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    Introduction

  

  
What is the Benko Gambit?
This book is about the Benko Gambit which has served me well for the past 14 years in correspondence chess and over-the-board play. The Benko Gambit (or if you prefer the Eastern European version, the Volga Gambit) arises after the moves 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5.

  [image: ]W

  It is named after the American Grandmaster and former World Championship Candidate Pal Benko who popularized the opening by playing it almost without exception whenever the opportunity presented itself, and against all kinds of opposition. Benko published his games and commentary in Chess Life and Review frequently and according to his book, The Benko Gambit (RHM 1973), he had “as much as announced publicly that anyone can play against me with an extra pawn within a few moves of the opening.”

  

  Why play the Benko Gambit?
1) For the price of a pawn (sometimes even two), Black obtains tremendous queenside pressure and puts White on the defensive early in the game. This may give Black an early psychological edge. In the final round of both the 2003 and the 2009 Cairnhill Open (Singapore), I won two games relatively quickly against a former National Champion and National Master. The first was a Benko Gambit Declined and the second time round, my opponent gave a huge sigh after 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5, played the insipid 3 e3 to avoid the Benko Gambit and allowed me to equalise very quickly.

  2) Black’s motifs in the Benko are quite clear cut: pile as much pressure as possible on the queenside, try to find ideal squares for the knights in the vicinity of White (usually b4, c4 and d3), and at the right time, undermine White’s centre. Many a time at amateur level, White’s pieces are reduced to the first three ranks trying to cope with Black’s threats. At club level it is far easier to attack than to defend and thus easier for White to make mistakes early on in the Benko Gambit.

  3) When I started playing correspondence chess in the late 90s, I wanted to look for a black opening which computer engines did not assess well. The Benko Gambit was the perfect weapon for me as the engines frequently assessed that White was winning or clearly better in Benko middlegames and endgames which are tenable or even good for Black. These days, the engines view positional factors such as space and initiative more favourably than in the past and are better at assessing compensation for material. GM Larry Kaufman, the co-developer of the powerful Komodo chess engine, concurred, stating: “I would even say ‘much better’ rather than just ‘better’. This was not gradual, it pretty much happened with Rybka 2.3 and Rybka 3, and all later programs are similar in this respect.”

  My Benko passed muster in correspondence play. One of my first high-level CC games was against the Russian Correspondence Chess Champion Sergey Romanov and I fought him to a draw. In 12 Benko Gambit games I was unbeaten and the only one time I played against it with white at correspondence, I got beaten like a drum. The point I want to make is that it is still playable even at master level correspondence chess, even if opponents have months to analyse with so many resources at hand.

  4) The Benko has been played by many of the world’s leading players such as Garry Kasparov, Magnus Carlsen, Viswanathan Anand, Veselin Topalov, Vassily Ivanchuk and Fabiano Caruana to name just a few. Two particular incidents stand out for me with respect to the Benko Gambit:

  i. In the final round of the 1986 Dubai Olympiad, the Soviets needed to blank Poland 4-0 to overcome Hungary’s lead and so claim the gold medals. It was at this juncture that Garry Kasparov resorted to the Benko Gambit and won a tense game against Wlodzimierz Schmidt to help secure the top spot for USSR.

  ii. Viswanathan Anand shockingly lost the first game of the 2001 FIDE Knockout World Cup to an internet qualifier, the French IM Olivier Touzanne. In a must-win second game, he essayed the Benko Gambit to win in 23 moves and even the score (eventually winning the match on tiebreak).

  5) See for yourself the fundamental concepts of the Benko Gambit as applied convincingly by the man himself, Grandmaster Pal Benko, during his heyday.

  Firstly, a forceful demonstration of queenside pressure.

  

  A.Segal-P.Benko

  Sao Paulo 1973

  
 [image: ]W

  A typical set-up for Black, placing the king’s rook on b8 to exert pressure down the b-file.

  17 Bc1 Nfd7

  Getting ready to unleash the dark-squared bishop’s power over White’s queenside.

  18 h3 Nc4

  Pressing the b2 soft spot. Sometimes Black also has ... Na3 tricks after going ... Nc4.

  19 Kh2 Qb6

  Exerting even more pressure on the b-file.

  20 Ne4 Qb4

  Preparing ... Qa4 to weaken White on the a-file as well.

  21 Ned2 Qa4 22 Nxc4 Bxc4 23 Bg5
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  23 ... Rxb3!

  A combination to win back the gambited pawn as well as exchange a couple of pieces.

  24 axb3 Bxb3 25 Qd2 Bxd1 26 Rxd1 Bf6

  After winning the pawn back, Black usually retains his positional advantage and this is a good example.

  27 Bf4? Rb8

  Hitting the weakness.

  28 Rb1 h5 29 Bg5 Bxg5 30 Qxg5 Nf6 31 Qe3 Rb7
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  The e7-pawn is usually easier to defend than White’s isolani on b2.

  32 Rc1

  White gives up the b2-pawn which would have fallen sooner or later, since Black has ... c5-c4-c3 looming. Indeed, after 32 Qc3 Qa2 33 Qc1 Rb8 Black can start rolling the c-pawn down the board.

  32 ... Qb3 33 Rc3 Qxb2 34 Ra3 Kg7
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  White has zero counterplay and resigned in 14 more moves.

  Next, a demonstration of how Benko undermined White’s centre and then took over that sector with some powerful piece play.

  

  R.Gross-P.Benko

  Aspen Open 1968

  
 [image: ]W

  14 ... e6!

  Black decided to undermine the white centre with the idea of eradicating it thanks to pressure from the h1-a8 diagonal.

  15 dxe6 fxe6 16 Be3 Qc6!

  Exerting more pressure on the centre, with the aim of advancing the d-pawn to stress it yet further.

  17 Qd2?

  In Benko’s own The Benko Gambit, he wrote that “White underestimated the danger from Black’s advancing mobile centre.”

  17 ... d5!

  Black already has a huge advantage here, whether White gives up or tries to hold the centre.

  18 exd5 exd5 19 Bf4 d4!
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  Opening up the long diagonal for Black’s queen.

  20 Na4 Nfd5

  Now the king’s rook comes into play as well and the centralized knights do their part to wreck White’s kingside structure, since the bishop cannot move away.

  21 Rhf1 Ne6 22 Rf2 d3 23 Ng1

  23 Qxd3 is met by 23 ... Rxf4! when the rook cannot be captured because of the potential queen fork.

  23 ... Nexf4+ 24 gxf4 Nxf4+ 25 Kh1 Bd4 26 Rff1 Ne2 0-1
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  White resigned due to the insurmountable threats.

  

  On this note, we start the book proper. I do hope you will enjoy the examples and commentary from this, my very first chess book, as I have attempted to include, to the best of my knowledge, examples which are currently theoretically relevant, as well as some of my own games, in particular my correspondence games which always require months of analysis.
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  Chapter One
The King Takes a Stroll

1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1
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  In the chapter, we’ll examine the most topical line in the Benko Gambit Accepted where White accepts the gambit pawn and castles artificially. This is the most natural line where White digests the gambit pawn and plays to shore up his queenside while consolidating his extra pawn. In 2012, the reputation of the Benko Gambit took a beating when Benko Gambit expert Viorel Bologan sustained losses against both the world no.1 Magnus Carlsen and the American no.1 Hikaru Nakamura in this variation at Biel. In both cases, White kept his pawn advantage and nursed it all the way into the endgame. Hence, this line is extremely important from a theoretical viewpoint.

  

  The First Few Moves
Let’s go through the first few moves of this variation.

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5

  This constitutes the Benko Gambit. Black opens up the b-file for his rook and tries to prise the c4-pawn away from its defence of the d5-pawn.

  4 cxb5

  White accepts the gambit pawn.

  4 ... a6

  Black offers to exchange White’s extra pawn to open up the a-file as well and to develop his queen bishop swiftly.

  5 bxa6

  In for a penny, in for a pound. White accepts the challenge and goes one clean pawn up.

  5 ... g6
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  Question: Why not recapture the pawn immediately with 5 ... Bxa6?

  
  Answer: This requires a brief explanation. Against 5 ... Bxa6, White has done well traditionally with 6 g3 d6 7 Bg2 g6 8 b3! Bg7 9 Bb2 when Black’s dark-squared bishop is well contested by the bishop on b2 (in my database involving players rated 2200 and above, White has scored a very respectable 64% in this line), and the white queenside pawn structure has been bolstered to boot. In Chapter 2: Flummoxing the Fianchetto Variation, you will see the great lengths White takes there to establish his bishop on b2 in order to shore up the queenside.

  
  Question: So why does 5 ... g6 make a difference?

  
  Answer: After 5 ... g6, if White plays 6 b3, Black can improvise with 6 ... Nxa6! when the knight can stir up trouble with an eventual ... Nb4 hitting a2 and d5.

  6 Nc3

  White develops the knight on its natural square and shores up b2 as well. White also lends support to the d5-pawn as well as the e2-e4 central push.

  6 ... Bxa6

  Black takes over the a6-f1 diagonal immediately and also helps clear the back rank to allow the king’s rook to move to the b-file faster. Remember, Black has gambited a pawn and therefore has to play for swift development before White can consolidate his queenside and realize his extra pawn.

  7 e4
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  Question: Is this good? Doesn’t White lose the right to castle and

  have to waste one more move getting the king to the g-file?

  
  Answer: White indeed has to ‘lose’ a move by having the king move again to g1 or g2 (after g2-g3). However, there are several factors that are favourable for him:

  1) If Black exchanges the bishop on a6 for the one on f1, his light-squared bishop has been exchanged for a piece which didn’t have to make a move.

  2) White has put his central pawns on light squares, which, in a sense, gives his light-squared bishop less scope. Hence, the exchange makes sense.

  3) In some variations, White might even leave the rook on h1 to play for a kingside attack with h2-h4-h5.

  7 ... Bxf1

  Denying White castling rights while giving the black knight and perhaps later the queen or a rook the a6-square to operate from.

  8 Kxf1 d6

  Putting a stop to e4-e5, which would give White very strong central presence.

  We’ve arrived at our first divide and must consider a number of ideas for both sides.

  
  [image: ]

  A) 12 Qe2 and a2-a4
After the standard moves 9 g3 Bg7 10 Kg2 0-0 11 Nf3 Nbd7, currently the vogue continuation in the Benko Gambit is 12 a4 or 12 Qe2 followed by 13 a4 with the omission of both the once standard h2-h3 (to deny Black’s knight’s access to g4) and Rfe1 (this rook will instead head for the queenside). This can be attributed to its successful use by the new world champion Magnus Carlsen and the mercurial American GM Hikaru Nakamura. In Haugen-Gonzalez, we examine how Black can try to neutralize the a4/Ra3/Nb5 bind.
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  As previously mentioned, White used to play h2-h3 to snuff out ... Ng4-e5. Nowadays, White often forgoes this as ... Ng4-e5 tends to lose a move once White sidesteps with Nf3-d2 and plays to kick the knight from e5. Black must be careful as Jovanovic-Stojanovski will demonstrate how the tempo loss can prove fatal for Black if he reacts even a little inaccurately.

  With Black suffering in ‘draw or lose’ mode, in recent months we have seen him attempt to take the bull by the horns and hit White quickly with an early ... e7-e6 in the spirit of the Blumenfeld Gambit, blowing up the centre before White can consolidate his queenside completely. Jayakumar-Leon Hoyos and Zilka-Guidarelli are two such examples, but White is still in the driver’s seat from a theoretical perspective, provided he does not let Black’s central pawn mass run riot. Note that in Game 3, I’ve also included a brief coverage of early ... Qa5 lines – a Magnus Carlsen brevity with 6 ... Bg7 and 8 ... Qa5 as well as some analysis to GM Aveshkulov’s novel 7….Qa5 concept (which contain ideas similar to the 11…Na6 line advocated in Game 5), which he designed to stymie the Qe2/a2-a4 plan.

  

  Game 1

  A.Haugen-B.Gonzalez

  Correspondence 2010

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 g3

  Preparing to move the king to the safer g-file.

  9 ... Bg7 10 Kg2 0-0

  The black king also makes its exit from the centre and the f8-rook is activated.

  11 Nf3

  The natural square for the knight, which can aid the e4-e5 push or sometimes make its way to the juicy c4-square via d2.

  11 ... Nbd7

  Clearing the back rank for the rooks while preventing the e4-e5 advance. This knight sometimes can make its way to b6 to put pressure on d5 and c4 or aid in the exchange of a pair of knights after a future ... Ng4-e5.

  12 a4!
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  Question: Isn’t this foolhardy? Black is setting up his forces

  to aim at the white queenside, so why is White pushing

  a pawn in a sector where he’s supposed to be weaker?

  
  Answer: In the past, White used to concentrate on defending the queenside, with moves such as Re1-e2-c2, and trying to effect an e4-e5 break. However, in the past two to three years, Chinese Grandmasters have discovered that by setting up with a4, Ra3, b2-b3 and Nb5 as quickly as possible, White can put a stop to Black’s queenside intentions. He can then concentrate on his space advantage in the centre or on creating an outside passed a-pawn (after advancing b2-b4 and exchanging the pawn for Black’s c5-pawn).

  12 ... Qb6

  Clearing the back rank for the rooks and putting pressure on the b-file. The queen usually finds its way to b7 to put pressure on the h1-a8 diagonal coupled with ... e7-e6 or sometimes ... f7-f5. Other times, it moves to a6 to take over or at least contest the f1-a6 diagonal.

  
  Question: What about 12 ... Ra6 with the idea of ... Qa8 and

  ... Rfb8, putting massive pressure on the white queenside?

  
  Answer: I’m not inclined to recommend this variation as White gets to consolidate the queenside very swiftly: for example, 13 Qc2 Qa8 14 Ra3 Qb7 (after 14 ... e6?! 15 dxe6 fxe6 16 Re1 Ng4 17 Nb5 Qb7 18 Bf4 d5 19 exd5 exd5 20 Bd6 Black is in serious trouble, R.Leitao-M.Leon Hoyos, Istanbul Olympiad 2012, while 14 ... Rb8 runs into 15 Nb5 when Black must cover c7: 15 ... Ne8 16 Bd2 Nb6 17 Rha1 and White retains a slight pull) 15 Nb5 Rfa8 16 Bd2 and White has a nice queenside bind.

  13 Qe2
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  This move:

  1) Releases the need for the knight on c3 to hold the e-pawn and so sets up Nc3-b5.

  2) Overprotects the b2-pawn and so frees up the dark-squared bishop.

  C3 Prepares a future e4-e5 break.

  In my online blitz games against master level players, I noticed a recent trend towards 13 Qc2. A good counter is 13 ... Qb4! 14 Bd2 Rfb8 15 Rhb1 (or 15 Rab1 Qb3 16 Rhc1 Qxc2 17 Rxc2 Rb4 18 Re1 Ne8 19 e5?! Nxe5 20 Nxe5 Bxe5 21 f4 Bf6 22 Ne4 Rbxa4 23 Nxf6+ Nxf6 24 Rxe7 Nxd5 25 Rd7 R4a6 with winning chances for Black, P.Issakson-Bj.Thorfinnsson, Revkjavik 2013) 15 ... Qb3 16 Qxb3 Rxb3 17 a5 Ne8 18 Be1 Rab8 19 Na4 Nc7 and Black was holding up well in J.Sarkar-M.Turov, New Delhi 2010.

  13 ... Rfb8

  Intensifying the pressure on the b-file. Black has more or less achieved his ideal opening set-up.

  14 Nb5

  This knight foray shields the b2-pawn from the queen and rook battery. Later Hikaru Nakamura came up with a nice way to connect his rooks with a pseudo pawn return in the shape of 14 Bd2!.
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  Question: Can Black take the pawn on b2 or is it poisoned?

  
  Answer: The pawn is toxic. After 14 ... Qxb2?? 15 Rhb1 Qc2 16 Ne1 the Black queen goes back into the box.

  After 14 ... Ne8 15 Rhb1 Nc7 16 Nd1 Qa6 17 Qxa6 Rxa6 18 a5 f5! 19 exf5 Nxd5?! (Black does better with 19 ... gxf5! 20 Nh4 Rf8 21 Ne3 f4 22 gxf4 Nf6 23 Nef5 Nfxd5 when he has good chances to hold) 20 fxg6 hxg6 21 Ra4 Nakamura managed to realize his extra pawn in a protracted endgame, H.Nakamura-V.Bologan, Biel 2012.

  14 ... Ne8

  Black frees up the long diagonal for the dark-squared bishop and also prepares to contest the strong knight on b5 by exchanging it via ... Nc7.

  15 Bg5
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  Taking advantage of the loose e7-pawn to gain a move.

  15 ... Rb7!

  
  Question: Hey? Isn’t that a free pawn? What’s wrong

  with defending the e-pawn with 15 ... Kf8 or 15 ... Qd8?

  
  Answer: Black intends to sacrifice the e-pawn to intensify the pressure on the queenside. Moreover, after capturing on e7 the bishop will find itself having difficulty escaping once Black plays ... h7-h6, cutting off the g5-square and Bh4 will run into ... g6-g5, trapping the bishop again.

  
  Question: If that’s the case, why can’t Black play

  15 ... h6 first and after 16 Bxe7 continue with 16 ... Rb7?

  
  Answer: Yes, it’s a possible transposition.

  15 ... Qd8 was what the Moldovan Grandmaster Viorel Bologan played against Magnus Carlsen. However, moving the queen back to the defence of the pawn allowed the Norwegian genius to consolidate his queenside. Moreover, the queenside is the area of focus for Black and to remove an attacker from there diminishes the pressure on the white queenside pawns. Following 16 Ra3 Nb6 17 b3 Qd7 18 Ra2 White had just the sort of slight but durable edge which is deadly in the hands of the world no.1, M.Carlsen-V.Bologan, Biel 2012. White’s queenside pawns are secure and he can now concentrate on action in the centre or kingside. Later, Bologan took excessive risks and lost.
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  16 Bxe7

  
  Question: Since the bishop is likely to get trapped after 16 Bxe7, can’t

  White just ignore the pawn and carry on with his Ra3 and b2-b3 plan?

  
  Answer: Yes, he could. In fact this occurred in another correspondence game: 16 Ra3 h6 17 Be3 Nc7 18 Nxc7 Qxc7 19 b3 Nf6 20 Nd2 Rb4 21 Qd3 Ng4 22 Nc4 Nxe3+ 23 Qxe3 Bd4 24 Qd3 Qb7 25 a5 Ra6 26 Rb1 Qb5!, A.Lobanov-K.Gierth, correspondence 2011. White’s pieces are tied to defending his a- and b-pawns which have been firmly blockaded and it is difficult for him to start active operations in the centre or on the queenside.

  16 ... h6

  As previously mentioned, cutting off the escape route for the e7-bishop.

  17 Ra3

  Aside from getting the rook out of the way of the g7-bishop, White also prepares for the possible sacrifice of the dark-squared bishop if it gets trapped on h4. The rook on a3 can aid in a potential kingside attack.

  In a recent game, White attempted to sacrifice the bishop a different way, but the activity of Black’s pieces in the centre more than called the sacrifice into question: 17 Nd2 Qa6 18 Nc4?! (the superior 18 Rhe1! Nb6 19 Bxd6 Nxa4 20 b3 Bxa1 21 Rxa1 Qxb5 22 Qxb5 Rxb5 23 Rxa4 Rxa4 24 bxa4 Ra5 25 Be7 Rxa4 26 Bxc5 Nf6 results in equality; also possible here is 18 ... Nb8 19 Bh4 g5 20 Bxg5 hxg5 21 Nf3 Nd7 22 Nxg5 with a murky position where I’m going with ‘unclear’) 18 ... Nb6 19 Bxd6 Nxc4 20 Qxc4 Nxd6 21 Qxc5 Nxe4 22 Qb4 Nf6 23 Rhd1 Rd7 24 Nc3 Rad8 25 Rac1 Qa8! and White’s three pawns (soon to be two) were no match for Black’s activity in A.Diermair-D.Milanovic, Bad Gleichenberg 2013.

  The critical continuation is 17 g4!.
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  Here the American IM Erik Kislik has analysed 17 ... f6 18 Ra3! (total mayhem will occur after 18 Nh4 Kf7 19 Ra3 Kxe7 20 Nxg6+ Kf7 21 Nh4 Ne5 22 Nf5 Bf8 23 h4! Nc7 24 Nxc7 Qxc7 25 g5! Ke8 26 Rg3! Rab8 27 gxh6 Qh7 28 Rb1 Kd8 and White has the better chances in this complex position) 18 ... Nb8 19 Nh4 Kf7 20 e5! fxe5 21 Qd3 Kxe7 22 Qxg6 Kd8 23 Nf5 Bf8 24 h4 Rxa4 (after 24 ... Qa5 25 Nfxd6 Bxd6 26 Nxd6 Nxd6 27 Qxd6+ Rd7 28 Qxh6 White’s passed pawns are stronger than Black’s sorry-looking knight, V.Lifanov-V.Tunyik, correspondence 2011) 25 Rxa4 Qxb5 26 Rha1 Qxb2 27 h5! with a strong attack for White.

  Returning to 17 Ra3:
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  17 ... Ne5!?

  A brave idea to exchange off the knight on f3 so White no longer can sacrifice it on g5 after the bishop retreats to h4.

  
  Question: Why not 17 ... Nb8, trapping the bishop?

  
  Answer: It is possible, but White does obtain good compensation for the piece after 18 Bh4 g5 19 Bxg5 hxg5 20 Nxg5. White has four pawns for the piece and chances for a kingside pawn storm attack. However, Black does have a superb bishop on g7 and his knight can return to aid the defence via d7 and f6. Chances seem about equal in this variation.

  18 Nxe5 Bxe5 19 Bh4
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  19 ... Nc7!

  Immediately putting pressure on the pride of White’s queenside blockade, the knight on b5.

  
  Question: Why not 19 ... g5, trapping the bishop?

  
  Answer: 19 ... g5? is countered by the powerful 20 f4! Bf6 21 fxg5 hxg5 22 Bxg5! Bxg5 23 Qg4. White regains the piece with three extra pawns and the black king is extremely exposed.

  
  20 f4

  Preventing ... g6-g5 once and for all.

  20 ... Bg7 21 Rha1

  Lending support to the a3-rook. It is often a good idea to double the rooks behind a passed pawn.

  21 ... Re8!

  Black is two pawns down, but has fantastic compensation. This is in essence a Modern Benoni where Black has very well-placed pieces. The h4-bishop doesn’t have much scope and it is difficult for White to guard so much territory with Black keeping the tension in the centre and on the queenside. Black also sets up the possibility of ... Nxd5, with the e-pawn pinned from recapturing.

  
  [image: ]

  22 Rb3!

  Tempting Black to capture on d5 as well as preparing Nd4 (with a discovered attack on the black queen), heading to the juicy c6-square.

  22 ... Qa6!

  Moving the queen away from the rook and instead of taking advantage of d5 being pinned, Black prevents the knight from moving.

  After 22 ... Nxd5 23 Rd3! Bd4 24 Re1 Nb4 25 Rd2 Black has to exchange off his beloved dark-squared bishop or his d6-pawn will be too exposed.

  23 Qc4

  Avoiding any ... Nxd5 tricks. Now, though, Black utilizes the pin on the queen to regain one of his sacrificed pawns.

  After 23 Raa3 Black can sacrifice the exchange with 23 ... Nxd5! 24 Rd3 Rxb5! 25 axb5 Qxb5 26 Rd2 c4 27 Rc2 Nb6, obtaining very good compensation.

  23 ... Nxb5 24 Rxb5 Reb8

  The b2-pawn comes under severe pressure.

  Not 24 ... Bxb2? 25 Ra2 Bg7 26 Rxc5! when White is winning, but 24 ... Rxb5 was possible, and if 25 Qxb5 Qxb5 26 axb5 Rxe4 27 Ra6 Rb4 28 Rxd6 Rxb5 with good drawing chances for Black.

  [image: ]

  25 Ra3

  
  Question: Can’t White simply defend the b2-pawn with 25 Ra2 and

  play b2-b3 to finally remove the pawn from the g7-bishop’s glare?

  
  Answer: 25 Ra2 is met by 25 ... Ra8! when the pins on a4 and b5 force White to return the pawn after 26 Ra3 Bxb2 27 Rab3 Bd4.

  25 ... Bxb2 26 Rab3

  Now after 26 Ra2! Bg7 27 Qe2 Re8 Black has enough pressure to reach an equal position: 28 Rxb7 (after 28 Rc2 Rxb5 29 Qxb5 Qxb5 30 axb5 Rxe4 31 b6 Rb4 32 Bd8 c4 33 Bc7 c3 34 Kf3 f5 it is likely that the b6-pawn will be traded for the one on c3, leading to an eventual draw) 28 ... Qxb7 29 Qb5 Qxb5 30 axb5 Rxe4 31 Ra6 Rb4 32 Rxd6 Rxb5 33 Rc6 c4 34 d6 Rd5 35 Be7 Rd2+ 36 Kf3 f5 37 Rxc4 Bd4 38 g4 Kf7 39 gxf5 gxf5 40 h4 Ke6 41 h5 Bb6 42 Bf8 Rd3+ 43 Ke2 Rh3 44 Rc6 Bd4 45 d7+ Kxd7 46 Rxh6 Ke8 47 Bd6 Kf7 48 Rh7+ Kg8 49 Rb7 Rxh5 and a draw beckons.

  26 ... Bd4

  White cannot do much with his extra pawn due to the impasse on the queenside.

  27 g4

  Freeing the bishop. After the tricky 27 e5 dxe5 28 Bf6 Rxb5 29 Bxe5 Black gets out of trouble with 29 ... Qa5! 30 Rxb5 Qd2+ 31 Kh3 Re8! 32 Rxc5! Bxc5 33 Qxc5 Qd1 34 Qc6! and here he should settle for a perpetual check with 34 ... Qh5+ 35 Kg2 Qe2+ 36 Kg1 (after 36 Kh3?? Rxe5!! 37 fxe5 Qf1+ 38 Kh4 Qf5 and White cannot stop mate) 36 ... Qe1+.

  27 ... Re8!

  [image: ]

  Now Black switches target and asks White’s doubled rooks what they are doing on the b-file.

  28 Qc2 Rc7!

  With the idea of pushing his own passed pawn.

  29 Rb1

  After 29 a5 c4 30 R3b4 c3 Black is not worse despite the pawn deficit.

  29 ... Qa8!

  [image: ]

  Introducing the possibility of ... Ra7 and ... f7-f5.

  30 f5 gxf5 31 gxf5 Ra7 ½-½

  White has no good way of taking advantage of the exposed black king: for example, after 32 Kh1 Rxa4 33 f6 Kh7! 34 e5+ Kh8 35 exd6 Qxd5+ 36 Qg2 Qxg2+ 37 Kxg2 Kh7 38 Rb7 Kg6 39 d7 Rd8 Black is at least equal.

  

  Game 2

  B.Jovanovic-S.Stojanovski

  Skopje 2013

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 Bxa6 6 Nc3 d6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 g6 9 Nf3 Nbd7 10 g3 Bg7 11 Kg2 0-0 12 a4 Qb6 13 Ra3!?

  [image: ]

  This rook lift is becoming one popular idea these days. In my Internet blitz games this year with IMs and GMs on playchess.com, I mostly ran into 13 Ra3 (or 13 Qc2 and 14 Ra3) after either 12 ... Qb6 or 12 ... Ra6.

  
  13 ... Rfb8

  
  Question: Can Black play to try planting
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