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  Introduction

Defending is obviously not the most interesting part of the game – we’d much prefer to be on the right side of a Tal-like, spectacular mating attack or grinding out a technical win an ending in the style of Ulf Andersson. This would certainly be more fun than soaking up unwelcome pressure as a result of our opponent entertaining himself with a disruptive pawn sacrifice right in front of our castled king. But a harsh reality of chess is that – as in life – we don’t always get what we want; in fact we too often get what we don’t want. During the course of a tournament or a season of club matches it would be rare indeed for a player not to experience at least a couple of times the discomfort caused by having to defend against a brutal attack or a long-term pull, for example. It would be useful, then, to at least give the subject of defending some consideration away from the board as part of our general preparation.

  The examples in this book are aimed at helping the reader better appreciate that defending is an inevitable and crucial part of the game, that unless we make a conscious effort to address the subject we will suffer from the cumulative loss of half-points and points that we let slip through our fingers. After more than twenty years writing about chess I understand that it is not possible to provide a fool-proof guide to this or that aspect of the game in a single book. Consequently I have worked along the lines of some of my previous books, selecting practical examples almost at random from a database. The chapter headings and categories in which the games fall are of minimal importance. My intention was to steer the reader in the right direction with a collection of examples of the kind of play we are likely to encounter throughout our chess career, the emphasis on the role of defence. Nothing earth-shattering, rather a series of realistic but instructive games accompanied by what I hope is some good advice.

  Incidentally, playing solidly and sensibly when the situation so dictates doesn’t by any means restrict you to a lifetime of draws. Against lots of players steering the game to a level, ostensibly simple situation will in fact offer decent winning chances, as some people just won’t share. This is because while the opponent is still trying – or not trying – to face the reality that there is no longer an initiative or attack from which an advantage might materialise he is more likely to blunder in his efforts to avoid acquiescing to a draw.

  TIP: Coming to the end of a successful period of defence doesn’t mean we should no longer contemplate earning the full point.

  
 Game 1
V.Bologan-A.Dreev
Poikovsky 2002
[image: ]W

  Diagram 1

  Position after 20 Qf3

  

  White stands better because an attack on the enemy king looks to be quicker in the making. However, stern defence from Black should be enough to maintain the balance.

  20 ... Bg5!

  Eliminating a potentially dangerous piece is a good place to start.

  21 Bxg5 Qxg5!

  It might seem tempting to further simplify with 21 ... Qxf3?!, which also damages White’s structure, but after 22 gxf3 hxg5 23 Rdg1 f6 24 f4 Black is struggling, while White has anyway been able to drum up an initiative.

  22 g4 f5

  Another logical move that many of us would need some convincing to play, but Black cannot sit idly by while White marches forward after making way for f2-f4 etc.

  23 Qf4

  White has given up on trying for an advantage with the queens on so adopts a fresh approach. Alternatively, 23 Rdg1 fxg4 24 Qxg4 Qxg4 25 Rxg4 Rf5 is equal.

  23 ... fxg4!

  In the event of 23 ... Qxg4?! White has the surprisingly strong 24 Qc7! with the idea of bringing the knight to f4 as well as hoovering up Black’s queenside pawns. The text guarantees an exchange of queens.

  24 Qxg5 hxg5 25 Rhg1 Rf5 26 Rxg4 e5 (Diagram 2)
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  Diagram 2

  Position after 26 ... e5

  

  26 ... Nf6 27 Rgg1 looks equal but Black understandably wishes to rid himself of the weak e-pawn while he has the chance.

  27 Rdg1

  27 Re1 Nf6! (27 ... exd4 28 Rxd4) 28 Rxe5 Rxe5 29 Nxe5 Nxg4 30 Nf7+ Kh7 31 Nxd8 Nxf2 is given by Lukacs, who continues 32 Kc2 g4 33 Kd2 g3 34 Ke2 Nd3 35 Kf3 Nxb2 36 Nxb7 Kh6 37 Na5 Na4 38 Nxc6 Nxc3 with equality. The text should also lead to a draw pretty soon, but it turns out that White isn’t yet ready to split the point.

  27 ... Nf6 28 Rxg5 Rxg5 29 Rxg5 exd4 30 Ne5

  30 Kc2 dxc3 31 bxc3 is level.

  30 ... Kh7 31 Kc2?

  31 Nf7! Rd7 32 Ne5 is tantamount to a draw offer, while Black might be tempted to play on with 31 ... Rf8 32 Nd6 d3 33 Kc1 b6, but White prefers to be more positive. Unfortunately for him this is a serious mistake.

  31 ... dxc3 32 bxc3 Ne4 (Diagram 3)
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  Diagram 3

  Position after 32 ... Ne4

  

  Suddenly White’s uncompromising attempt at a slightly more active set-up has allowed Black to pounce, the result being the loss of a pawn. Consequently White has been dealt (has dealt himself) a severe psychological blow, seeing his opponent’s original careful, accurate defence turn to standard simplification as the ending approaches and then, from nowhere, one mini-tactic puts Black in the driving seat. It is interesting just how quickly White now collapses.

  

  33 Rg4

  After 33 Rf5 Rd2+ 34 Kb3 Rxf2 the h-pawn will soon be toast.

  33 ... Rd2+ 34 Kb3 Nxf2 35 Rb4

  Other than outright blunders, you’d do well to find a better way to lose than what you’re about to see.

  35 ... Rd5 36 Nc4??

  Something like 36 Nf7 is forced, when 36 ... Nd3 anyway prevents Rxb7 in view of the fork on c5, leaving White struggling in the ending.

  36 ... Nd3 0-1 (Diagram 4)
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  Diagram 4

  Position after 36 ... Nd3

  

  About a half-dozen moves ago White needed to come to terms with the fact that his opponent deserved to draw. Now it’s time to resign because he’s about to lose an exchange. All Black did in this game was defend sensibly and keep his wits about him in case a fortuitous opportunity arose.

  

  
    Chess is not an easy game, and defence is certainly not an easy subject to get to grips with, but if we adopt a sensible, common-sense approach as part of our preparation, then performance will improve. That you have already acknowledged that defence merits special time and effort is a good start, and augurs well for those encounters with players whose ‘work’ is limited exclusively to how much of the latest opening theory they can regurgitate.

    Good Luck!

    

    Angus Dunnington

    Hightae (Scotland),

    July 2005

    

  


  
    


  

  Chapter One
Active Defence
 
The age of the computer has seen powerful analysis engines find flaws (some more serious than others) in many so-called masterpieces, yet these games (Tal’s spring to mind) hold great instructional and entertainment value nonetheless. While we continue to compete in matches and tournaments against our fellow man and woman, active defence will remain a practical weapon rather than a search for truth.

  
 Don’t Be Afraid To Sacrifice
If the only way to steer the game away from a prospectless, unpleasant course is a sacrifice of material that still leaves us much worse but with a fighting chance, then so be it. Often such possibilities present themselves only when the dark clouds are beginning to gather overhead, and failure to face facts and recognise and subsequently grasp these opportunities is tantamount to resignation. Better to throw some obstacles out – both on the board and in the mind of the opposition.

  In the example below Black is faced with a standard aggressive theme that threatens to push him off the board, so decisive action is called for.

  

  Game 2

  P.Tregubov-H.Hamdouchi
Belfort 2002

  

  1 d4 e6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 exd5 4 cxd5 d6 5 Nc3 g6 6 Nf3 Bg7 7 Nd2 a6?! 8 a4 Nd7 9 e4 Ngf6 10 Be2 0-0 11 0-0 Re8 12 f4 Rb8 13 Kh1! c4

  If you value your pawns then this is not the defence for you! Quiet play from Black here would merely invite White to steamroll through the centre soon with e4-e5, so Black gets his queenside counterplay going without delay. The point of the text is to meet 14 Bxc4 with 14 ... Nc5, e.g. 15 Qf3 Bg4 16 Qg3 b5! 17 axb5 axb5 with a complex position.

  14 e5!?

  White prefers to mould the complications to his own choosing.

  14 ... dxe5 15 Nxc4 e4 16 f5 (Diagram 1)

  [image: ]

  Diagram 1

  Position after 16 f5

  
  Instead of accepting the gift White also offered a pawn in order to unleash the c1-bishop and look menacing on the f-file. Stohl offers the sensible 16 Be3!? as an alternative, e.g. 16 ... b6 17 Nd6 Re7 18 Rc1 Nc5 19 Nxc8 Rxc8 20 b4 Nd3 21 Bxd3 exd3 22 Qxd3 Ng4 23 Bg1, or 16 ... b5 17 axb5 axb5 18 Na5, awarding a clear advantage to White in either case. But the text is more aggressive and puts Black in a more awkward predicament.

  16 ... e3!?

  The ‘!?’ here is from Stohl, who gives 16 ... Nb6 17 fxg6 hxg6 (17 ... fxg6 18 Bg5) 18 Nxb6 Qxb6 19 a5 Qc5 20 Bg5 Nd7 21 Bf4 as clearly better for White. This is indeed true, although White’s lead after 21 ... Ra8 would probably be smaller than might have been the case after the uncompromising ... e4-e3. But Hamdouchi – like many GMs – is not in the habit of passive play and giving the opposition carte blanche to pile on the pressure, especially if he can generate some activity of his own. Black’s plan runs the risk of shedding too many pawns but at least White is forced to engage in some way rather than leisurely add to the initiative. And herein lies the secret to active defence in instances such as the one we have here – given that both options most probably lead to difficulties, if the active option offers greater practical chances of uncompromising resistance along with a greater possibility of a quicker defeat, then many players prefer this to a less promising, opponent-friendly yet ‘mathematically’ more accurate course.

  17 Nxe3

  17 Bxe3? makes no sense as 17 ... b5 18 axb5 axb5 19 Bf4 bxc4 20 Bxb8 Nxb8 helps only Black.

  17 ... Ne5 18 fxg6

  18 Bd2!? Bd7 19 Qb3 maintains the tension.

  18 ... hxg6 19 Nc4

  It is natural to challenge the well placed knight, although this falls in with Black’s strategy. With this in mind Stohl suggests 19 Qb3! with the idea of meeting 19 ... Neg4 with 20 Bxg4 Nxg4 21 Nxg4 Bxg4 22 Bf4 and a healthy extra pawn for which Black’s bishop pair doesn’t compensate.

  19 ... Nxc4 20 Bxc4 b5! (Diagram 2)
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  Diagram 2

  Position after 20 ... b5!

  
  The consistent follow-up to Black’s ‘pawns get in the way’ philosophy.

  TIP: If you don’t have anywhere near enough play for a pawn it makes sense to throw another on the fire if this means earning yourself a bigger share of the play.

  21 axb5 axb5 22 Bxb5

  22 Nxb5 Ne4!? 23 Qf3 Bf5 24 g4? Nd2! is the kind of tricky line Black will have had in mind. Instead White collects the second pawn in the more conventional way, after which Black puts his faith in the open lines his forces enjoy.

  22 ... Bd7 23 Bxd7

  23 Bc4 Rb4 is another alternative but White, understandably, trades off a pair of pieces while he can. Given the extra material (two passed pawns) White now seeks to remove the queens, too.

  23 ... Qxd7 24 Qa4

  From here the queen covers e4 while offering a trade, but Stohl’s 24 Qf3 looks good, e.g. 24 ... Rb4 (24 ... Ng4!?) 25 Rd1, when the desired 25 ... Ne4 26 Nxe4 Rbxe4 meets with the effective 27 Ra8!, decisively rendering Black’s army powerless.

  24 ... Qb7 25 Qa7

  Note how White sees the coming exchange as a game winner. Otherwise he might have considered 25 Qc4 Rbc8 26 Qd3.

  25 ... Ne4! (Diagram 3)
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  Diagram 3

  Position after 25 ... Ne4!

  
  Black has been waiting to launch his knight, and this advance is surprisingly useful because in forcing the removal of its opposite number Black is better able to attack the extra pawns.

  26 Nxe4 Rxe4 27 h3

  27 Qxb7 Rxb7 28 Rd1 Be5 29 g3 Reb4 might be an improvement for White. However, we have a not uncommon situation here in that both players seem to be under the illusion that Black’s vigorous defence has been effective, and the next few moves see the game drift away from White.

  
  27 ... Be5 28 Ra5 Rd4 29 d6

  29 Be3 Qxa7 (Stohl offers 29 ... Rb4!?) 30 Rxa7 Rxd5 31 Raxf7 Bxb2 sees White emerge with a 2-1 majority but Black’s defensive task is eased considerably by the localisation of the struggle on the kingside.

  29 ... Qxa7 30 Rxa7 f6 (Diagram 4)
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  Diagram 4

  Position after 30 ... f6

  
  31 d7

  I wonder how early Black had noticed the variation 31 Be3 Rxd6 32 b4 Rxb4! 33 Bc5 Rf4! 34 Rb1 Rd8 with a completely level game. Meanwhile 32 Bc5 Rd2 33 b4 Rbd8, intending to meet 34 b5 with 34 ... R8d5, maintains Black’s activity.

  31 ... Rd8 32 Be3 R4xd7 33 Rxd7 Rxd7 34 b4 Rd3 35 Bc5 Rb3 (Diagram 5)
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  Diagram 5

  Position after 35 ... Rb3

  
  While Black has not recouped the total investment he has managed to find optimum posts for his remaining two pieces, and the passed pawn is well monitored. No doubt there have been improvements for White along the way, but White’s play has been quite reasonable and, moreover, any inaccuracies can be attributed at least in some part to the pressure created by Black’s confident, uncompromising defence that began with 16 ... e3, when Hamdouchi was not prepared to take what he considered to be a futile route.

  36 Kg1

  Thanks to the dominating e5-bishop White must bring his king out of the corner.

  36 ... Kf7 37 Rd1 Ke6

  Black’s bind of sorts also affords him the more active king.

  38 Kf2 g5 39 Ke2 f5

  This advance is indicative of Black’s confidence as 39 ... Rg3 40 Kf1 Rb3 puts the onus on White to find something else constructive.

  40 Rd3 Rb2+ 41 Rd2 Rb3 42 Kd1

  42 Ra2 Kd5 43 Be7 g4 explains Black’s kingside ‘expansion’ because the subsequent try with 44 h4 gives Black something of his own to bite on after 44 ... f4 etc.

  42 ... f4 43 Re2 Kd5 44 Kc2 Rb2+ 45 Kd3 Rb3+ 46 Kd2 f3

  A simple route to a draw is 46 ... Bd4 47 Be7 (47 Bxd4 Kxd4 and the b-pawn drops) 47 ... Rb2+ 48 Kd1 Rb1+ etc.

  47 gxf3

  47 Rf2? fxg2 48 Rxg2 Rb2+ and Black wins.

  47 ... Bf4+

  47 ... Rxf3 48 Re3 Bf4 49 Ke2 Bxe3 50 Kxf3 Bxc5 51 bxc5 Kxc5 52 Kg4 Kd6 53 Kxg5 Ke7 also draws.

  48 Ke1 ½-½ (Diagram 6)
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  Diagram 6

  Position after 48 Ke1

  
  After 48 ... Rxf3 the h-pawn falls. With absolute best play it is quite possible that Black’s active defence was not the most accurate choice available. However, from a practical point of view there is a strong argument for it being the best option because in so many instances Black had either plenty of activity or excellent drawing chances. I am sure most strong players would find such circumstances preferable to a passive alternative.

  
 Breaking the Bind
One of the most unpleasant situations is defending a position in which you have a definite, exploitable weakness, often a weak pawn that becomes a target or an important square over which you have little or no influence. Indeed it can be torture defending against constant occupation of a hole in your half of the board, which is why strong players are not afraid to investigate radical means with which to wrest control from the opposition. Here is an example of the temporary pawn sacrifice which, to many players, does seem radical, yet, for the likes of Shirov, is merely a means to an end that avoids passivity.

  

  Game 3

  P.Leko-A.Shirov
Candidates semi-final, Dortmund 2002

  
 [image: ]

  Diagram 7

  Position after 15 Nc1

  
  No prizes for guessing Black’s problem here. Of course there are two related problems, namely the backward d6-pawn and the accompanying weak square directly in front of it. Depending on which minor pieces stay in play life can become very difficult for Black, the worst combination (for Black) being a knight for White and the dark-squared bishop for Black. Even a rook ending would be quite uncomfortable as White could gang up on the d-pawn and shore up the queenside with c2-c3 if necessary. In E.Flacker-U.Rohde, Germany 1993 Black returned his bishop to the fold, but after 15 ... Be6 16 Bb6 Qe8 17 Nd3 Rc4 18 f3 Nd7 19 Bf2 f5 20 b3 Rc8 21 Nb4 White’s control over d5 should have outweighed Black’s attempts at activity.

  15 ... d5!

  We could have expected Shirov to strive for freedom. In fact this sacrifice was a theoretical novelty at the time of the game. The earlier heavyweight game E.Geller-V.Tukmakov, Yerevan 1982 developed as follows: 15 ... Rc6 16 Nd3 Bxd3 17 Qxd3 Qd7 18 Bg5 Nh5 19 Be3 Nf6 and now White took an interesting (rather than direct) route to d5 in 20 Na4 Qe6 21 Nb6 Bd8 22 Nd5 Qc8 23 c3 Nxd5 24 Qxd5 (Diagram 8).

  [image: ]

  Diagram 8

  Position after 24 Qxd5

  
  This is not the kind of position we want to be defending. Even now the d5-square is still proving useful for White, the d6-pawn remains a liability and Black has the inferior minor piece. Nor is there a way in which Black might be able to inconvenience his opponent. All in all a thankless defensive task. With this kind of position in mind Shirov manages to come up with an effective plan.

  16 Bb6!

  Hitting the queen troubles Black more than the compromising 16 exd5 Bb4 17 Bb6 Bxc3! 18 Qxc3 Qd6, when Black will regain the pawn with a comfortable position.

  16 ... Qe8!

  An accurate follow-up that Black will have had ready when he decided to venture 15 ... d5. The point behind putting the queen here rather

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
    Black is by no means obliged to agree a draw here. Avrukh offers the following line as a sample continuation: 33 Qe2 Qc5 34 Red1 Kg8 35 Rb2 and White is ready for Bd5 or Rd3 etc. This is a rather simplistic example but an important one nonetheless, as accepting his lot by waiting to defend specifically on the kingside would have led to trouble for Black, whereas looking elsewhere for relief proved quite an effortless solution.
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