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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move



	[image: images]

	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
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	mate



	ch

	championship
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Introduction

A common advice to aspiring chess players is to study the games of the World Champions or watch how a top grandmaster outplays a much lower-rated opponent. Both methods are undeniably effective but fail to give you a realistic view of how the game is being played at an amateur level.

Improve your decision-making skills

This book fills this gap by presenting you 30 highly instructive amateur games and engaging you in the tough decisions amateur players have to make. Each game starts with a brief introduction and four exercises that put you in the driver’s seat. This way, you can experience the complexity of the positions yourself and simultaneously train your decision-making skills. Each set of exercises is followed by a detailed analysis where you can enjoy the complete game and compare your answers along the way.

What would you play?

The games in this book are a collection of the ‘What would you play?’ columns in New In Chess magazine. The games are categorized into nine different chapters containing the most instructive topics for amateur players. Each chapter starts with an introduction highlighting the most important techniques to bring you up to speed for the exercises and ends with a set of summarizing flash cards.

Take your time!

I advise you to put the positions from the exercises on a chessboard, take your time and only write down your answer when you would have been ready to play it in a real game. When you finish the exercises, you can study the game analysis on the subsequent pages and compare it with your own conclusions.

Have fun!

I sincerely hope you will enjoy reading this book, and I wish you all the best in your chess career! If you have any comments regarding this book or stories to tell about how you were able to apply your new skills in your games, please feel free to reach out to me at chesstoolbox@outlook.com.

Thomas Willemze
 Haarlem, November 2023







CHAPTER 1

Piece activity

1.1 Introduction

We all know the moments in a game when you are unsure what to do and how to proceed. Fortunately, there’s something you can do almost constantly. If you need a plan during your game, focus on improving your worst-placed piece first!

Take, for instance, this position from a 13-year-old amateur player with a lot of potential.

 

Magnus Carlsen 2072

Martin Vaculik 2192

Bad 2001 (7)

[image: Img]

This was a convincing game by a young Magnus Carlsen. A closer look at this position reveals that both his knight and light-squared bishop are currently the pieces with room for improvement. Carlsen concluded that the knight is the easiest to improve and comes up with an elegant manoeuvre:

17.♘h2!

The pawn structure is fixed, and f5 is a very attractive square for the knight.

17.♘g1, with the idea ♘g1-e2-g3, would have been strong as well.

17...♘b6 18.♗xb6

[image: Img]

Before the knight continues its journey, White first gets rid of his opponent’s most threatening piece.

18...♖xb6 19.♘f1 ♗c6

[image: Img]


20.♘e3

This was the idea. The knight is now able to choose between the two beautiful outposts d5 and f5. White’s total control over the light squares makes it almost impossible for Black to create counterplay.

20...b4

20...0-0 21.♗e2 ♗b7 would have been very unpleasant for Black.

21.axb4 ♖xb4 22.♘cd5 ♖b8

[image: Img]

This is an instructive moment. Carlsen first trades the remaining defender of the f5-square before he directs his knight into enemy territory.

23.♘xe7 ♔xe7 24.♘f5+ ♔f8 25.♗c4!

[image: Img]

All the white pieces have found promising squares, whereas Black is doomed to passivity. It is game over.

25...d5

A desperate attempt at activity.

26.♗xd5 ♕b6 27.♕c3 1-0

This convincing victory by the future World Champion clearly demonstrated how you can make progress by improving your worst-placed piece. Remember how Magnus first identified the promising square and eliminated the defender before bringing over the piece to its final destination.

Improving your worst-placed piece is not only a very powerful chess wisdom. It can also be used as a metaphor in real life. When you find yourself in a highly chaotic situation and feel inert, you can simply focus on what is really important (improve your worst piece) and let the rest be for the moment.

Amateur games

This chapter consists of three amateur games in which the activity of your pieces plays an important role.

Game 1 is a highly entertaining encounter that is packed with situations in which improving the worst-placed piece plays an important role.

Game 2 features a unique situation in which both players are equipped with a bad bishop. On several occasions in this game, it will be up to you to decide if you want to improve your own piece or restrict the mobility of your opponent’s forces instead.

Game 3 demonstrates to us how we can execute a successful attack by preventing our opponent from liberating his pieces to generate counterplay.

1.2 Improving your worst-placed piece

The strategy of improving your worst-placed piece becomes even more important when you have a cramped position, and success depends on your ability to coordinate your army.

The game between Andrzej Wasylkiewicz (1811) and the young Bartlomiej Niedbala (1546) – played in 2016 in the traditional Open in Polanica Zdroj, Poland – was a tough battle that started as a Caro-Kann but turned into a French structure in which Black had to find the right squares for his pieces.

Exercise 1


[image: Img]

position after 16.♘f3



Black has made a lot of progress on the queenside during the last couple of moves and is now ready to bring his knight into play.

What would you play? Simply develop the knight with 16...♘e7, clear the f5-square first with 16...h5, or pressure White’s centre with 16...f6, aiming for 17.exf6 ♘xf6 ?

Exercise 2


[image: Img]

position after 28.♕e3



Which piece should Black improve? The knight, with 28...a4 and ...♘b3-a5-c4, the light-squared bishop, with 28...b4 and ...♗b5, or the rook, with the elegant 28...♖c4 ?


Exercise 3


[image: Img]

position after 29.♕f4



This position could have occurred in the game and again raises the question of which piece needs improvement. Would you play 29...♘a5, 29...b4, or 29...♖c4 ?

Exercise 4


[image: Img]

position after 47.♖c1



How should Black untangle his passive pieces? With 47...♔c8, 47...♔c6, or 47...♕a8 ?

Game 1Caro-Kann Defence

Andrzej Wasylkiewicz 1811

Bartlomiej Niedbala 1546

Polanica Zdroj 2016

1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.e5 ♗f5 4.g4 ♗d7

This is a very common manoeuvre in the Advance Variation of the Caro-Kann. Black pulls back the bishop within the pawn chain and opts for a French in which White has already committed his g-pawn.

5.♗d3 e6 6.c3 c5

[image: Img]

7.♕c2

White probably wanted to provoke a weakness on the kingside, but he should have focused on his development instead, with a move like 7.♘f3. In the game, he will soon end up in trouble due to his lack of development and his vulnerable queen on the c-file.

7...♘c6!

[image: Img]

Black simply ignores the attack on his h-pawn and increases the pressure on the white centre. This is a very typical response in these French positions.

8.♗e3 cxd4 9.♗xd4

9.cxd4 h5! followed by 10...♘b4 and ...♘xd3 would also have been very unpleasant for White.

9...♖c8!

[image: Img]

10.♕e2

White loses another tempo with this move. 10.♕d1, to keep an eye on c1, would have been preferable.

10...♘xd4! 11.cxd4 ♖c1+ 12.♔d2 ♕c8 13.a3

[image: Img]

13...a6

Black has played the opening very convincingly so far, but now hesitates for a moment. Both 13...♗a4, threatening ...♖d1+, and 13...♘e7 followed by ...h7-h5 and ...♘f5 would have been very pleasant for Black.

14.♖a2 g6 15.h4 ♖c7 16.♘f3

[image: Img]

16...♘e7

Developing this knight is indeed a top priority, but Black should first address the upcoming h4-h5 push. The correct answer to Exercise 1 was therefore 16...h5!, to simultaneously block the h-pawn and clear the f5-square for the knight.

16...f6 is another typical French move and would work out well after both 17.exf6 ♘xf6! and 17.h5 ♗h6+!, but White is not forced to act and will have a pleasant game if he maintains the tension with the simple 17.♘c3.

17.♘c3

17.h5! would have been more challenging for Black.

17...♘c6 18.♖aa1

Both players ignored a few opportunities to move their pawn to h5.

Black can be pleased that the fight is still taking place on ‘his’ queenside at the moment.

18...♘a5 19.♖ab1

This move loses a pawn, but 19.♔e3 ♘b3 20.♖a2 h5! wouldn’t have been a picnic for White either.


[image: Img]

19...♗xa3!

The b-pawn is responsible for protecting both a3 and c3 and is therefore overloaded.

20.♘a2 ♘b3+ 21.♔e3 ♗e7

[image: Img]

22.g5!

White is on his way to opening up the h-file with h4-h5xg6.

22...b5 23.h5 ♖f8 24.♔f4! ♕b7 25.♔g4

[image: Img]

After a long walk, the king has finally reached a safe square. It is now up to Black to create a breakthrough on the queenside, before White finds a way in at the other side of the board.

25...a5 26.hxg6 hxg6 27.♖h7 ♕b6 28.♕e3

[image: Img]

28...a4

This move facilitates the ...♘b3-a5-c4 manoeuvre and prevents the 29.♗xg6 tactic, but fails to solve Black’s most urgent problem: his passive light-squared bishop. The correct answer to Exercise 2 was to improve this worst-placed piece with 28...b4! and 29...♗b5. Now there is no need to fear 29.♗xg6, because Black will get a dream position after 29...fxg6 30.♕xb3 ♗b5. The third option, 28...♖c4, gives Black just enough compensation for the exchange, after 29.♗xc4 dxc4 30.♘c1!.

[image: Img]


29.♖bh1

This move gives Black a second chance. 29.♕f4! was much stronger and would have brought us to Exercise 3.


[image: Img]

analysis diagram



Black has to be very precise to stay out of trouble in this position. The point is that both 29...b4 and 29...♘a5 run into 30.♖xf7! ♖xf7 31.♗xg6, followed by 32.♗xf7 and a quick g5-g6-g7, with a winning advantage for White.

The remedy to this combination would be 29...♖c4!.


[image: Img]

analysis diagram



Black can now meet 30.♖xf7 ♖xf7 31.♗xg6 with 31...♘xd4!. The game would probably have continued 30.♗xc4 dxc4 31.♖bh1 ♗c6, followed by ...♕b7, ...♗e4 and ...♗f5, with excellent compensation for the exchange.

29...♔d8

[image: Img]

30.♕f4

This move has lost its effectiveness, because Black will be in time to protect f7.

30.♖h8! would have kept the game level.

30...♗e8 31.♖h8 ♖xh8 32.♖xh8 ♔d7! 33.♘c3

[image: Img]

33...♖c4

Black has successfully neutralized the dangers on the kingside during the last couple of moves but now allows his opponent back into the driver’s seat.

33...♖xc3! would have been a much stronger exchange sacrifice, turning his a-pawn into a deadly passer after 34.bxc3 a3 35.♘e1 a2 36.♘c2 b4!.


34.♗xc4 bxc4 35.♘xa4 ♕a5 36.♘c3 ♕b4

[image: Img]

37.♕h2

White is in excellent shape after this move, but improving his worst-placed piece with 37.♘xd5! exd5 38.e6+! fxe6 39.♘e5+ would have been even more convincing.

37...♘c1 38.♕h7

38.♘xd5 exd5 39.e6+ was still very strong.

38...♕xb2 39.♕g8 ♕b8

[image: Img]

40.♘b5

The most accurate move would have been 40.♘a4!, after which Black cannot prevent ♘b6+ because the queen is occupied defending the e8-bishop.

40...♗b4 41.♘d6 ♗xd6 42.exd6 ♘d3 43.♕f8 ♕d8 44.♘e5+ ♘xe5+ 45.dxe5 c3

[image: Img]

46.♖h1!

I really like this switch. The rook is no longer needed on h8 and is on its way to stop the black pawns or attack the black king from the queenside.

46...d4

[image: Img]

47.♖c1

This logical move spoils White’s advantage. 47.♖a1! was required. Rooks are poor blockaders and should rather focus on attacking. White wins after 47...♔c6 48.♖a7!, followed by d6-d7.

47...♔c6!

Well played! Black solved Exercise 4 and found the only move that keeps the game level. The king is heading for a safer location, from where it can support its passed pawns.


Both 47...♔c8 48.♖a1! and 47...♕a8 48.♕e7+ ♔c6 49.d7! ♗xd7 50.♕d6+ were winning for White.

48.♔f3

This move could have got White into trouble. 48.♖a1 was still the way to go, leading to a perpetual after 48...c2 49.♔f4 d3 50.♔e3 ♕xg5+ 51.♔xd3 ♕f5+.

48...♔d5 49.♕h8

[image: Img]

49...♕xg5

Black pulls the emergency brake and goes for perpetual check. A pity, because he could have crowned his king’s march with 49...♔c4!. The king is completely safe at c4 and Black is winning after 50.♕h4 ♕b6 followed by ...♕b2 and ...c2.

50.♕xe8 ♕h5+ 51.♔g2 ♕g5+ 52.♔f3 ♕h5+ 53.♔g2 ♕g5+ 54.♔h2 ♕h5+ 55.♔g3 ♕g5+

[image: Img]

Draw.

Conclusion

Constantly improving your pieces is the key to sound positional play. I hope this game enriched your arsenal of effective piece manoeuvres and reminded you that it’s good to take your king for a walk every once in a while.

1.3 Restricting the enemy pieces

Bad bishops are nobody’s favourite. But what if both sides have one? Should you try to upgrade your own bishop or try to keep your opponent’s under lock and key?

Piece activity is key in chess. Our beautiful game gets much easier when your pieces are free to move and able to control important squares. The ability to improve your worst pieces and keep your opponent’s army passive can therefore have a serious impact on the outcome of the game.

Poorly placed pieces featured prominently in the game that Eric Bennett (1845) and Graham Dobson (1867) played in the 4NCL Open in 2019. Both sides had a bad bishop that was severely hampered by the pawn structure.


Exercise 1


[image: Img]

position after 21...♗b8



The black bishop has just moved to b8 and it’s becoming clear that neither bishop is in good shape. How should White continue? Reroute the bishop with ♗a3-c1-d2-e1, or trade knights with 22.♘d2 ?

Exercise 2


[image: Img]

position after 25...♔f7



The bishop and a1-rook are the pieces that need improvement in this position. But where should they go? Should they play actively with 26.♗b2 and 27.♖ae1, or switch to defensive mode with 26.♗c1 and 27. ♖a3 ?

Exercise 3


[image: Img]

position after 26...♕h4



This is a position that could have occurred in the game. The white f-pawn is under attack.

How would you react? Seek counterplay with 27.d5, or protect the f-pawn with either 27.♗c1, or 27.g3 ?

Exercise 4


[image: Img]

position after 28...♖g4



The pressure on the f4-pawn has increased considerably during the last three moves.

What should White do? Protect the pawn with 29.g3, liberate the bishop with 29.d5, or create a powerful battery with 29.♕c3 ?


Game 2Bird’s Opening A03

Eric Bennett 1845

Graham Dobson 1867

Harrogate 2019

1.f4 d5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.e3 ♗f5 4.d3 e6

[image: Img]

It is a useful habit in the opening phase to start with the moves you are already sure of. It would have been more flexible to start with the simple 5.♗e2 and 6.0-0, only then deciding on the future of the dark-squared bishop.

5.b3 ♗b4+!

This check provokes a weakening move and highlights the downside of White’s previous move.

6.c3 ♗c5 7.♕e2 ♘bd7 8.♘bd2

[image: Img]

8...♕e7

Black probably wanted to meet 9.♗b2 with 9...♗a3, but the queen sitting on e7 adds little value after the game continuation. It would have been stronger to play the simple 8...0-0 9.g3 ♗b6 to put the bishop at a safe distance and prepare ...c7-c5 to attack the white pawn structure.

9.a4 a5

Withdrawing the bishops with 9...♗g6 and ...♗d6 would, again, have been the best way to anticipate White’s upcoming pawn pushes. Note that Black cannot start with 9...♗d6 immediately on account of 10.e4! ♗g6 11.e5, with a double attack.

10.d4

This move adds fuel to Black’s ...c7-c5 push. It was a safer approach to strengthen the light squares with 10.g3 ♗g6 11.♗g2 ♗d6 12.e4.

10...♗d6 11.c4

[image: Img]

White is taking a lot of risk by making pawn move number eight(!) at such an early stage in the game. Moving so many pawns in the opening does not only lead to underdeveloped pieces, but also gives your opponent hooks for opening up the position.

11...c6

Black stays on top after this move, but it would have been more effective to put the bishop outside the chain with 11...♗b4! and go for a quick pawn break after 12.♔f2:


[image: Img]

analysis diagram



12...c5!. Black is much better equipped for an open position, with a safer king and better coordinating pieces.

12.c5!

White must keep the position closed to create time to catch up with his piece development.

12...♗c7 13.♗a3 h6 14.♕d1 ♘e4 15.♘xe4 ♗xe4 16.♗d3

[image: Img]

16...♘f6

Black is starting a series of moves that are by itself sound, but fail to put White to the test. Building up an initiative on the kingside with 16...g5! would have been the most promising approach.

17.0-0 ♗xd3 18.♕xd3 ♘e4 19.b4 0-0 20.b5

[image: Img]

20...g5

This is still the way to go, even though White no longer has to worry, because he is now fully developed and can seek counterplay on the queenside.

21.b6 ♗b8

Black is completely focused on his attack and wants to maximize the pressure on the f4-pawn – a very risky plan, because his bishop and rook will be stuck on the queenside if he fails to open up the b8-h2 diagonal. These are the kind of decisions you may come to regret for the rest of the game. 21...♗d8! would have kept both pieces alive and would therefore have been the better choice.

[image: Img]

22.♘d2!

Trading off the knights was the correct answer to Exercise 1. If your opponent is stuck with a really poor piece, you should trade the others to increase the relative deficit in his position.

Rerouting the bishop with 22.♗c1 is too slow and allows Black to strengthen his kingside attack with 22...f5 23.♗d2 ♔h8 24.♗e1 ♕g7.

22...f5 23.♘xe4 dxe4 24.♕c4

[image: Img]

24...gxf4

There was no need to release the tension so early, because fxg5 opens up the b8-h2 diagonal and is therefore never a threat.

24...h5 would have been stronger, with the difference that White has to be constantly prepared for ...gxf4 and cannot use the third rank for his major pieces.

25.exf4 ♔f7

[image: Img]

26.♗b2

This move does not spoil anything, but it will soon turn out to have been a step in the wrong direction here.

The key to Exercise 2 was to be fully aware of the importance of the blockade on the b8-h2 diagonal. Black has to maintain his f4-pawn to keep the black bishop (and rook!) out of play and deprive his opponent of the resources required for a successful attack.

The best way to support this plan would have been 26.♗c1!, followed by the rook lift ♖a1-a3-h3. Only after fending off the attack would White have been able to shift his attention to improving his own bishop and exploiting his piece majority on the kingside.

26...♖g8

26...♕h4 would have been stronger, since it maximizes the pressure on f4 and would have forced White to be precise.


[image: Img]

analysis diagram



27.♗c1! is a crucial move and also the correct answer to Exercise 3. The two alternatives give too little support to the crucial f4-pawn:


A) 27.d
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