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This book is dedicated to my parents, Dr. Harvey L. Heisman and Mildred Heisman, who encouraged my sister Eileen and me in whatever we wanted to do, and gave us great values to base our decisions. Eileen is now President of the National Philanthropic Trust and raises large donations to help those in need. I teach and write chess books. I will leave it to the reader to determine whether both of us succeeded.
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	Black is clearly better
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	White has a winning advantage
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Introduction


What does “safety” mean in relation to chess moves?


Sometimes when I ask lower-rated students why they did not trade queens or give up a queen for two rooks, they answer “Because I did not want to lose my queen.”


I think their confusion as to what constitutes the loss of a queen can be traced to the two connotations to the meaning of safe outside the chess world:


Suppose I give a friend two dollars and tell him, “Don’t lose it!” The friend then goes to the park, eventually gets hungry, and buys a tutti-frutti ice cream for the two dollars. He eats it and is satisfied. Did he lose the two dollars? Well, it is no longer in his possession but he didn’t lose it – he traded it, with fair value, for one of the best purposes he could: nourishment. If I had given him a million dollars and he foolishly traded it for a dish of ice cream we would think differently. But in the two-dollar case we should think of that money as not being lost – the exchange was a safe “move.”


Our second meaning of “safety” is used for living beings. Suppose a friend is in a war zone and is tragically killed by a sniper. In turn, the sniper is spotted and also killed, but it’s too late: nothing can bring back your friend. I think everyone would agree that the sniper’s fate has no bearing on whether your friend is safe – he is not. There is no trading of equal value where life is concerned.


So the word safe can take on a different meaning when discussing material objects versus life. In the former, we are familiar with making safe, equal, transactions, but we rarely think that way in terms of loss of human life.


In chess, we should use the material definition: a piece is “safe” if it remains on the board or can be traded for equal or better value. But defining a move, as opposed to just a piece, as “safe” has to be extended even further – it can’t allow the opponent to forcibly win material or checkmate anywhere on the board.


So in our earlier example, the lower-rated students would not have lost their queen by trading it for an opponent’s queen. They are (mis-)using safety in the “living” sense: that their queen was lost just as the friend had been shot by the sniper.


This leads to our “chess” definition:


Safe: A move is safe if, in response, the opponent has no forcing sequence which wins material or checkmates.


Let’s add another helpful definition:


Candidate move: A move that is being considered as a possible one to be played. A candidate move is often referred to just as a “candidate.”


If possible, a candidate does something desirable like starting or preventing a tactic, or making the moving players’ pieces better. A candidate might make some of the pieces more mobile, or prevent the opponent from making his pieces better.


The first thing I usually do after I identify a candidate is to ask “Is it safe?”


When my opponent moves, the first two things I ask are:


•“Is it safe?”, and


•“What are all the things that move does?”


As I have written several times, unless your opponents are beginners, you will have many more opportunities to use your tactical skill to prevent making unsafe moves than you will to win material. The reason is simple: each time you consider a move, you could have several reasonable strategic candidates that must be discarded as not safe.


However, your opponents are doing the same thing – discarding unsafe candidates. When they are successful, as strong players are a great majority of the time, they “filter out” your opportunities to win material on your reply.


Therefore, in a game you usually have to use your tactical skill to discard dozens of unsafe but reasonable moves. However, your opponent may give you very few opportunities to win material (although you should not miss any easy ones!).


This naturally creates a discrepancy toward using tactics mostly to discard your own unsafe moves. Despite this, in the great majority of tactical books almost every problem asks the reader to win material or force a draw or checkmate; there are few puzzle books about how to avoid losing material.


It only takes one bad move to lose a game, so identifying unsafe candidate moves (to likely discard those candidates) in addition to taking advantage of your opponent’s unsafe moves, is as important as any other chess skill.


The fact that tactics are primarily used to rule out candidates – and this is one of the very few books that addresses that issue – should make Is Your Move Safe? a valuable and unique addition to your chess library.




Unless your opponents are beginners, you will have many more opportunities to use your tactical skill to prevent making unsafe moves than you will to win material.





This book uses instructive puzzles and comprehensive answers to help the reader learn two things: 1) how to analyze if a candidate is safe and, just as importantly, 2) to consider multiple candidates and consistently ask if all those moves are safe. The difference between this book and a regular tactics book can be summarized as follows:


•In a tactics book the reader is given positions with a specific requirement to find an existing tactic, e.g. “White to play and win.”


•In this book you are asked that if you play a given candidate, does the opponent have such a winning tactic on the next move? In that sense the problems in this book are more practical than a tactics book: in a real game, you should always be asking if moves (for both sides) are safe, while you are never told that the opponent’s previous move was not safe (the condition for knowing there is a tactic to find).


Which Moves Are Safe Isn’t Always So Clear


The definition of “safe” near the start of the Introduction seems simple enough and does apply to most cases. However, this definition is insufficient for all of the problems we will present. Take the following counter-example:


White to play


[image: image]


White is behind in material and with “normal” play would lose, but he does have the saving pseudo-sacrifice 1.Rxh5! gxh5 2.Kf3, when he easily draws by running his king into the h1 corner. Black cannot win with only rook pawns of the “wrong” color of the remaining bishop.


So in the deep endgame it is not always the material balance which matters, but whether one side can force a win. In this case Black cannot win after White gives up material with 1.Rxh5!.


In a very real sense the move 1.Rxh5!, which loses material, is the only safe move. So, for these situations, our definition is inadequate; we need to augment it. For deep endgames, I would suggest:


In the deep endgame, a move is safe if it achieves the desired goal of drawing or winning a game. If a player cannot win but can achieve a draw, moves that do this are safe. If a player is trying to win and a move achieves this, then the move is safe. If the move throws away the win or draw, then it is not safe.


This is very similar to GM John Nunn’s modified meaning of “!” for his endgame books. In those books he uses “!” if it is the only move to achieve the goal.


Suppose we extend this endgame idea to the entire game. Then, in that sense, the move that solves each “Play and win” problem in any tactics book, assuming there is only one correct answer, is the only “safe” move. Thus any tactics book, assuming it has unique answers to each problem, could be considered a special case of finding the only safe move, the one that preserves the win in a winning position.


Using this endgame definition, White’s 1.Rxh5 in the previous diagram, which loses material, is now considered safe.




In the deep endgame, a move is safe if it achieves the desired goal of drawing or winning a game.





Let’s extend this idea of sacrifice:


When you sacrifice, you intentionally give up material to get some other type(s) of compensation, such as superior development, more coordinated forces, exposed enemy king, superior pawn structure, or almost any other advantage you can name.


If the sacrifice yields immediate results with no risk, then it is a pseudo-sacrifice, such as 1.Rxh5 above. If the compensation is more unclear and long-term, it is a real sacrifice, as Rudolf Spielmann explained it in his book The Art of the Sacrifice.


If a player in an otherwise slightly inferior or equal position intentionally and speculatively gives up material for an unclear position, we can consider that move safe. If he intentionally gives up material temporarily to forcibly gain back even more material or checkmate, that is even more clearly safe.


In the following position, is the move 1.Bxh7+ safe?


White to play
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After 1.Bxh7+ Kxh7 2.Ng5+ Kg6 3.Qd3+ f5, White has a dangerous attack, but Black can defend. So 1.Bxh7+ is a speculative sacrifice.


However, sometimes weak (and even strong!) players intentionally sacrifice material for clearly inadequate compensation. We would have to say that such a move is not safe, no matter what the player’s evaluation was. That’s not to say that improving players should not attempt to make such sacrifices – they should, at the very least to learn something. However, we need to label those moves “unsafe,” no matter how well-intentioned the sacrifice.


Is there a gray area between not enough compensation and enough for a sacrifice? Of course! In these cases the move would lie on the borderline between safe and not-safe, and we could label these sacrifices as speculative.


It is important to keep in mind that many safe moves are not best, or sometimes even close to best. For example, suppose a move messes up your pawn structure for no compensation. It may be possible that in 30 or 40 more moves, the opponent could take advantage of that inferior pawn structure, win material, and then win the game. But if there are no immediate forced wins of material after the move, then for the purposes of this book that move is safe, even if it is not desirable.


Safety Dominates Strategy


Many weaker players place strategic desirability above safety. It may be that considering strategy is more fun for some than analyzing safety. However, if a move is not safe, unless you are willing to sacrifice, that candidate move likely should be discarded. Safety usually dominates strategy: if your pieces are not safe, then they can’t do anything once off the board. This is illustrated by the following story:


Several years ago I was reviewing a game with a student. I don’t remember the exact position but I remember the situation. He was playing Black, was ahead a piece, but his king was still in the center. Castling queenside was possible, but his queen was still on d8. So I assessed the situation and told him,


“You are ahead a piece and should win easily if you get your king into safety. You need to castle queenside, so you have to move your queen out of the way. The only reasonable square is e7. However, I can see that if you play 1…Qe7, your opponent has 2.Qb5+ winning the bishop on a5. Therefore, the correct idea is to play something like 1…Bb6 first to put the bishop on a safe square, then 2…Qe7 followed by 3…0-0-0 and you should win easily.”


Upon hearing that, my student replied with something indicative of the way many other students have played:


“Well, Dan, I went through all the same logic exactly the same way you did with one exception. When I saw I had to move the queen to e7, I did not check to see if that move was safe, so I played 1…Qe7 first, my opponent checked, I lost the bishop, and I lost the game.”


This is not an isolated case and that student was not a beginner.


I had another student who chose to lose a pawn rather than suffer an isolated pawn(!). While occasionally there are positions where it is better to lose material than to have a positional weakness, those are certainly a minority. Until you are a very good player and can make those infrequent distinctions correctly with a high percentage of accuracy, it’s very likely you should just put safety first.


I find the following principle helpful: Strategy is the tiebreak of equally safe moves.


Get in the habit of first checking if a candidate is safe so you don’t make the same mistake the student did when he played 1…Qe7?.


Strategy will initially help you choose your candidate moves, but safety usually determines if they remain candidates. I call this concept Initial and Final Candidate Moves. Initial candidates are those that do something (offensive or defensive). Final candidates are subsets of the initial candidates that either pass the safety test or are willing sacrifices.




Strategy is the tiebreak of equally safe moves.





Determining if a Move Is Safe


Over the course of providing private lessons to about 1,000 players, I have given many, many “Is it safe?” problems. Some you will find in this book.


In actual play, students often do not even ask if a candidate is safe, which certainly makes it difficult to determine if it is. Therefore, the first step in finding out if a move is safe is the willingness to consistently check for its safety!


I am not going to do an extensive discourse on how to determine move safety here in the Introduction. To some extent, that’s what the remainder of this book, as well as every tactics book ever written, are partially trying to do. But I should provide an overview of some of the issues involved in finding piece safety. This I will do below and continue through some initial problems in Chapter 1, “Basic Safety Issues.”


Another reason weaker players often do not find that a move is safe is that they depend too much on their pattern recognition, especially defensively, when determining if their own candidate is safe. From this aspect, the three ways one can determine whether a move is safe are:


•Purely pattern recognition – this almost exclusively occurs in the early opening or late endgame when the exact pattern studied appears on the board,


•A mixture of pattern recognition and analysis; this is the most common case. A position might have elements closely or loosely resembling those that were studied before. Once recognition is made, careful analysis is required to determine, “Is the answer to this move’s safety the same as the similar position that I studied previously?”


•Pure analysis – there is no similar pattern studied previously, or at least none that is triggered by examining the current position. In this case, careful analysis is required to determine if the move is safe. You can’t assume a move is safe just because you don’t immediately recognize any danger.


You cannot always tell which of the three is required. For example, you may think that your opponent has fallen into a book opening trap (pure pattern recognition) and that his move is not safe. However, unless the position is identical to the one you studied, it may be that the trap does not work if even one piece is in a slightly different position. Therefore, when in doubt, never rely purely on pattern recognition.


Pattern recognition study (tactics, openings, endgames) is necessary and extremely helpful; however, it is usually not sufficient. Even in patterns that seem identical to something studied previously, it makes sense to ask, “Does the solution I remember really work in this position?” and augment with double-checking analysis. This takes time, which is one reason those who play faster chess on the internet often have trouble developing the skills and habits which would help them become strong over-the-board players in slower time controls.


When you are doing a puzzle, you are told if the previous move was not safe, i.e. “White to play and win.” In a game, you have to determine the safety situation on each move – and for each candidate move.


The keys to seeing that a move might not be safe are certain “danger” patterns in a position such as loose pieces, a weak back rank, or an exploitable geometric pattern like two pieces lined up for a pin or skewer. I call these the Seeds of Tactical Destruction, but other authors have different names.


No matter what you call these seeds, a position must possess them if there is to be a tactic. World Champion Steinitz correctly postulated that you need something wrong with the opponent’s position to win material; you can’t make something out of nothing just by your brilliance (although if the safety issue is obscure enough, it may require great brilliance to discover it!).


Contrarily, if those seeds do exist, that does not mean there has to be a tactic. In my book Back to Basics: Tactics, I included a chapter of puzzles called, “Is There a Tactic?”, meaning that the side to move may or may not have a tactic, even though seeds existed in every position.


If a move is not safe, it will require a forcing move in response to win the material or mate. These forcing moves are the responding player’s checks, captures, and threats.


For example, when you are determining if a candidate move is safe, you have to consider the opponent’s checks, captures, and threats to see if one of these can force the win of material or mate. A threat that can be met is not a tactic. Similarly, to determine if your opponent’s move is not safe, you have to consider your own checks, captures, and threats to see if one of them can forcibly win material or mate.


Unless a position is unclear, you usually have to analyze to quiescence before you can come to a conclusion and evaluate. A “quiescent” position is one where further checks, captures, and threats either do not exist, or further analysis of them would not change the evaluation of the position.


As an absurd example, you would not analyze that you could capture your opponent’s queen, stop analyzing, and conclude you are ahead a queen if the opponent had a simple recapture of your queen!


As a more practical example, suppose you analyze that you lose your queen but don’t get sufficient compensation or mate in return. At that point, you can stop your analysis and reject that candidate. You can do so even if analyzing further forcing moves after that point might reveal that you could eventually win, say, a pawn.


In most positions, you don’t have to know how many moves are safe. But you do have to determine if each of your candidate moves is safe (and if not, are you willing to sacrifice?).


In certain defensive situations, it is efficient to ask, “How many safe moves do I have?” before trying to find the best one. But in most “normal” situations once you have determined that your candidate moves are safe, it is a waste of time to know what other safe moves you have.


Determining if a candidate move is safe is necessary, but it is not sufficient for determining which move you want to play. The move actually played is often the best one you can find in a reasonable amount of time. Moreover, in many non-critical positions, especially dead-drawn positions, any safe move might do.


Determining whether a move is not safe may require skills and knowledge that range from simple pattern recognition to world-class analysis. Partly for this reason, I could not include all easy problems nor all extremely difficult ones. The problems will range from relatively trivial to quite difficult, but most are fairly challenging. I hope that almost all the problems will also prove thought-provoking and instructive.


Value of the Pieces


For purposes of “Is it safe?” evaluation, we have to determine a baseline of what constitutes losing material. Beginners – and some intermediates – often use the popular 1-3-3-5-9 valuation system (which I call the “Reinfeld” system in honor of the prolific 20th century American author Fred Reinfeld) for average piece values.


We shall use a more accurate value system that was determined via computer analysis by GM Larry Kaufman, most recently noted in his book The Kaufman Repertoire for Black & White (White’s p. 12):


•Pawn = 1


•Knight = 3.5


•Bishop = 3.5


•Rook = 5.25


•Queen = 10


•Bonus of 0.5 pawns for the bishop pair (one side has two bishops and the other does not)


Using GM Kaufman’s system, if the difference in the total value between each side’s traded pieces comes out to a quarter-pawn or less, that would usually be considered a fair trade. More than a quarter pawn would require some other type of compensation, else that trade would be winning material for one side and losing it for the other.


Structure of the Book


When I first conceived this book, I thought that I would present positions with one or more candidate moves and ask if these were safe. After an initial chapter presenting some problems illustrating and discussing some basic issues about safety, I would divide the book into chapters corresponding to which part of the game these positions occurred: opening, middlegame, or endgame.


However, it turned out there is another type of safety issue which deserved its own chapter. This often arises after the opponent makes a serious threat, or check, on the previous move and you have to determine how many safe moves are in the position. (One of the things I am proud to be known for is my principle, “You can’t play what you don’t see!”) So I created a new chapter called, “How Many Safe Moves?”


Thus the five chapters are:


1.Basic Safety Issues


2.Openings


3.Middlegame


4.Endgame


5.How Many Safe Moves?


What about purposely unsafe moves? These, of course, are sacrifices, and many books have been written about sacrifices, so that’s a little outside the scope of this work. Still, any book with many practical positions and questions about move safety cannot hope to escape the idea of sacrificial moves completely. However, the main scope of the book will not be to address purposeful sacrifices, but rather to develop the ability to determine if moves are safe.


For the first four chapters, the answer to the question for each candidate move, “Is it safe?”, could be either


•Safe;


•Not safe; or occasionally


•Speculative/sacrificial


When a puzzle suggests multiple candidate moves and thus requires multiple answers, it may be that none of the moves, or all of them, or any number in-between are safe.


In “How Many Safe Moves?” the answer, of course, will be the number of safe moves in the position. However, the reader should not just give the number of safe moves, but attempt to identify which moves are safe.


Except for sets (multiple problems linked by a common theme/game), the order of problems is roughly as follows:


•ECO code for The Opening (Chapter 2),


•Level of difficulty – easy to hard – for The Middlegame (Chapter 3) and for How Many Safe Moves? (Chapter 5), and


•Type of endgame (multi-piece through king-and-pawn) for The Endgame (Chapter 4).


Answers can be found at the end of each chapter.


For the most part, the problems in Is Your Move Safe? are derived from recent student or grandmaster games, my old games, and openings and endgames that raise interesting “is it safe?” questions.


With a few instructive exceptions, I have tried to minimize addressing positions that were examined in my other books. There is a minor overlap in De Groot (think out loud) subject matter from another of my books, The Improving Chess Thinker. And there is a certain “mirror” effect from Looking For Trouble, which deals with opponent’s threats from the previous move, versus Is Your Move Safe?, which addresses the issue of whether your candidate move is safe. This mirroring of safety issues resulted in a small overlap between the two books, especially for a couple of theoretical endgame problems. You can probably consider Is Your Move Safe? and Looking for Trouble as companion puzzle books. In all cases, the problems are examined here from a different “is the move safe?” angle so the material is completely new.


Is Your Move Safe? does have another aspect in common with Looking for Trouble: the problems range from pretty easy to very difficult, so the book is not intended for one small, focused level of reader. My best guess is it would be helpful for most players in the wide range 1100-2400(!). So this is not a book for beginners. While a few of the problems are not that difficult, many, if not most, would challenge tournament players of almost any level.


The puzzle positions and answers were checked by a strong chess engine. At the time of this writing I am using Stockfish 6 (rated over 3200). When I write “Best is…” or “White should play move X…”, that is not my opinion; it is the move generated or checked via the engine.


It should be clear from the above that this is not a book of entirely black and white answers, like a tactics puzzle book. GM John Nunn once wrote that a good tactics problem should not have multiple answers. For example, you should not be able to find a winning line and have the author imply that your answer is wrong because he doesn’t mention your line and his answer also wins. Dr. Nunn has a great point.


But in this book, as in practice, safety is often an uncertain issue. A move can be safe, but not very desirable. Or a move might not be safe, but it could still be playable, such as in an endgame where a pawn deficit might not be enough to lose. There could be no safe moves or multiple safe moves, just like in a game.


For tactics puzzle books, Dr. Nunn is correct: all the answers should be clear and correct. Such problems and answers facilitate learning and help ensure you have solved the puzzle. However, positions that arise in games are often not like that, and studying a “safety” book that includes the gray areas can be very helpful, too.


One of the concerns an author needs to address in creating a puzzle book is, “how much detail to place in the answers?” It is impossible to give all of the reasonable lines for every answer. Even if you could cover all the reasonable first-move replies, that doesn’t mean there aren’t many additional replies you could show for moves further down those lines. In the answers in this book, I have tried to provide the engine’s top line, the most dangerous line, and/or the line that most humans would try. Of course, this requires some judgment, and each reader’s judgment might be different than mine. In any case, keep in mind that I did attempt to balance the scales, so if you wonder why your answer is not addressed, it may likely have been considered, but rejected as “too much.” When in doubt, consult your local engine as to the validity of the line you had in mind.


To address the goals and concerns above, the answers are rather extensive and include quite a bit of instructive discussion (including helpful principles) in addition to the critical lines of analysis.


In conclusion, if you are looking for a book where the answers are all clear and indisputable, this is not it! But if you are looking for a practical book where you can learn quite a bit about the most important issue in determining the value of candidate moves – piece safety – you have come to the right place!
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