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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move
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	Black to move




	♔

	King




	♕

	Queen




	♖

	Rook




	♗

	Bishop




	♘

	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better




	+–

	White has a decisive advantage




	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage




	=

	balanced position




	!

	good move




	!!

	excellent move




	?

	bad move




	??

	blunder




	!?

	interesting move




	?!

	dubious move




	N

	novelty
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	initiative
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	attack
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	counterplay
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	compensation




	∞

	unclear










CHAPTER ONE

In place of a foreword: 12 diagrams
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What would you play as White here?
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Captures on d5 or e6 are threatened, whilst 17...0-0-0 leads to immediate mate: 18.♗xa6+ ♔d7 19.♕xf7+ ♔xd6 20.♖xe6. What should Black do?

[image: Images]

Assess the strength of the continuation 14.♗f4 ♕d4 15.♕a4.

[image: Images]

White plays and wins: 16.♖xf7+! ♔xf7 17.♘g5+ with mate in all lines.

However, I played 16.♘g5, having in mind: 16...bxa1♕ 17.♘xh7#, 16...♘xf6 17.♖xf7+ ♔g8 18.♗b3 bxa1♕ 19.♖xh7+ ♔f8 20.♕xa1 and 16...♗xf6 17.♖xf7+ ♔g8 18.♗xh7+ ♔h8 19.♕h5! bxa1♕+ 20.♔e2 ♘f8 21.♖xf8+! ♖xf8 22.♗g8+! as happened in the game. Where is the hole in my calculations?
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The f7-square is attacked. What can Black do?
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Find the only move for Black. When you’ve found it, show it to your nearest and dearest.
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Assess the consequences of 12.♗b5.
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White’s eyes are popping out at the numerous tempting possibilities. Choose one of them – the masterly choice, not a mistaken one.
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Play the tune, but without any false notes!
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Find the strongest move for White. The answer ‘But doesn’t any move suffice?’ is not acceptable.
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Inspiration can’t be trained. But you can provide the right prerequisites. Good music, gourmet food, good conversation, a stupid feel-good film. Whatever is convenient.

Then give yourself half an hour, better still, an hour. Clear the room of strangers. Set this position up. White to play...

[image: Images]

What plan should White choose? Describe its general characteristics. Then give concrete variations.

 


Solutions

The leitmotif of the first two examples is stereotyped thinking and the joy of overcoming it.

1. The main line of attack is the diagonal a1-h8. But after 18.♕a1? there is 18...♗xd2+ 19.♔f2 ♗xe3+! (this capture also refutes 19.♔e2) 20.♔xe3 (20.♔g3 ♗d4) 20...♕b6+. Alas, it is Black who wins: 21.♔f3 ♘d4+ 22.♔g3 ♘xc2 23.♕c3 ♕e3+.

Also unconvincing are 18.♘d5?! ♕xd5 19.♕a1+ ♘d4, and 18.♘e8?! ♘d4 19.♕a1 f6!. Of course, one can play simply 18.♗c4 ♗e6 19.♘d5!. The win is close, but what is that compared with one’s feelings after finding the following move?

When a detachment of troops is marching, where should the commander be?

18.♔e2!!

[image: Images]

To the existing threat of ♕d1-a1 White has added another: ♕d1-e1-g3 ! In addition, the capture on d2 no longer gains a tempo. Black, as a last hope, can give a check but then he must shake hands.

2. Those who thought they needed to find 17...♘d4 18.♕xd5 ♘e2+! are wrong. Would I really offer this position just for the sake of such a cheap trap? In fact, on 17...♘d4 White plays 18.♖ab1 ♕xa2 (now it is already useless to play 18...♕c3 19.♕xd5 ♘e2+ 20.♖xe2) 19.♕e5 0-0-0 20.♖xb6! with a very strong attack.

When the heavy guns open up, where should the commander be? Again, out the front, because the guns won’t target any one individual!

17...♕f6! 18.♕xd5 ♔d7!!

[image: Images]

Now, weak is 19.♕b3 ♔xd6 20.♕xb6? ♖hb8, but 19.♕c4 ♔xd6 20.♗e4 deserves attention. And, of course, White could add to the general insanity with his own act of madness: 19.♕xc6+!? ♔xc6 20.♗e5. Who knows how this will all end... (spoiler alert: a draw, but this is not guaranteed).


The following examples demonstrate a standard device in non-standard circumstances. I am talking of a zwischenzug, where nobody expects it.

3. There is no argument that 14.♗f4 ♕d4 15.♕a4!? is tempting. But is it any good? The threat is 16.♕xa7! ♘xa7 17.♘xb6, mate! Black can reply 15...♕xd3 16.♕xa7 d6, hoping White has no more than a draw in variations such as 17.♕xb6 ♖d7 18.♖fd1 ♕f5 19.♕b5 ♘a7 20.♘b6+ ♔c7 21.♕a5 ♘c6 22.♘d5+ ♔c8 23.♕b5 ♘a7. It’s a very shaky hope.

But let us look a bit more closely at the position after 15...♕xd3 16.♕xa7.

[image: Images]

analysis diagram

16...♕xd5 does not work because of 17.♕xb6!. But there is a zwischenzug: 16...♗d6!!. On 17.♗xd6 now we do have 17...♕xd5!. There is also no way to continue the attack after 17.♘xb6+ ♔c7.

We have to admit that the idea of 14.♗f4 ♕d4 15.♕a4 is not justified.

White should start with

14.♕a4!

We still have a mate threat, e.g. 14...♕xb2 15.♖ab1 ♕e5 16.♗f4, and if the queen retreats, then 17.♕xa7! ♘xa7 18.♘xb6#. Black must go over to defence in depth with 14...♕b8, and then ...♗f8-d6. But, of course, this is no way out.

4. The refutation of 16.♘g5? is far from obvious:

16...♘xf6! 17.♖xf7+ ♔g8 18.♗b3

[image: Images]

Hopeless now is 18...bxa1♕? 19.♖xh7+ and there are also few chances after 18...♔h8 19.♕b1! (but not 19.♕h5 bxa1♕+ 20.♔e2 ♕b1) 19...bxa1♕ 20.♕xa1 ♗f5 21.♕e5!.

18...c4!!

This looks like a fruitless attempt to prolong matters. White replies

19.♗xc4 ♕c7 20.♗b3

What has changed?

20…♔h8! 21.♕b1 ♕xh2!

This is the point. The square h7 is defended and Black wins.

It is a lot of work and effort to find the only correct path amongst a mass of options. If the reader was able to find this path independently (without computer help) without slipping anywhere, please accept my congratulations.


The following two examples are devoted to a rather rare chess technique. In theory, this technique was called the ‘disappearing move.’

5. Not even eight moves each have been played, but Black is already struggling mightily. He can’t be happy with 8...0-0? 9.0-0 and then 9...♘f5 10.♘xf7 ♖xf7 11.♗xf7+ ♔xf7 12.e4 or 9...♘d5 10.♘xf7 ♖xf7 11.♖xf7 ♔xf7 12.♕f3+ ♔e6 13.e4. Even worse is 8...♘d5? 9.♘xf7 ♔xf7 10.♕f3+ ♔e6, after which almost any move wins: 11.e4, 11.♘c3, even 11.♗a3.

There is some sense in 8...♘f5!? (with the idea of 9.♘xf7 ♕h4+ 10.g3 ♘xg3). But White replies 9.♗xf7+! ♔f8 10.♗a3+! ♘d6 11.♘e6+ ♗xe6 12.♗xe6 ♕h4+ 13.g3 and achieves a decisive advantage.

8...♖f8!! 9.♘xh7 ♖h8 10.♘g5

[image: Images]

Returning to the position two moves ago, but without the h7-pawn and without castling rights!

Is this madness?

10...♘d5!

No, it’s a brilliant idea. After 11.♘xf7? ♕h4+ 12.g3 ♕xg3+! 13.hxg3 ♖xh1+ 14.♗f1 ♗h3 Black wins thanks to the open h-file. After the immediate 8...♘d5? 9.♘xf7 ♕h4+ 10.g3 the attack would have been doomed to failure.

Probably, in reply to 10...♘d5 White should play

11.♕f3 ♕xg5 12.♗xd5

but after

12…♘d8

the battle is raging.

8...♖h8-f8!! That is a ‘disappearing move’.

6. Tempting is 11...♗f6. Unfortunately, it loses by force: 12.♕h5 g6 13.♘xg6 hxg6 14.♗xg6 fxg6 15.♕xg6+ ♔h8 (not 15...♗g7 in view of 16.♗g5 ♕c7 17.♖e7) 16.♖e3! ♗g7 (16...♗h4 17.♖e5!) 17.♖h3+ ♔g8 18.♕h7+! (not immediately 18.♗g5 ♖f6) 18...♔f7 19.♕h5+ ♔g8 20.♗g5! (now is the time) 20...♖f6 21.♖e1!.

There are other sensible candidate moves: 11...♘c6, 11...g6, 11...d6, 11...d5. They are all bad for one reason or another.

The only saving chance is the mind-blowing

11...♗h4!!

If 12.♕h5 g6 13.♘xg6 fxg6 14.♗xg6, then, as is easy to see, 14...♗xf2+ 15.♔h1 ♕h4!.

And if White plays 12.g3, then after 12...♗f6 Black’s main idea becomes clear.


[image: Images]

analysis diagram

The attack which worked above, 13.♕h5 g6 14.♘xg6 hxg6 15.♗xg6 fxg6 16.♕xg6+ ♔h8, is now more difficult, as the rook cannot come via e1-e3-h3, because of the pawn on g3. The rook’s other two transfer squares, e4 and e5, are controlled by the black bishops.

This is all because of the ‘disappearing move’ 11...♗e7-h4!!.

The following two examples are devoted to a topic which so far has no established name in theory. I would say that it is a braking effect; in other words, a situation in which a frantic forced variation seems to be the most obvious decision... but at the same time it would be nice to slow down, take a breath – or even stop altogether.

To shift the gear lever from running to leisurely walking – this is the ‘braking effect’, which can be very useful in the chessboard struggle.

7. White has a colossal lead in development for the sacrificed pawn. He is not even bothered by the exchange of queens: 12.♗b5 ♕xd1 13.♖xd1 (of course not 13.♗xc6+ ♕d7), since after 13...♖c8 14.♗f4 ♗e7 15.♗a6 ♖d8 (15...♖a8 16.♗b7) 16.♖xd8+ ♘xd8 17.♗b5+ ♔f8 18.♖d1 the queenside is completely undefended. In the near future, the pawns on a7 and b6 will be lost and then the white a2-pawn will advance to promote, without doubt.

Black loses even more quickly after 16...♔xd8 17.♖d1+ ♔e8 18.♗b5 or 16...♗xd8 17.♗b5 ♔d7 18.♖d1+.

Everything seems clear, and we can rush ahead. But in fact, we need to slow down and analyse more carefully the position after 12.♗b5 ♕xd1 13.♖xd1 ♖c8 14.♗f4.

[image: Images]

analysis diagram

It seems impossible that Black can save himself. But even so, 14...f6! 15.♗a6 ♖d8 16.♖xd8+ ♔xd8 17.♖d1+ ♔e7!! allows him to continue resistance. White still has considerable compensation for the pawn, but he has lost a great part of his advantage.

The move 12.♗b5?! is tempting, but that’s all. The unhurried

12.♗f4!

is the correct choice. Then it really is hard to give Black any decent advice.


8. Ah, how much one wants to set the board alight with 17.♘xg6 or 17.♗xg6. But even so, analysis shows that the piece sacrifice is far from the best decision.

More sensible is 17.♕h6!?, but in this case too, Black’s chances of a successful defence are far from exhausted.

One can pile forcing variations one on top of another and only give oneself a headache. But the correct solution is really very close:

17.♘df3! ♗xf3

17...♘h5 18.♘g5!.

18.gxf3!!

[image: Images]

White has not sacrificed anything, and has retained all the pieces needed to give mate. In addition, he has opened the g-file and has the extra attacking option ♔g1-h1 and ♖e1-g1.

Here, Black is defenceless in all variations, without exception. And why? Because White slowed himself down just a little.

The final four examples are on the beloved theme of prophylaxis.

9. Let us ask ourselves the classic question: what does the opponent want? What would he play if it were his move?

Obviously, he wants to evacuate his king from the centre. On 17.♕xc7 there is the reply 17...♖c8, which means that we cannot prevent castling.

We can’t prevent it, but can we provoke it? From this, we find the solution:

17.♔b1! 0-0-0

[image: Images]

And now suddenly

18.♕xc7+!! ♔xc7 19.♗f4+ ♔c8 20.♖c1+ ♗c6 21.♗a6 mate!

Prophylaxis is usually regarded as first and foremost a passive operation. The opponent is planning something, we are stopping it. We do not impose our will, but act as it were in second place. Reaction, not action.

This example shows that such an opinion is fundamentally wrong. Prophylaxis can be active – of course, if the prevention of the opponent’s intentions requires us to play actively, all the way up to a mating combination with a queen sacrifice.


10. There is nothing wrong with trying to solve this position by radical means: 5.exf5!? ♗xg2 6.♕h5+ g6 7.fxg6 ♗g7 8.gxh7+ ♔f8 and then 9.♘e2 or 9.♗g5. Maybe even stronger is 6.♗e4!.

Lovers of general considerations (considering that the four initial moves 1.e4, 2.d4, 3.♗d3 and 4.♕e2 were the most centrally-focussed and so should be followed up in like vein with 5.♘c3?!) are this time mistaken. After 5...♗b4, Black strengthens his pressure on the square e4. And now it is already too late to return to the preceding, direct idea: 6.exf5? ♗xg2 7.♕h5+ ♔f8!.

Let us return to the position with our prophylactic hat on: what does Black want? To fight for the square e4. He has no other ideas.

White can settle this fight success-fully in just one move:

5.♘d2!!

[image: Images]

The rest is simple:

5...♘c6

5...♗b4? 6.c3.

6.c3

6.♘gf3 ♘b4.

6...♘f6 7.♘gf3

7.exf5 ♘xd4!; 7.e5 ♘xe5!, but not 7...♘xd4 8.♕f1!.

7…fxe4 8.♘xe4

The advantage is close to decisive. On 8...♗d6 there is the strong 9.♘fg5!, and on 8...♗e7, 9.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 10.d5. If 8...♕e7 9.0-0 0-0-0 with the idea of 10.a4 e5, then we have only to make one more prophylactic move 10.b4!, to deprive the opponent even of this small thing (10...e5 11.b5).

11. At first glance, this position cannot possibly have anything to do with prophylaxis. What is required of White? Pressure and attack. He is a rook down and only an energetic mating attack can make up for that.

Even so, let us pose the standard question:

– What does the opponent want?

– To develop.

– How?

– By playing ...♕d8-e7.

14.♖e1!!

Now on 14...♕e7? we have planned 15.♘f4!. If 14...♘xd4 15.♘xd4 exd4, then we win with both 16.♘b5 c5 17.♘d6 and 16.♘d5! ♗xd5 17.cxd5.

14...exd4 15.♘f4! dxc3 16.bxc3!!

I don’t know what to say. If this were a picture, I would look at it in silence.


[image: Images]

12. This example seems to me to be an ideal test – or, if you like, an ideal way to introduce a trainer to a student. Tell me what you think about this position – and I, in turn, will tell you not only about the strength of your game, but also about your style, and even your temperament.

Those preferring simple solutions will probably settle for 11.e5?! ♘d5 12.♘e4, not noticing that after 12...f5! 13.exf6 gxf6 14.♘g3 0-0-0 they have gone from being the attacking side to the defending one (maybe even to the position of the defenceless).

Those with attacking tendencies will probably prefer to await the opponent castling kingside (11.♖e1 0-0 or 11.♖b1 0-0), and only then go on with 12.e5 ♘d5 13.♘e4.

Those preferring paradoxical solutions will be attracted by 11.♖e1 0-0 12.e5 ♘d5 13.♕e4!?.

Probably there is a fourth, fifth, sixth decision... The game has hardly emerged from the opening, and one can look at the position in any way – within reason, of course.

I will risk suggesting that the position (as well as with other methods) can also be approached prophylactically. After all, despite his apparently non-standard play, Black has effectively only three ideas:

He wants to attack the centre with ...f7-f5 (or ...f7-f6, if the white pawn stands on e5), bring his knight to b3 with tempo and also transfer his knight from f6 to f4. That’s that!

This paucity of ideas can best be met by stopping them all:

11.♖e1! 0-0 12.♖b1!

Or 11.♖b1! 0-0 12.♖e1!.

12...♘h5 13.♘f1!

[image: Images]

Now we only need to calculate further the direct variation:

13…♘f4 14.♗xf4 ♕xf4 15.♘e5!

Double attack.

15…d5 16.g3! ♕h6 17.exd5 ♗xd5 18.♘e3!

White wins.






CHAPTER TWO

The opening 1.b3 (1...b6) and how to work with it

People write books to share success, and read books to learn success. No one is interested in experience, consisting entirely of failures. Failure is contagious, and paper sheets transmit this infection no worse than coughing or sneezing.

I left chess in 2012. I did not touch it for several years. Having accidentally learned about chess.com, I decided to test my strength in Internet blitz. I started from scratch. The board floated before my eyes, and my knee twitched.

Less than two months later, I crossed the grandmaster rating mark on this site. My opponents – among them lots of players with big names, strong, solid professionals – played chess better than me. Surprisingly though, I knew more. On a small island of chess theory (or rather, a chess garden overgrown with weeds and thorns) onto which I lured them, I was better equipped. Much better! About 30% of the games ended in wins around the 20th move. A quarter of the games simply ended in mate, or the opponents resigned one or two moves before mate.

In all games, I opened with the moves 1.b3 and 1...b6.

In itself, the move 1.b3 is second-rate. There should be no illusions about this. Yes, it is a move not lacking in ideas. The early fianchetto, an attempt to dominate the long diagonal, play on the dark squares. But at least four other opening moves are definitely stronger than 1.b3, and three others are roughly as good. At best, the move is no more than equal 5th-8th. A modest placing.

The move 1...b6 in reply to 1.e4 or 1.d4 is, strictly speaking, lousy. I need to explain why. There is the variation 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.e4 ♗b7 – this is a real predator. Black attacks the square e4. After every defence, a new attack on e4 follows. On ♗f1-d3 there is ...f7-f5, on ♘b1-c3 there is ...♗f8-b4 and on ♕d1-c2 – ...♕d8-h4. Finally, on f2-f3 there is ...♘g8-f6 (after ...f7-f5 has been played).

In other words, in reply to four defences of e4, there are five ways of attacking the square. This gives chances.

But in the variation 1.e4 b6 2.d4 ♗b7 Black does not manage to create a real battle for the square e4. White has saved the tempo which in the above line was spent on the move c2-c4, and this can be spent on, say, ♘g1-f3. And the pawn on c2, if Black insists (by means of the gormless bishop check on b4), can come to c3. It turns out that against only three attacks on e4 (♗b7, pawn f5 and ♘f6) there is a minimum of three defences: ♗d3, ♕e2 and ♘d2. The idea of a battle for e4 is dead and buried.

And there are no other ideas, at least none that can be seen on the surface.

And there is one other thing. The black king is vulnerable in the starting position. Active developing moves are great, but one must also prepare castling. We play not one, not two, but three moves in a row: 1...b6, 2...♗b7 and, say, 3...♘c6. We are no further forward. Without moving a centre pawn, the queen cannot leave d8 and so ‘three noughts’ is impossible. And the kingside hasn’t moved at all. You want to start with the moves of the b7-pawn and c8-bishop, and yet castle kingside? Hmmm...

In summary, Black spends precious time in the opening, initiating a fight for the square e4. In addition, he is at least two tempi behind in preparing an escape for his king. And I said the move 1...b6 was lousy. No, it’s a catastrophe.

Then the question arises: why? Why play moves that you know for sure are not the strongest? Why play, analyse, why in general get seriously involved with such an opening? And I have been studying the opening 1.b3 (1...b6) for more than 20 years. I’ve written dozens of articles in magazines and other publications, and two books. My mistake, three books.

Why?

The most popular answer is, of course, the collection of stories about ‘Gufeld’s bishop’ and other such stuff. There is no need to explain to readers with Soviet upbringing what this is about; everyone knows that. Grandmaster Gufeld played ...g7-g6 and ...♗f8-g7, because he could not do otherwise. They were soul mates, Gufeld and the bishop. And another grandmaster put his knight on f5, marvelling at the actions of his own hand. ‘Bondarevsky made me make this move.’

It is fog, tears, spiritualism. But what if, for a change, the truth is told?

We play chess in order to win. And what if the move b2-b3 (and also ...a7-a6, e2-e4, ...c7-c5, ♘g1-h3 and goodness knows what else) helps us do this? Such a player doesn’t need other moves. There is no other motivation than the striving for victory. There is no mysticism, no internal voice, telling you ‘Take me and put me on g7, you won’t regret it’. There is only the opponent, the board, the pieces, and only that artificial conversation between eight pieces that we call moves.


There another question arises. How are we going to win, by starting the game with second-rate moves such as 1.b3 or 1...b6 ?

How?

This question is easier to answer than the previous one. You see, there is only one way to win at chess, bypassing the stage of fighting for an advantage or even for equality.

We are prepared to set traps!

 


Game 1

1.e4 b6 2.d4 e6 3.♘f3 ♗b7 4.♗d3 c5 5.0-0 cxd4 6.♘xd4 ♘c6 7.♘xc6 ♗xc6 8.♘c3

Instead of playing 8...♘f6 (or 8...♘e7, if you are disturbed by 8...♘f6 being answered by 9.e5), or 8...d6, or 8...♗c5 – yes, there are a few solid, neutral moves here – Black does nothing more, nothing less than throw his queen into the attack:

8...♕h4

[image: Images]

His immediate plan is ...♘g8-f6-g4, the opponent replies h2-h3, and we play ...h7-h5. The knight cannot be taken, because of mate down the h-file, whilst if it is not taken, we follow up with ...♗f8-c5 or ...♗f8-d6, depending on circum-stances, and we will see what happens.

9.♘b5!

Our opponent is not a frightened child. This move is not just the strongest, it is winning. The threat is a check on c7. Playing 9...♖c8 is bad, taking on b5 pointless and returning the queen to d8 is stupid.

But this is blitz, and the battle is raging.

9...♘f6 10.♘c7+ ♔d8 11.♘xa8 ♗d6

We are a rook down, but the knight is not getting out, so it’s really an exchange. We remain optimistic.

12.g3 ♕h3

[image: Images]

13.♗e2??

...♘f6-g4 was still a threat and on 13.f3 White probably did not like 13...♗xg3. Although this also wins: 14.♕e2. Even simpler are 13.♕e2 ♘g4 14.f3, and 13.♕f3 ♘g4 14.♕g2, and, of course, even 13.♗g5.

13...♗xe4 14.♗f3

Turning a daub into a picture. He also loses after 14.f3 ♘g4! 15.♖f2 ♗c5 16.fxg4 ♕g2#.

14...♘g4!

[image: Images]

White resigns.

Statistics rule. In the position after 8...♕h4, roughly six out of every ten opponents of GM or master strength do not play 9.♘b5. In the other four, they play it but reserve the right to mess up later. The overall score is about 6½ to 3½ in favour of the weaker side. I strongly doubt whether any classical opening would bring me such worthy service.

If 9.♘b5 is not played, the picture does not change. White has a large advantage, Black sets traps.

Game 2

1.e4 b6 2.d4 e6 3.♘f3 ♗b7 4.♗d3 c5 5.0-0 cxd4 6.♘xd4 ♘c6 7.♘xc6 ♗xc6 8.♘c3 ♕h4 9.♕e2

‘What if Black has prepared something after 9.♘b5 ? No, better to play more solidly and carefully.’

9...♘f6 10.e5

[image: Images]

10...♘g4

Objectively stronger is 10...♘d5 11.♘xd5 (11.♘e4 ♘f4) 11...♗xd5, and if 12.f4 ♗c5+ 13.♗e3 (Bachmann-Limp, Sao Paulo 2003) 13...♗xe3+ 14.♕xe3 0-0 15.f5, then 15...f6!.

11.h3

So far, I have not had the chance to test my analysis: 11.♗f4 f5 (11...♗c5? 12.♗g3 ♕g5 13.♘e4) 12.♘b5 (12.h3 h5, and what will be will be) 12...♗c5 13.b4! (too early is 13.♘c7+ ♔f7 14.♘xa8 ♘xf2! 15.♖xf2 ♕xf4 16.♘c7 ♗xf2+ 17.♕xf2 ♕xe5 18.♕g3 ♕xb2) 13...♗xb4 14.♘c7+ ♔f7 (the human instinct is to play 14...♔e7, but after 15.♘xa8 ♗xa8 16.♗b5 ♗c5 White wins with 17.♕d2! with a double attack on d7 and g5) 15.♘xa8 ♗xa8 (on 15...♖xa8 there is the unpleasant 16.♗b5) 16.♗xf5 exf5 17.♕c4+ ♔e8 18.♕xb4. It looks as though it is all over, but nothing of the sort: 18...♘xh2!. The rook is attacked, and on 19.♖fe1 Black even wins: 19...♕g4. The only correct move is 19.e6! ♕g4 20.exd7+ ♔d8 21.♗c7+! ♔xc7 22.♕c3+ ♗c6 23.♕e5+ ♔xd7 24.♕xh2 f4 25.f3. The queen returns to the game (via h4 and f2) and White starts to realize the extra exchange.

But this verdict is not final. In the short run, Black’s tactical chances should not for a moment be underestimated.

11...h5

[image: Images]

12.♗f4

Not 12.hxg4? hxg4 13.f4 g3, and mate next move. White continues to strengthen his defences and also threatens ♗f4-g3 when the queen must move and the ♘g4 is lost.


12...♗c5

Stopping the enemy threat (13.♗g3 ♕xg3), and creating his own: 13...♘xf2 14.♖xf2 ♕xf4.

13.♘e4 ♗xe4 14.♕xe4??

This operation should have been carried out one move earlier: 12.♘e4! ♗xe4 13.♕xe4 ♗c5 (13...♖b8 14.b4!) 14.♕xa8+ ♔e7 15.♕xh8 ♘xf2 16.♔h2 ♘g4+ 17.♔h1 or 15...♗xf2+ 16.♔h1 ♕g3 17.♗g5+ (but not 17.hxg4 ♕h4#). But now it is all too late.

The only move is 14.♗xe4, and after 14...♖c8 an interesting position arises.

[image: Images]

analysis diagram

The two white bishops stand proudly and look very powerful. The black pieces are hanging by a thread. But I have not found a clear advantage for White. Shall we push the pieces round a bit?

The threat is 15...♘xf2 16.♖xf2 ♕xf4, so White simply has no time for moves such as 15.♖ad1.

Tempting is 15.♕f3. Then 15...♗d4 16.♗g3 ♕g5 (there is no sense in 16...♘xe5?! 17.♗xh4 ♘xf3+ 18.♗xf3 ♗xb2 19.♖ab1 ♖xc2 20.♗d1 ♖d2 21.♗g5 ♖d5 22.♗e3 ♗e5 23.♗b3), and now a parting of the ways:
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analysis diagram

A) 17.hxg4 hxg4 18.♕d3 ♕h5! – nothing has changed, it is mate;

B) 17.♖ad1 ♘xe5 (17...♗xe5? 18.♕d3 d5 19.f4) 18.♕a3 ♖c4! (a hard move to find, but the strongest; 18...♗c5? 19.b4 ♗e7 20.f4) 19.b3 (19.♕xa7 0-0) 19...♗xf2+ (there is also the playful 19...♗c5 20.♕xa7 ♕xg3 21.bxc4 0-0 with great compensation for the exchange) 20.♖xf2 ♖xe4 21.♕d6 ♕xg3, and White should force perpetual check, because he won’t get a second chance (after 23.♕xh8 ♖h4!);

C) 17.c3 ♗xe5 18.hxg4 hxg4 19.♕d3 (the attempt 19.♕e2 d5 20.♗g6 – 20.♗d3 ♗f4! is again mate – 20...♗xg3 21.♕xe6+ is refuted by 21...♔d8!) 19...d5 (19...♕h5? 20.f4 gxf3 21.♗xe5) 20.♖ad1 ♗xg3 (if Black decides that he has had enough ventures for today, then he can choose 20...♔e7 21.♗xd5 ♕h5 22.f4 ♗d6 23.♖fe1 ♗c5+ 24.♔f1 ♕xd5 25.♕xd5 ♖h1+ 26.♔e2 ♖xe1+ 27.♗xe1 exd5 28.♖xd5 ♖e8) 21.fxg3 0-0 22.♗h7+ ♔h8. Black is a piece down, but his chances are at the very least not worse, e.g. 23.♔f2 g6 24.♖h1 ♔g7 or 24.♕d4+ e5.

The most dangerous move is 15.b4!?.
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analysis diagram

The computer does not agree, suggesting going into the endgame with 15...♗xf2+ 16.♖xf2 ♘xf2 17.♕xf2 ♕xf2+ 18.♔xf2 ♖c4 19.♔f3 ♖xb4. But how can one stand such torment under the bishop pair?

Also bad is 15...♗d4 16.♖ad1 ♗xe5 17.♕b5! – this is why White did not hurry to put his queen on f3.

There remains 15...♗xb4. For the moment, we have taken our eyes off the square f2, and White has time to consolidate. The question is how to use this time. I have not found anything better than 16.♗g3 ♕g5 17.♖ab1 (luring the bishop to c3; if 17.hxg4 hxg4 18.♕e3?, then 18...♕h5 19.f4 ♗c5) 17...♗c3 (unfortunately, after 17...♗c5? 18.hxg4+ hxg4 the king manages to escape from the mating net: 19.♕a6 ♖c7 20.♖fd1 ♕h5 21.♔f1) 18.hxg4 hxg4. A piece down and there is no mate, but it is too early to panic, e.g. 19.♕a6 ♖c7 20.♖fd1 ♗xe5 – there is compensation, and 21.♖xb6? axb6 22.♕a8+ ♔e7 23.♕xh8 is simply bad because of 23...♗xg3. Or 19.♕e3 ♕xe3 (the computer again has its own opinion: 19...♕h5 20.f4 ♖c4 21.♖fd1 ♗d4 22.♖xd4 ♖xd4 23.♔f2 ♖a4, but no, I don’t believe it) 20.fxe3 ♖c5. The only good thing about White’s position is the extra bishop, but everything else is a disaster. In addition he cannot play 21.♖f4? ♗xe5 22.♖xg4 f5.

14...♘xf2! 15.♕xa8+

Correct. After 15.♖xf2 ♕xf2+ 16.♔h1 ♖b8 the game would just be fruitlessly prolonged.

15...♔e7 16.♕xh8 ♘xh3+ 17.♔h1 ♘xf4+
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Everything about White’s position is great, except that he is mated...

Of course, not all traps are so disgusting and dirty. There are also quite neat, clean traps with which it is not shameful to be seen in civilized society. It is only necessary to be aware that such neat traps constitute a significant minority in our opening.


Game 3

1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 d6 3.e3 ♘c6 4.♘f3 f5 5.d4 e4 6.d5 ♘ce7

Black has not played the first six moves well and has big problems already.

7.♘g5
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There is an old French saying: ‘reculer pour mieux sauter’. Going to and fro, swinging on a swing, etc., can be highly pleasant. Thus, in reply to 7...h6? the manoeuvre 8.♕h5+ g6 9.♕d1! wins at least the exchange. Here is one variation: 9...hxg5 10.♗xh8 ♔f7 11.h4 g4 12.h5 ♘f6 (more tenacious is 12...g5) 13.♗xf6 ♔xf6 14.♕d4+ ♔g5 15.h6! ♗xh6 16.f4+ gxf3 17.gxf3 exf3 18.♕h4#.

Slightly stronger, but still bad, is 7...♘f6, in view of the reply 8.♗xf6 gxf6 9.♕h5+ ♘g6 10.♘e6 (10.♘xh7? ♔f7) 10...♗xe6 11.dxe6 d5 12.♕xf5. Once again, the opponent does not get time to resign: 12...♗g7? 13.♘c3 c6 14.0-0-0 ♕e7 15.♘xd5! cxd5 16.♗b5+ ♔f8 17.♖xd5 ♕a3+ 18.♔b1 ♘e7 19.♕h5 ♘xd5 20.♕f7#.

Suspicious is 7...♘g6 8.♗b5+!, forcing 8...♔e7 (8...♗d7 9.♘e6; 8...c6 9.dxc6 ♕a5+ 10.♘c3), although some questions remain. Let us continue: 9.♕h5 ♘f6 10.♗xf6+, and after 10...♔xf6 everything works out perfectly: 11.g4!? h6 12.gxf5 ♗xf5 13.♘f7! ♔xf7 14.♕xf5+ ♕f6 15.♕xe4 ♕xa1? 16.♕e6# or 11...c6 12.gxf5 ♗xf5 13.dxc6 ♕a5+ 14.♘d2 ♕xb5 15.♘gxe4+ ♔e6 16.♘f3!. Stronger is 10...gxf6! 11.♘e6 ♗xe6 12.dxe6 c6 13.♗e2 ♕a5+ 14.♘d2 ♔xe6. I have had the position more than once; I have tried both 15.b4 (with the idea of 15...♕xb4 16.♖b1, but 15...♕e5 16.0-0 d5), and 15.g4 – both are completely unclear.

This is all because the move 9.♕h5 is stereotyped and unnecessary. It is worth considering instead 9.f3!? h6 10.♘e6 or even 9.g4!?. But I think the strongest move of all is 9.0-0!.
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analysis diagram

This position has not yet had a practical test. Here are a few nice outlines: 9...h6 (or 9...♘f6 10.f3 h6 11.♘e6! ♗xe6 12.dxe6 c6 13.fxe4! cxb5 14.♗xf6+ gxf6 15.exf5 ♘e5 16.♘c3) 10.♘e6! ♗xe6 11.dxe6 ♔xe6 12.f3! ♘f6 13.fxe4 ♘xe4 (13...fxe4 14.♗xf6 gxf6 15.♗c4+ d5 16.♗xd5+ ♕xd5 17.♖xf6+ ♔e5 18.♖f5+) 14.♖xf5! ♔xf5 15.♕f3+ ♔e6 16.♗c4+! (16.♕xe4+ ♘e5) 16...d5 (16...♔d7 17.♕f5+! ♔c6 18.♕b5#) 17.♕xe4+ ♔d7 18.♕xd5+ ♗d6 (18...♔c8 19.♕f5+ ♔b8 20.♕xg6) 19.♕f5+! ♔c6 20.♕b5#.


In the majority of cases, Black plays 1.b3 d6 2.♗b2 e5 3.e3 ♘c6 4.♘f3 f5 5.d4 e4 6.d5 ♘ce7 simply because he assumes the move 7.♘g5 is bad...

7...♘xd5

... for this reason.
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If now 8.♕xd5 ♕xg5 9.♗b5+, then 9...♔d8!. The threat is 10...c6, and g2 is hanging – Black has the advantage. And there seems to be nowhere to turn: 8.♘xh7 ♖xh7 9.♕xd5 ♘f6; 8.♘xe4 ♘gf6 (but not 8...♘xe3? 9.♕h5+ g6 10.♕e2!).

But it is precisely here that a nice trap is sprung:

8.♗b5+! c6

Not 8...♗d7 9.♕xd5 ♕xg5 10.♕e6+ ♕e7 11.♗xd7+.

9.♕xd5!

The geographical list of those caught on this hook is impressive: Romania, Germany (a famous blitz master of the older generation), Iran, Russia, Sweden, again Russia (a grandmaster from the northern capital), Poland, Egypt, again Germany (a 2600 grandmaster, and recognized top player not just in blitz, but in bullet), Hungary... the total number of victims stands at no less than 14.

[image: Images]

Three pieces are attacked, but we have an extra piece and threaten mate in one. The most tenacious defence is 9...♕d7, but then 10.♘xe4! cxd5 (10...cxb5 11.♘g3; 10...fxe4 11.♕xe4+) 11.♗xd7+ ♔xd7 12.♘xd6! ♔xd6 13.♗a3+ or 11...♗xd7 12.♘xd6+! ♔e7 (12...♗xd6 13.♗xg7) 13.♗a3.

Not one of the GMs or masters have entered this endgame, instead preferring to launch a desperate counterattack:

9...♕xg5 10.♗xc6+ bxc6

I have also had 10...♔d8 11.♕a5+ b6 12.♕a4! ♕xg2 13.♖f1 ♖b8 14.♕xa7, and 10...♔e7 11.0-0 ♘f6 (11...bxc6 12.♕xc6 ♖b8 13.♕c7+) 12.♗xf6+ ♕xf6 13.♗xb7 ♖b8 14.♗xc8 ♕xa1 15.♕e6+ ♔d8 16.♕d7#.

11.♕xc6+ ♔f7 12.♕xa8 ♕xg2 13.♖f1 ♘e7 14.♕xa7

Not so much taking a pawn as seizing control of a6. White also wins with 14.♘c3 ♗a6 15.♘e2 ♕g4 16.c4.


14...f4

Even this position has appeared on my board many times. With the help of the computer, I succeeded in finding a way to win which answers all questions:

15.♘d2 ♗g4 16.♕d4 d5 17.f3! exf3 18.♘xf3 ♗xf3 19.♕xf4+ ♔e8 20.♕xf3

Black resigned.

But one- and two-move traps, which make up the flesh and blood of our favourite opening, do not explain its essence. Three-phase traps are much more indicative; that is, those in which the opponent falls into the hole prepared for him not with one or two, but three successive moves, and only after the third mistake will he not be able to get out.

Game 4

1.e4 b6 2.d4 e6 3.♘c3 ♗b7 4.f3 f5

The so-called ‘checkers gambit.’ The e4-pawn, with our full connivance (and even incitement), can, as in checkers, remove three pawns and end up on d7. And then promote to a queen.

5.exf5 ♘h6!?
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The father of the gambit is considered to be the in many respects outstanding English maestro Tony Miles. It is right to mention his authorship, but it is hardly necessary to name the gambit in his honour. The Englishman, without exaggeration, came up with half of all the ideas in the opening 1...b6 (towards 1.b3, I don’t know why, he was much cooler); if every line were called by his name, it would be like Lenin in Soviet times.

But even Miles (with all his eccentricity and penchant for experimenting) never played the diagram version of the gambit. And he was right, because the gambit is incorrect.

Versions of the gambit which are generally regarded as correct include 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.e4 ♗b7 4.f3 f5 5.exf5 ♘h6!? and 3.♘c3 ♗b7 4.e4 ♗b4 5.f3 f5 6.exf5 ♘h6!?. If White has not advanced his pawn to c4, but keeps this square for his bishop or queen (in which variations it is easy to guess), Black suffers.

But incorrect does not mean without ideas. There are ideas, and these include a nice three-stage trap. This requires White to:

– take on h6;

– at the right moment, offer the exchange of queens;

– take on e6 – whether before or after the exchange of queens is not important, but he must not refrain from it. Taking is obligatory!


6.♗xh6 ♕h4+ 7.g3 ♕xh6 8.fxe6 dxe6 9.♕d2 ♕xd2+! 10.♔xd2 ♘c6

The trap is sprung. At first glance, White has an extra pawn in a quiet endgame. But if you look closer, you will see that the pawn is no joy and the endgame is bad.

11.♗b5

Not quite according to plan. In my analysis, there is written 11.♘ge2 0-0-0 12.♔e3, and now the choice between the solid 12...♘xd4 13.♘xd4 ♗c5 14.♘b5 e5, the flashy 12...♘e5!? (aiming at mate after 13.dxe5 ♗c5+ 14.♔f4 ♖df8+ 15.♔g5 ♗xf3 16.♔h4 g5+! or 15.♔g4 h5+ 16.♔h3 g5) and simply 12...e5, allowing Black to play for the win without any outward show of fireworks.

11...0-0-0 12.♗xc6 ♗xc6 13.♔e3
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13...e5! 14.dxe5

More tenacious is 14.d5 ♗c5+ 15.♔e2 (15.♔e4 ♗e8!), against which we would like to retain the light-squared bishop and thus should play 15...♗b7! (instead of 15...♗xd5 16.♘xd5 ♖xd5 17.♘h3) 16.♘h3 (16.♖d1 ♖hf8 17.♘h3 ♗a6+) 16...♗d4 or 16...♗a6+ 17.♔d2 ♗b4.

14...♗c5+ 15.♔e2 ♖he8 16.♖e1 ♖xe5+

The subject of ‘non-recapture’ is one of the most difficult in chess, even with a long time control. And refraining from a recapture in blitz is simply impossible. The computer points out 16... ♗d4! as strongest and one cannot disagree with this.

We will give the remainder of the game without notes:

17.♔f1 ♖f5 18.♘e4 ♗xg1 19.♖xg1 ♖xf3+ 20.♔g2 ♖f5 21.♔h3 ♖h5+ 22.♔g4 ♖xh2 23.♘g5 ♖d4+ 24.♔f5 ♖d5+ 25.♖e5 ♖f2+ 26.♔e6 ♖f6+

Two moves from mate, White resigned.

The trap we are discussing was born when analysing one of Miles’ games: 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.♘c3 ♗b7 4.e4 ♗b4 5.f3 f5 6.exf5 ♘h6!?. If White plays routinely, without thinking, he falls into the prepared snare: 7.♗xh6 ♕h4+ 8.g3 ♕xh6 9.♕d2 ♕xd2+ 10.♔xd2 ♘c6 11.fxe6 dxe6 12.♘e2 0-0-0 13.♔e3.
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analysis diagram

There is no sense now in 13...e5 14.d5, but the move 13...♘e5!? (see previous example) should be more than just flashy here, since c4 and f3 are both hanging, whilst 14.dxe5 ♗c5+ 15.♔f4 ♖df8+ 16.♔g5 ♗xf3 17.♔h4 g5+ is very, very close to mate. But 13...♘xd4 14.♘xd4 ♗c5 followed by ...e6-e5 after any reply is perhaps the most solid way to continue (Voit-Pähtz, Riyadh rapid 2017).


I couldn’t even have guessed what kind of friend this essentially childish trap would turn out to be. Dozens of co-authors via all possible move-orders walk into it, without any coercion on my part. Here are a few examples taken almost at random.

– 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.♘c3 ♗b7 4.e4 ♗b4 5.f3 f5 6.exf5 ♘h6 7.♗xh6 ♕h4+ 8.g3 ♕xh6 9.fxe6 dxe6 10.♕d2 ♕xd2+ 11.♔xd2 ♘c6 12.♘e2 0-0-0 13.a3. One step from the main move 13.♔e3 White turns aside.
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analysis diagram

13...♘xd4! (nonetheless) 14.♘xd4 (or 14.axb4 ♘b3+ 15.♔c2 ♘xa1+, and the knight gets out) 14...♖xd4+ 15.♔c2 ♗xf3 with an extra pawn and a winning position;

– 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.e4 ♗b7 4.f3 f5 5.exf5 ♘h6 6.♗xh6 ♕h4+ 7.g3 ♕xh6 8.fxe6 dxe6 9.♕d2 ♕xd2+ 10.♘xd2 ♘c6 (it seems as though a cunning move-order has allowed White to preserve castling rights, but he does not succeed in doing so anyway) 11.♘b3 (or 11.♘e2 0-0-0 12.♘b3 ♘b4 13.♔f2 ♘d3+) 11...♗b4+ 12.♔f2 0-0-0 13.♖d1 a5 (the simplest, although 13...♖hf8 or 13...♘e5!? deserve consideration) 14.♘e2 a4 15.♘a1 ♘xd4! 16.♘xd4 ♗c5 17.♘ac2 e5 with advantage;

– 1.e4 b6 2.d4 e6 3.f3 ♗b7 4.c3 f5 5.exf5 ♘h6 6.♗xh6 ♕h4+ 7.g3 ♕xh6 8.fxe6 dxe6

[image: Images]

analysis diagram

9.♘d2 (it makes sense to refrain from the endgame, although White’s position is compromised in any event) 9...♘c6 10.♕e2 0-0-0 11.♗h3 ♔b8 12.0-0-0 (12.♕xe6 ♕xe6+ 13.♗xe6 ♘xd4 14.cxd4 ♖e8 15.0-0-0 ♖xe6) 12...e5! 13.dxe5 ♗c5 14.♗g2 ♘xe5 15.♕xe5 ♗e3 with a quick win;


– 1.e4 b6 2.d4 e6 3.♗e3 ♗b7 4.f3 f5 5.exf5 ♘h6 6.♗xh6?! (this is doubly bad with loss of tempo) 6...♕h4+ 7.g3 ♕xh6 8.fxe6 dxe6 9.♗g2 ♘c6 10.♘e2 0-0-0 11.c3 (all Black’s ideas are on full view: 11.f4 e5!; 11.0-0 ♘xd4! 12.♘xd4 ♖xd4 13.♕xd4 ♗c5) 11...e5! 12.0-0 exd4 13.cxd4 ♘xd4 14.♘xd4 ♗c5 15.♔h1 ♖xd4 16.♕c2 ♖hd8. The colossal lead in development cannot but have its say quickly: 17.♘c3 ♖d2 18.♕f5+ ♔b8 19.♖ad1 ♖xd1 20.♘xd1 ♗a6 21.♖e1 ♕c1 22.♕f4 ♕xd1! 23.♖xd1 ♖xd1+ 24.♗f1 ♖xf1+ 25.♔g2 ♖f2+ 26.♔h3 ♗c8+ 27.g4 (27.♔h4 ♖xh2+ 28.♔g5 ♗e7+) 27...♗d6 28.♕e3 ♖xh2, mate!;

– 1.e4 b6 2.d4 e6 3.♘c3 ♗b7 4.♗e3 ♗b4 5.f3 f5 6.exf5 ♘h6 7.♗xh6 ♕h4+ 8.g3 ♕xh6 9.fxe6 dxe6 10.♗b5+ ♘c6 11.♕d2 ♕xd2+ 12.♔xd2 0-0-0 13.♗xc6 ♗xc6 14.♔e3
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analysis diagram

14...e5! 15.dxe5 ♗c5+. The same position was reached by transposition in Game 4. White played 16.♔e2 ♖he8 17.♖e1 (and Black did not find 17...♗d4!). But that was an experienced Romanian master, this time the opponent was a young Belgian. He decided to drink the cup to the dregs: 16.♔f4 ♖d4+ 17.♘e4 (there is no way out: 17.♔g5 ♗e7+ 18.♔f5 ♗d7+ 19.e6 ♖f8+ 20.♔e5 ♗f6+ 21.♔f5 g6#; 17.♔f5 ♖f8+ 18.♔g5 ♗e7+ 19.♔h5 ♗e8#) 17...♖f8+ 18.♔g4 ♗d7+ 19.♔h5 ♗e7! 20.♘e2 (20.g4 ♗e8#) 20...♖f5+ 21.♔g4 ♖f6+ 22.♔g5 ♖g6+ 23.♔h5 ♖h6, and all the same it is mate.

The trap also exists with colours reversed. Mind you, the ‘mirror’ is dangerous and I would definitely not recommend using it without careful checking. Some black pawn, long forgotten about, turns out not to stand where it should, because of the tempo difference, and the whole play can come to nothing.

This conversation should definitely be continued, but for now, here is the nicest example of the three-stage trap with colours reversed.

Game 5

1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 f6 3.e3 d5 4.f4 exf4 5.♘h3!?
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White plays the familiar position with an extra tempo.

Black has no pawn on c5 or knight on c6 and can easily fall behind in development. On the other hand, the d5-pawn can be strengthened with ...c7-c6 after the opening of the d-file.


5...♗xh3?!

My opponent was a strong GM but plays a weak move. But I repeat, the capture on h3 (or in the other examples, h6) is a standard reaction from opponents of all levels when surprised.

6.♕h5+ g6 7.♕xh3 fxe3 8.dxe3
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8...♗b4+

White is prepared to play the endgame, by-passing the middlegame: 8...♕d7 9.♕xd7+ ♘xd7 10.♘c3 c6 11.0-0-0 ♗h6 12.♔b1 ♗xe3 13.♘xd5! cxd5 14.♖e1 0-0-0 15.♖xe3. The two bishops are sufficient compensation for the pawn, although I would not overestimate our achievements. The alternative to the queen exchange is 9.♕f3 with more typical gambit problems: you (on e8) have goods, we are a buyer.

I can’t avoid quoting another miniature: 8...♘c6 9.♘c3 d4? 10.0-0-0 ♗h6 11.♔b1 ♗xe3 12.♗c4 ♘ge7 13.♖he1. Black can resign with a clear conscience, but played a few more moves: 13...♘f5 14.g4 ♘d6 15.♖xd4! ♘xd4 16.♕xe3+ ♔d7 17.♕xd4 ♔c8 18.♗e6+ ♔b8 19.♘d5 1-0.

9.♘c3 ♘e7

Here it made more sense to play 9...♕d7, because 10.♕f3 is weak in view of 10...♕c6. And Black has no problems in the ending after 10.♕xd7+ ♘xd7 11.0-0-0 c6 12.e4 ♗xc3 13.♗xc3 ♘e7. The computer suggests entering the endgame in a non-standard way: 10.0-0-0 ♕xh3 11.gxh3, and then 11...c6 12.e4 ♗xc3 13.♗xc3 dxe4 14.♖e1. Maybe it is right.

10.0-0-0 ♕d7

Bad is 10...0-0 11.♘xd5! ♘xd5 12.♖xd5, and not 12...♕xd5 13.♗c4. But the text is too late and would have been better played before the white rook appeared on d1.

11.♕xd7+

White is so used to letting his hand move of its own accord that he misses some nuances. The elementary 11.♘e4! ♕xh3 12.♘xf6+ ♔f7 13.gxh3 secures the advantage.

But this lesson bore fruit. In the next game I was on the alert for the possibility of ♘c3-e4.

11...♘xd7
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12.e4!?

Re-establishing material equality with 12.♘xd5 ♘xd5 13.♖xd5 0-0-0 means reducing the interest of the position. White instead prefers to play two pawns down, but to retain the initiative.


Memories of successful king hunts played their role, but of course, it is one thing to hunt a king on e3 or e6, and quite another to do so to one on e8. Here we need help from the opponent.

12...♗xc3 13.♗xc3 dxe4 14.♗c4!?

From a human point of view, it is understandable to want to bring the king’s rook to e1 (the principle of centralization and development). But the computer shows that 14.♖e1 was more subtle. The point? After 14...♘d5 15.♖xe4+ ♔f7 16.♗c4 ♘b6 or 14...0-0-0 15.♗c4 ♖he8 16.♖xe4 ♘c6 17.♖he1 ♖xe4 18.♖xe4 ♘ce5 Black still manages to establish his knight on a secure outpost

14...0-0-0

A natural move, but a serious mistake which costs the game. The only correct move was 14...♘f5! 15.♖he1 ♘d6 (on 15.♗e6 the same reply follows) 16.♗d5 0-0-0 and White’s initiative is extinguished.

15.♗e6 ♖hf8 16.♖xd7! ♖xd7 17.♖d1 ♖d8 18.♗xf6
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A nice position. Black resigned, without allowing the following variation to appear on the board: 18...e3 19.♗xe7 e2 20.♖xd7 e1♕+ (or 20...♖xd7 21.♗xd7+ ♔xd7 22.♗h4) 21.♖d1+ ♕xe6 22.♖xd8#.

A few more examples on the same theme.

– 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 f6 5.f4 exf4 6.♘h3. On a scale of incorrectness, from one to ten, with the inclusion of the moves ...♘b8-c6 and ♗f1-b5, I would rate this gambit as a nine. No, an eight. Even so, there are chances, and a short look establishes where one should seek those chances: 6...fxe3 7.dxe3 ♗xh3? (all as before, but wrong) 8.♕h5+ g6 9.♕xh3 (we await the standard 9...♕d7 10.♕xd7+ ♔xd7 11.♘c3 ♘e7 12.0-0-0 ♔e6 13.e4 or 13.♘xd5 ♘xd5 14.♗c4 ♘e7 15.e4) 9...♗b4+ 10.♘c3 ♕d6 11.0-0-0 ♘e7 12.♘e4!, Black resigned. Incidentally, my opponent here was a Cuban IM with a solid GM-level rating;

– 1.b3 d5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 e5 4.♗b5 f6 5.f4 exf4 6.♘h3 fxe3 7.dxe3 ♗c5!.
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analysis diagram


A very strong move (I’m not joking). That’s how much difference it makes not having the pawn on c5 (c4 with colours reversed). It is the difference between light and dark. But Black did not manage to make two strong moves in a row: 8.♘c3 ♗xh3? 9.♕h5+ g6 10.♕xh3 ♘e7 11.0-0-0 a6 12.♗xc6+ bxc6 13.♘e4! and again an easy win, with the lesson from Game 5 once again proving useful;

– 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 f6 5.f4 exf4 6.♘h3 ♗xh3 (thank you very much) 7.♕h5+ g6 8.♕xh3 ♔f7.
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analysis diagram

Women are generally hard to understand and in chess there is nothing one can say. Here, Black, a Vietnamese player, eschews the queen exchange in favour of this extravagance, as if saying ‘Better mate on f7 than a game without queens!’. Be my guest...: 9.♘c3 fxe3 10.dxe3 ♗b4 11.0-0-0 ♘ge7 12.♘xd5 ♘xd5 13.♖xd5 ♗d6 (13...♕xd5 14.♗c4) 14.♖f1 f5 15.♖dxf5+ gxf5 16.♕xf5+ ♔e8 17.♕f7 – mate on the key square;

– 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 f6 3.e3 d5 4.f4 exf4 5.♘h3 fxe3 6.dxe3 ♗d6 7.♕h5+ g6 8.♕f3 ♗xh3?! (this move is not to be recommended even with the queen arriving on h3 in three moves rather than the usual two) 9.♕xh3 ♕d7
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analysis diagram

10.♕xd7+ (again routine and an underestimation of the concrete characteristics of the position. Stronger is 10.♕f3!? c6 11.♘c3 ♗e5 12.0-0-0) 10...♘xd7 11.♘c3 ♘e7 12.0-0-0 c6 (12...0-0-0 destroys all illusions: 13.♘xd5 ♘xd5 14.♖xd5 ♖he8 or 13.e4 dxe4 14.♘xe4 ♗e5) 13.e4 ♗f4+ 14.♔b1 ♘b6 15.exd5 cxd5?! (not wanting to allow the knight into e4 – and wrongly: 15...♘bxd5 16.♘e4 ♗e5 17.c4 ♘e3 18.♖e1 ♘7f5 19.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 20.♗xf6 0-0 leads to equality) 16.♗b5+ ♔f7 17.♖hf1 ♗e5 18.♘xd5! ♗xb2 19.♘xb6 axb6 20.♔xb2. White has obtained the advantage not entirely deservedly, but he subsequently realized it.

I am not a methodologist. But it seems to me methodologically correct to separate two related concepts, namely a trap (that is, provoking an opponent into some specific move that is beneficial to us) and a trap strategy, where we expect from the opponent only a general following in the direction we need.

This explanation is cumbersome. I will try to explain it with the following example.

Game 6

1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 ♗d6 5.f4 ♕e7 6.♘f3 ♗g4 7.fxe5

We now have before us a classical trap. We hold our breath, waiting for the move we need: 7...♗xf3. Then there is the zwischenzug 8.exd6!.
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analysis diagram

The best Black can do now is buy his way with pawns, but in a very bad way: 8...♕h4+ 9.g3 ♕g4 10.♗e2 (the same move follows 9...♕h5) 10...♗xe2 11.♕xe2 ♕xe2+ 12.♔xe2 f6 13.dxc7. The worst result is for him to lose at once: 8...♗xd1 9.dxe7 (not only is the bishop en prise, but also the ♖h8) or 8...♕h4+ 9.g3 ♕e4 10.♘c3!.

It should be added that as well as this one trap, three others exist by way of a bonus.

Here is a funny one: 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 ♗d6 5.f4 ♕h4+ 6.g3 ♕e7 7.♘f3 ♗g4 8.fxe5 ♗xf3? 9.exd6! ♕e4 10.♘c3 ♕g4 11.♗e2!.

And two mirror examples: 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.e4 ♗b7 4.♘c3 ♗b4 5.♗d3 f5 6.♕e2 ♘f6 7.♗g5 fxe4 8.♗xf6? exd3! 9.♕h5+ g6 10.♕h4 ♗e7 and 1.d4 e6 2.c4 b6 3.e4 ♗b7 4.♘c3 ♗b4 5.♗d3 f5 6.♕h5+ g6 7.♕e2 ♘f6 8.♗g5 fxe4 9.♗xf6? exd3! 10.♕e5 ♘c6 11.♕g5 ♗e7. The last actually occurred in a game of no less a player than Maya Chiburdanidze, vs Tazhieva, Moscow Olympiad 1994.

7...♗xe5

For some reason, Black declines to fall into the trap. Never mind, we play on. And we switch from trap tactics to trap strategy.

We need to do three things:

– quietly to head for the tabiya of the variation, not looking to the sides and not departing from the main road;

– having reached the tabiya, to exchange queens, ideally ourselves, with the initiative. But exactly how is not so important, it is just essential that the queens leave the board;

– in the resulting ♖+♘ ending, to exchange knights. Because ‘all rook endings are drawn’. Let the opponent believe this. And our task is not to interfere.

Can one speak of a trap per se in such circumstances? No. We are not provoking the opponent into one concrete move. But I think we can speak of a trap strategy.


We know the objective assessment of the entire variation. White has nothing. If the opponent plays accurately, if he grasps the position, we cannot count on anything. This sober, if you like bitter, assessment is what distinguishes trap strategy from sincere error.

We know what is coming:

8.♗xc6+ bxc6 9.♗xe5 ♗xf3 10.♕xf3 ♕xe5 11.0-0 ♘f6

Not 11...♕xa1 because of 12.♕xf7+, 13.♕f8+ and 14.♕xa8, winning.

12.♘c3 0-0 13.♕f4
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This is the tabiya of the variation. We are happy with 13...♕xf4, 13...♖ae8, 13...♖fe8. And also 13...♕e7 14.♕h4 ♖fe8 15.♖f5 ♘e4. We are also happy if Black comes up with his own, original way to exchange queens.

We are happy with all this. The only thing we object to is 13...♕e7 14.♕h4 ♖fe8 15.♖f5 ♖ad8 or 15...♖ab8. And also 13...♕d6 14.♕xd6 cxd6 – we refuse to go into the ending if the square c5 does not belong to us.

13...♖fe8 14.♕xe5 ♖xe5 15.♖f4 ♘e4

‘... with an easy draw.’

In reality, no. White’s chances in the rook ending are better than in the rook + knight ending.

He should seek active counterplay in lines such as 15...c5 16.♖af1 ♖d8. The computer considers that ...d5-d4 is a mistake: 17.♖a4 d4 18.♘d1 dxe3 19.♘xe3 ♖xd2 20.♘c4 or 18...♘e4 19.d3 ♘d2 20.♖e1. But I cannot imagine how to play the endgame with a knight on d1.

The most principled is 15...♘d7. Black wants to play ...a7-a5 and ...♘d7-b6, plugging all the holes on the queenside.
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16.d4!?

A chance tactic and at the same time the strongest move in the position. This also happens.

The alternative is 16.♘xe4 dxe4 17.♖af1 f6 18.♖f5!. At one time it seemed to me that everything depended on the position after 18...♖xf5 19.♖xf5 ♖d8 20.♖c5 ♖xd2 21.♖xc6 f5. A win or maybe not, but great chances. Now, however, I am not so certain. Both 18...♖ae8 and especially 18...♖d5 19.d3 exd3 20.♖xd5 cxd5 21.cxd3 c5 22.♖c1 ♖c8 could be enough to hold.

16...♘xc3


Both 16...♖e6 17.♘xe4 dxe4 18.♖f5 and 17...♖xe4 18.♖xe4 dxe4 19.♖f1, followed by ♖f1-f5, are bad.

17.dxe5 ♘e2+ 18.♔f2 ♘xf4 19.exf4
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Black, like Father Christmas, has given as many presents as fit under the Christmas tree. Objectively, the position is not yet lost. But the shock is too great. The game has just begun, but is already ending. There are no pieces left, the black pawn structure is compromised, and the white king has a carpetted path laid out diagonally. Where did Black make his mistakes? It is not clear.

In general, this variation is one of the most fruitful for White, both in the total number of victories and in the ease of obtaining them.

A typical example: 19...a5 20.♔e3 a4? (there is no move other than 20...c5, when White should consider 20.♖d1 a4 21.b4) 21.♔d4 axb3 22.cxb3 ♔f8 23.♔c5 ♖a6 24.a4 ♔e7 25.f5. The game is decided.

The modest 19...♔f8 has also been played and then 20.♖d1!? (prophylaxis against ...c6-c5, but there is also sense in 20.♖c1 c5 21.♖d1 c6 22.♖d3 ♖b8 23.♖c3 ♖b5 24.a4 ♖a5 25.♖h3 h6 26.♔e3) 20...♔e7 21.♔e3 f6 (21...♖b8 22.♖d4) 22.♔d4 fxe5+ 23.fxe5 (23.♔xe5 ♖e8) 23...♖f8 24.♖d2. White has a clear plan to improve his position: ♔d4-c5 and c2-c4. Black has not solved his problems.

The hopes from 19...♖b8 20.♖d1 ♖b4 prove unjustified because of 21.c4 ♔f8 22.♔e3 dxc4 23.♖d4.

The most concrete is 19...c5 20.♖d1 c6 21.♖d3 ♖b8 22.♖c3 ♖b5 23.a4 ♖a5 24.f5.
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analysis diagram

White has many useful moves in reserve (e.g. ♔f2-f3-f4, g2-g4); Black has not, and so must wait: 24...c4. This position has not been tested in practice; the computer suggests 25.♔e3!? c5 26.♔f3. After drawing the pawn to c4, we create the threat 27.bxc4. Like a derailed cart, the variation rumbles on: 26...cxb3 27.♖xb3 ♔f8 28.♖b8+ (interesting is 28.f6!? gxf6 29.exf6 ♔e8 30.♔f4 ♖xa4+ 31.♔e5) 28...♔e7 29.♖g8 (stronger than 29.♖b7+ ♔e8 30.e6 fxe6 31.fxe6 ♖xa4 32.♖xg7 h6) 29...♖xa4 (not 29...g6 30.f6+ ♔d7 31.♖f8 ♔e6 32.♖e8+ ♔f5 33.g4+ ♔g5 34.♔g3! ♖xa4 35.h4+ ♔h6 36.e6!) 30.♖xg7 ♔f8 (the threat was 31.e6) 31.♖xh7 ♔g8 32.♖h6 ♖e4 33.e6 fxe6 34.fxe6. The assessment is balanced on the edge between a win and a draw.


A few accompanying examples:

– 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 ♗d6 5.f4 ♕e7 6.♘f3 ♗g4 7.fxe5 ♗xe5 8.♗xc6+ bxc6 9.♗xe5 ♗xf3 10.♕xf3 ♕xe5 11.0-0 ♘f6 12.♘c3 0-0 13.♕f4 ♖ae8 14.♕xe5 ♖xe5 15.♖f4 ♘e4 16.d4 ♘xc3 17.dxe5 ♘e2+ 18.♔f2 ♘xf4 19.exf4
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analysis diagram

19...f6!? (counterplay which would not be possible with the rook on a8) 20.e6 f5? (an incorrect execution; he should have included 20...g6 21.g4, and only then 21...f5) 21.♖e1 ♖e8 22.♖e5 g6 23.♔e3 c5 24.♖xd5 ♖xe6+ 25.♔d3 with an advantage which is probably sufficient for victory.

 – 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 ♗d6 5.f4 ♕h4+ 6.g3 ♕e7 7.♘f3 ♗g4 8.fxe5 ♗xe5 9.♗xc6+ bxc6 10.♗xe5 ♗xf3 11.♕xf3 ♕xe5 12.0-0 ♘f6 13.♘c3 0-0 14.♕f4 ♖fe8 15.♕xe5 ♖xe5 16.♖f4 ♘d7!?. We spoke about this in the notes to Game 6. Black wants to play ...♘d7-b6 and ...a7-a5. White needs to force the play: 17.♖af1 f6 18.♖a4 a5 19.b4 ♘b6 20.♖xa5 ♖xa5! 21.bxa5 ♘c4 22.a6 ♖e8 (22...♘xd2? 23.a7 ♖e8 24.♖d1 ♘c4 25.♖b1 ♘b6 26.a4 ♖a8 27.a5 ♘d7 28.♖b7) 23.d3 ♘xe3 24.♖f4 (useless is 24.♖e1 d4 25.♘e4 ♖e5!).
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analysis diagram

In my second book I reached this position (only with the pawn on g2), considering it winning for White: 24...♖a8 25.♔f2 ♘xc2 26.♖a4. The ♖a8 is out of the game and the knight is threatened with capture; it seems the only move is 26...d4 when we have the route ♘c3-e4-c5 and ♖a4-c4.

One of my readers, who wished to remain anonymous, found me in the Chess.com gaming zone and explained on his fingers to what extent I was wrong.

Firstly, the line 24...♖a8 25.♔f2 ♘xc2 26.♖a4 should be continued: 26...♔f7 27.♔e2 ♖e8+ 28.♔d2 ♘e3 29.a7 ♘f1+. Surprisingly, the knight is not lost; on the contrary, it begins to eat the kingside pawns (this is why instead of 5...♕e7 Black chose 5...♕h4+ 6.g3 ♕e7: the pawns are easier for the knight to take when on g3 and h2). The game is still being played for three results, e.g. 30.♔c2 ♖a8 31.♔b3 ♔e6 32.♔b4 ♔d6 33.♖a6 ♘xh2 34.♘b5+ ♔d7 35.♘d4 ♘f1 36.♔c5 ♘xg3 37.♖a4 h5 38.♘xc6 etc.


Secondly, instead of 24...♖a8, nothing prevents Black playing 24...♘xc2 25.♖a4 ♘e1 26.a7 ♖a8 27.d4 ♘f3+ 28.♔g2 ♘d2. The knight and pawns create a thorny wedge, which White is unlikely to break through.

And thirdly, the move 17.♖af1 is stereotyped and an empty gesture. White forces the opponent to ‘make luft’ with ...f7-f6, and himself removes his rook from the part of the board where a passed pawn will soon appear. White should play the immediate 17.♖a4, and if 17...a5 18.b4 ♘b6 19.♖xa5 ♖xa5 20.bxa5 ♘c4 21.a6 ♖e8, then 22.♖b1. If the pawn were on f6, Black could reply 22...♖a8; now this is useless because of 23.♖b7. However, after 18...♖ee8! I am not convinced that White achieves anything.

 – 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 ♗d6 5.f4 ♕e7 6.♘f3 ♗g4 7.fxe5 ♗xe5 8.♗xc6+ bxc6 9.♗xe5 ♗xf3 10.♕xf3 ♕xe5 11.0-0 ♘f6 12.♘c3 0-0 13.♕f4 ♕d6 (the strongest move in the position, to my mind) 14.♕h4 ♖fe8 15.♖f4. If the queen were on e7, the rook would stand better on f5, but with the queen on d6, this does not work: 15.♖f5 ♘e4 16.♘xe4 ♖xe4. The exchange of knights is attractive for White only as part of a transition to a rook ending. If the knights come off but queens remain, White has no ideas left. He even risks ending up worse.

But the position of the rook on f4 also has one obvious drawback.
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analysis diagram

We all develop from our childhood. My generation was lucky: our chess childhood coincided with the reprint of Bronstein’s book Zurich International Chess Tournament, 1953. I may not remember how I spent yesterday, but I will remember the Keres-Averbakh game (as well as other games with the notes of David Ionovich) until the end of my days.

In short, pawns do not move in front of their king, but ...g7-g5 must be watched for. Otherwise we will burn like Keres.

[Translator’s Note: The reference is to Black’s 21st move in the following game: Keres-Averbakh, Candidates Tournament, Zürich 1953 (2): 1.d4 ♘f6 2.c4 e6 3.♘c3 ♗b4 4.e3 0-0 5.♗d3 d5 6.♘f3 c5 7.0-0 ♘c6 8.a3 ♗xc3 9.bxc3 b6 10.♘e5 ♗b7 11.f4 ♘a5 12.cxd5 ♕xd5 13.♕e2 cxd4 14.exd4 ♘b3 15.♖b1 ♘xc1 16.♖bxc1 ♖ac8 17.♕b2 ♕d6 18.f5 exf5 19.♗xf5 ♖c7 20.c4 ♖d8 21.♖f4
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analysis diagram

21...g5 22.♖f2 ♕xd4 23.♕xd4 ♖xd4 24.♖cf1 ♖d6 25.h4 gxh4 26.♖f4 ♖c5 27.♘g4 ♘xg4 28.♖xg4+ ♔f8 29.♗xh7 ♗a6 30.♖ff4 ♖h6 31.♗d3 h3 32.gxh3 ♖xh3 33.♖d4 ♗c8 34.♖d8+ ♔e7 35.♖gd4 ♗e6 36.♔g2 ♖g5+ 37.♔f2 ♖a5 38.♖b8 ♖xa3 39.♗e2 ♖h2+ 40.♔e1 ♖a1+ 41.♖d1 ♖xe2+ 0-1.]

Admittedly, the hasty 15...h6 (diagram previous page) only plays into our hands: 16.♖af1! g5 17.♕xh6 gxf4 18.♖xf4 ♖e5 (18...♖e6 19.♖h4) 19.♖xf6 ♖e6 20.♕g5+ ♔f8 21.♖f2, and he does not get to play 21...d4 because of 22.♕h5!.

In one of my games, my opponent played indecisively: 15...♖e6 16.♖af1 ♖f8, and then was very cooperative: 17.♘e2 (17.♖a4 c5 18.♖xa7 d4) 17...♘e4 18.♘d4 ♖g6?? 19.♘f5 ♕d8 20.♘e7+. If Black does not want to take the exchange: 18...g5 19.♕g4 ♖g6 (19...h5 20.♕xe6!) 20.♖xe4 dxe4 21.♕xe4, then he can favourably sacrifice: 18...♘xd2!? 19.♖d1 ♘e4 20.♘xe6 ♕xe6.

But there are two strongest moves in the position. Firstly, 15...♖e5, after which the threat of a fork becomes real: 16.♖af1? g5 17.♕h6 gxf4 18.♖xf4 ♘h5 19.♖g4+ ♔h8.

Secondly, 15...♘e4 16.♘xe4 dxe4, and I have not the slightest idea what White should do further.

 – 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 d5 4.♗b5 ♗d6 5.f4 ♕h4+ 6.g3 ♕e7 7.♘f3 ♗g4 8.fxe5 ♗xe5 9.♗xc6+ bxc6 10.♗xe5 ♗xf3 11.♕xf3 ♕xe5 12.0-0 ♘f6 13.♘c3 0-0 14.♕f4 ♕e7 15.♕h4 ♖ae8 16.♖f5 ♘e4 17.♕xe7 ♖xe7 18.♘xe4 ♖xe4 19.♖af1 f6 20.♖1f4 ♖e6? (the fourth rank is the last line of defence and Black should cling onto it like grim death: 20...♖fe8 21.♔f2 ♔f7 22.♖xe4 ♖xe4 23.d3 ♖b4 24.a3 ♖b5 25.♖f4 ♖c5 26.c4 ♖a5 27.a4 ♔e6) 21.♖a4 g6 22.♖ff4 ♖a8 23.♖a5 f5 24.♔f2 ♖e4 25.d3 (White also wins with 25.♖xe4 dxe4 26.♖c5 ♖d8 27.♔e2 ♖d6 28.♖a5, but I was struck by the position in the next diagram) 25...♖xf4+ 26.exf4.
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analysis diagram


I cited this example only for the sake of the contrast with the previous three. The reader might have the impression that White is experiencing difficulties in this variation. White experiences difficulties in approximately one out of ten cases, and in the other nine, he harvests the pawns according to the standard pattern: 26...♔f7 27.♖a6 ♔e7 28.♖xc6 ♔d7 29.♖f6 ♔e7 30.♖a6 ♔d7 31.♔e3 c6 32.♔d4 ♔d6 33.b4 ♖b8 34.c3 ♖b7 35.a4. Black resigns.

The answer to the question ‘What is the opening 1.b3 (1...b6)?’ is ‘It is a trappy opening’. Now we must turn to the second question: how to work with it?

The opening reference books of earlier times described the opening 1.b3 as irregular, ugly and generally weak. In support of this hypothesis, special horror games were selected that wandered from one opening course to another.

Nimzowitsch-Winter (London 1927) is one which was a sine qua non. The game is indeed very scary: 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 f6 3.e4 ♗c5 4.♗c4 ♘e7 5.♕h5 + g6 6.♕f3 ♘bc6 7.♘e2 ♖f8 8.g4 f5 9.gxf5 d5, and I will omit further moves. Moreover, whereas the Yugoslav ECO (a fetish of pre-computer printing) at least indicated Larsen’s timid recommendation: 5.♘f3 followed by d2-d4, then in other books, whose titles I prefer not to advertise now, the above game was reprinted naked, without variations or verbal notes, but with the clearly implied morality: look how Aron Nimzowitsch was butchered by a player much inferior to him in class. And the same will happen to you!

Nobody asked the question: how can the second move ...f7-f6 refute anything? How is this even possible?

It is not. It’s nonsense, repeated nonsense. Let us look at the position in question.

[image: Images]

The most principled answer is of course 3.d4. If the opponents are determined to match each other, events could develop as follows: 3...e4 4.d5 e3!? – I cannot vouch for the consequences.

Players of a more Jesuitical, Kramnik-like style will undoubtedly prefer 3.c4. Then we play g2-g3, ♗f1-g2, develop the knights and castle. The advance d2-d4 will follow at the most appropriate moment, while the opponent can cool his heels, not knowing what will happen.

For blitz and bullet, I recommend a ‘checkers’ gambit: 3.e3 d5 4.f4 exf4 5.♘h3!?. Incidentally, the English chess journalist, translator, and collector of all sorts of rarities Steve Giddins told me that this gambit has a younger sister: 3.f4 exf4 4.e3 fxe3 5.♗d3 exd2+ 6.♘xd2. In the words of Pushkin, ‘the purest model is the purest joy’.


[Translator’s Note: I was in turn told of this gambit by my friend and co-author IM Gerard Welling and it was the invention of the creative Dutch IM and 1.b3 expert, the late Dick van Geet.]

In principle, 3.e4 has no special pretensions. The move is not specific, not the best, but, of course, not losing. But what Nimzowitsch did next: ♕d1-h5-f3 in combination with g2-g4 – I can’t find the words to describe it...

Another popular 1.b3 horror show (as you have probably already guessed) is the game Larsen-Spassky, Belgrade 1970: 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.c4 ♘f6 4.♘f3 e4 5.♘d4 ♗c5 6.♘xc6 dxc6 7.e3 ♗f5 8.♕c2 ♕e7 9.♗e2 0-0-0 10.f4? ♘g4 11.g3 h5 12.h3 h4! 13.hxg4 hxg3 14.♖g1 ♖h1!! 15.♖xh1 g2 16.♖f1 ♕h4+ 17.♔d1 gxf1♕+ 0-1.

It is an impressive crush, but it has nothing to do with the opening 1.b3. You do not need to be a scholar to figure it out: Larsen made exactly three moves that fit our opening, then he switched to Rubinstein’s variation of the Sicilian Defence, with reversed colours and an extra tempo. You don’t believe me? Turn the board round.

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.e5 ♘d5 4.♘c3 ♘xc3 5.dxc3 e6 (the fact that the fianchetto cannot be played immediately has been known for a long time: 5...b6? 6.e6! dxe6 7.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 8.♘e5 ♔e8 9.♗b5+ ♗d7 10.♘xd7 ♘xd7 11.♗f4, with irresistible threats) 6.♗f4 b6 7.♗c4 ♗b7 8.♕e2 ♕c7 9.0-0-0 ♗e7.

[image: Images]

analysis diagram

Imagine it is Black to play. Larsen, experimenting, played 10...f5?, Spassky replied 11.♘g5!, and the rest we know...

The Rubinstein Variation expert and author of a very good book on the line, Grigory Bogdanovich, considers that nothing terrible has happened yet. One must just complete development: ...♘b8-c6, ...h7-h6, ...0-0-0. Life goes on.

Reversing the board again, that is exactly how GM Larry Christiansen handles the position: 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.c4 ♘f6 4.♘f3 e4 5.♘d4 ♗c5 6.♘xc6 dxc6 7.e3 ♗f5 8.♘c3 ♕d7 9.h3 0-0-0 10.♕c2 h6 11.0-0-0 etc. Probably it is not so terrible, but I won’t go into it, as it is not my thing. Why frighten people with a rout which, as it were, comes from a quite different opera?


Larsen, to give him due, only ever combined the moves 3.c4 and 4.♘f3 once in his life. That same year 1970, in Leiden, against the same opponent, he played differently: 1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.c4 ♘f6 4.e3 (quite a different matter!) 4...d5 5.cxd5 ♘xd5 6.a3 ♗d6 7.♕c2 0-0 8.♘f3 ♕e7 9.♘c3 ♘xc3 10.♕xc3 f5 11.♗b5 e4 12.♗xc6 bxc6 13.♘e5 c5 14.b4 cxb4 15.axb4 ♗b7 (15...♗xb4? 16.♘c6) 16.♖a4 a6 17.0-0. He has obtained a reasonable position. And in later years he generally went over to 3.e3.

I, however, at the start of this ‘horror story’, came up with my own variation.

Game 7

1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 a6

This is sometimes played, to prevent the bishop sortie to b5.

4.c4 ♘f6 5.♘f3 e4 6.♘d4 ♗c5

[image: Images]

Black wants to emulate Spassky, but now comes a surprise.

7.♘f5!? 0-0 8.♘g3

I am convinced that g3 is the ideal square for the knight in this structure. From there it attacks the e4-pawn, prevents the bishop defending it from f5, and the jump ♘g3-h5 is frequently the signal for an attack.

For the moment, the threat is 9.♗xf6 ♕xf6 10.♘c3. One can also try to win the pawn another way, without giving up the valuable bishop: 9.♘c3, then ♕d1-b1. Finally, White can simply adopt free development (if Black refrains from opening the centre with ...d7-d5 and the battle assumes a closed character for a while): ♘b1-c3, ♗f1-e2, 0-0, the break f2-f3 and on the capture, recapturing on f3 with the bishop, followed by ♘c3-d5.

Black reacts in what seems to him the most principled way.

8...d5

[image: Images]

9.cxd5

More precise is 9.♗xf6. If 9...gxf6 10.cxd5 ♕xd5 11.♘c3, then we transpose to a position from the game, whilst after 9...♕xf6 10.♘c3 White suffers for a pawn.

9...♕xd5

Of course, stronger is 9...♘xd5! 10.♘xe4 ♗e7 or 10...♗b6.

10.♗xf6 gxf6 11.♘c3 ♕e5 12.♘cxe4

The electronic brain prefers 12.♘gxe4 ♗b4 13.f4, and the queen has no good retreat square: 13...♕e7 14.♘d5; 13...♕e6 14.♗c4; 13...♕f5 14.g4!.


12...♗b4 13.♖c1 f5 14.f4 ♕a5

On 14...♕e7 (with the idea of 15.♘g5? ♕xe3+) White is ready to answer 15.♘c3 ♗e6 16.♕h5 ♕f6 17.♗d3.

15.♘f6+ ♔g7

Black has to go to meet his opponent, since 15...♔h8 loses at once: 16.♕h5 ♗xd2+ 17.♔d1.

16.♘gh5+ ♔h8

[image: Images]

17.♖c2!

17.♖xc6 bxc6 18.♕a1 fails to 17...♗xd2+ 18.♔f2 ♗c3.

17...♗e6

Rather more tenacious is 17...♖d8, after which White cannot play either 18.♕a1 ♗xd2+ 19.♔f2 ♗xe3+! 20.♔xe3 (20.♔g3 ♗d4) 20...♕b6+ 21.♔f3 ♘d4+ 22.♔g3 ♘xc2 23.♕c3 (23.♘e8+ ♘xa1) 23...♕e3+, or 18.♘d5 ♕xd5 19.♕a1+ ♘d4.

Even so, there is a solution, more than one in fact. He wins by 18.♗c4 ♗e6 19.♘d5!. But an even greater impression is made by 18.♔e2!!, adding to the threat of ♕d1-a1 the one of ♕d1-e1-g3 !

18.♕a1!

The game is decided. The remaining moves are given in brief: 18...♖ad8 19.♘d7+ f6 20.♘xf8 ♗xd2+ 21.♔f2 (cleaner is 21.♔e2! ♕b5+ 22.♔f3 ♕d5+ 23.♔g3 ♗e1+ 24.♔h3, and the checks run out) 21...♗xe3+ 22.♔xe3 ♕b6+ 23.♔f3 ♗d5+ (or 23...♘d4+ 24.♔g3 ♘xc2 25.♕xf6+ ♔g8 26.♕g7# or 24...♖xf8 25.♖xc7! ♕xc7 26.♕xd4) 24.♔g3 ♕e3+ 25.♔h4 ♖xf8 26.♖e2 ♕c5 27.♖e8!? (slightly flashy) 27...♕f2+ 28.g3 and Black resigned.

This was my first experience of playing 7.♘f5!?. Subsequent games did not disappoint. The idea is at the very least interesting and to refute it, without great effort, is impossible.

Game 8

1.b3 e5 2.♗b2 ♘c6 3.e3 a6 4.c4 ♘f6

5.♘f3 e4 6.♘d4 ♗c5 7.♘f5 d5

Black immediately rolls the dice. The intimidation effect may work – for one game. But in home analysis, I managed to find a way to a lasting advantage.

8.♘xg7+ ♔f8

[image: Images]

9.cxd5


Black’s idea is revealed in the variation 9.♘h5 d4 (9...♗g4 10.♗xf6) 10.♘xf6 ♕xf6 11.♘c3 ♕e5 (but not 11...dxc3 12.♗xc3 ♘e5 13.♕h5 ♗d6 14.c5 ♗g4 15.♕xg4), seizing the central squares.

9...♘b4

He can sacrifice the exchange: 9...♘xd5 10.♘e6+ ♗xe6 11.♗xh8, and then trap the bold bishop: 11...f6 12.♘c3 ♘xc3 13.dxc3 ♕xd1+ 14.♖xd1 ♔f7. White’s play is not hard to improve: 10.♘f5 ♗xf5 11.♗xh8, and if Black repeats the variation 11...f6 12.♘c3 ♘xc3 13.dxc3 ♕xd1+ 14.♖xd1 ♔f7, then 15.♖d5, whilst if 10...♖g8, then 11.♘g3.

I think that in such a position the exchange is more in the nature of a temptation. I suggest simply transferring the knight to its ideal square: 10.♘h5! ♖g8 11.♘g3.

10.♘h5 ♗g4

On 10...♘bxd5 the computer points out an energetic queen sacrifice: 11.♘c3! ♗g4 12.♘xf6 ♗xd1 13.♘cxd5 with domination.

11.♕c1

Maybe also winning is 11.♗xf6 ♗xd1 12.♔xd1 (but not 12.♗xd8 ♗xh5 13.♗f6 ♘c2#) 12...♕xd5 13.♘f4 ♕c6 14.♗xh8 f6. But why go for this mess?

11...♗xh5

No hope is offered by 11...♗e7 12.♘xf6 ♗xf6 13.♘c3.

12.♕xc5+ ♕d6

After 12...♕e7 White has a choice between 13.♕xe7+ ♔xe7 14.♗a3 ♘xd5 15.♘c3 ♔d7 16.♖c1 and the more resolute 13.♗d4! ♘fxd5 14.a3.

13.♕xd6+ cxd6

[image: Images]

14.d3!

Not overlooking mate (14.♗xf6 ♘c2#), and the rest is easy. There followed 14...♔e7 (14...♘c2+ 15.♔d2 ♘xa1 16.♗xf6; 14...♖c8 15.♘a3) 15.♗xf6+ ♔xf6 16.♔d2 exd3 (16...♘xd5 17.dxe4) 17.♘c3 ♗g6 18.a3 ♘c2 19.♖a2. Black resigned.

Game 9

1.b3 e5 2.
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