, please, if you choose to read Capablanca’s Chess Fundamentals, avoid the McKay edition edited by grandmaster Nick de Firmian, who inexplicably purged several of Capablanca’s games while appending modern games of no greater instructional value. I’ve long admired de Firmian, a handsome local grandmaster, but what he did to Capablanca’s book was wrong.

Games Collections

Writers learn by reading great books, painters learn by looking at masterpieces, and chessplayers learn by playing over the games of chess masters.

In fact, if done the right way, playing over master games is the best way to practice chess, more beneficial than playing chess. That’s a hard thing to swallow: Playing chess is fun, but it doesn’t help you get much better at chess.

The best chess practice was described by Purdy: With a chessboard, chess clock (set to a tournament time control) and scoresheet at hand, play through a master’s winning games by covering the master’s moves, playing a move on your own, then uncovering the master’s move. Sometimes you guess right, yay. Sometimes you guess wrong, then retract your move while replacing it with the master move. By asking yourself why the moves are different, you will eventually grow to think like the master.

Purdy wrote: “A great mistake many players make is to feel disheartened if they don’t understand fully every game they play over. If you understand some of a game, you are the gainer, and gradually you will find yourself understanding bigger slices.”

It’s vital to do this exercise with logical master games one can understand. A good chess teacher can suggest some — “nobody can learn how to play well merely from the study of a book,” said Capablanca, “it can only serve as a guide and the rest must be done by the teacher if the student has one; if not, the student must [learn] by long and bitter experience.”

When I was an 1800-level player, I spent two years carrying The Life and Games of Mikhail Tal, because everyone — me, you, everyone — wants to be Tal. But the supernatural qualities that earned Tal the nicknames “magician” and “wizard” are exclusively Tal’s. It’s hard to say if I learned anything in two years of guessing Tal’s moves.

The right player for everyone to study at the start is Paul Morphy, the first American champion. Morphy had a straightforward approach that sometimes resulted in fireworks — the thing to learn was that the brilliancies stemmed from proper positional play: whenever possible, making a developing move that threatened something.

After one learns Morphy, it’s usually suggested that one move on to 1920s champion Capablanca, 1960s champion Fischer, or 1970s champion Anatoly Karpov, each of whom descended stylistically from Morphy.

One should hope to find a master to study whose manner of play is closest to one’s own — the way to find that master takes time, going through many games to find the master whose moves one most often guesses correctly. The pitfall to this process is that if one does it before one is a good player, one will guess about 40 percent for everybody. So it’s not a bad idea to stick to Morphy and Capablanca for a while.

There are many anthologies to study. Best for the recommended practice are collections annotated by the player himself — because only he knows what he was thinking — or annotated in an instructive manner.

Purdy used to recommend for this practice Chernev’s Logical Chess, Move by Move, which Chernev followed with The Most Instructive Games of Chess Ever Played.

Richard Réti’s Masters of the Chessboard is another good book for the student, in which Réti explains positional concepts while introducing readers to great players of the early 20th century.

Max Euwe’s Chess Master vs. Chess Amateur is an instructive book because each game demonstrates how a master takes advantage of amateur mistakes, the kinds we amateurs see most often.

Many players have read Morphy’s Games of Chess by Philip Sergeant, but Sergeant’s notes didn’t seem didactic in nature. A First Book of Morphy — which was the best book I could write at the time, if not the blockbuster I had hoped to write — was meant to provide a set of instructive Morphy games.

Capablanca’s Hundred Best Games by Harry Golombek was probably the most important book in my education as a chessplayer because they were Capablanca’s games laid out with Golombek’s helpful exposition. (Capablanca’s notes to his own games suffered because he didn’t like to write, and also because he withheld some information for thinking that his readers already knew it.) Grandmaster John Nunn thought as highly of Golombek’s book as I, and Nunn’s updated edition of Golombek’s book is the best.

Fischer’s My 60 Memorable Games is considered by many — patzers and grandmasters alike — to be the best chess book ever written. Fischer’s games were the best of his time, while his notes and choice of games were not at all self-serving. No other chess master included lost games in an autobiographical games collection.

In these digital times, students don’t have to cover the master’s moves with a 3x5 card. Most chess software includes training features that ask one to guess moves, and any game reading application enables one to guess, then click.

Tactics

Ultimately, you’re only as good as your tactical ability.

Games between non-masters are almost always determined by a one-or two-move tactic plus an “oops, I didn’t see that.” Luckily, there are countless tactics workbooks out there designed to improve one’s chessboard vision.

Tactics books never (and endgame books rarely) go obsolete, but openings books quickly turn to rubbish. GM Larry Christiansen said Reinfeld’s 1000 Brilliant Combinations and Sacrifices made him the fearsome attacker that he is, but you never hear a master credit an openings book with making him a better player.

The easiest chess puzzle books include problems that involve very few pieces, or where the pieces are laid out in a pattern that points one toward the right answer. It never hurts — and can always help — players of any level to work with the simplest tactical puzzles!
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