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Preface 



Every chess player who plays the Bird’s (including myself, and I have played the opening throughout my chess career) has had the following experience. Someone will come up to you, regardless of whether you have won or lost your game, and ask, ‘Why are you playing that unsound opening?’ I have learned that there is no good answer – no matter what you say, your new ‘friend’ will not be convinced. Even at the board, weak players will look hungrily at your king after 1 f4, perhaps supposing that you have practically helpmated yourself. Strong players will sniff disapprovingly, as though it were impossible for a real chess player to venture such a move.



And yet these same players will play the Dutch Defence without a qualm. They will tell you how much they learned from Botvinnik’s classic book, One Hundred Selected Games – a book littered with Dutch Defences!

What is the main line of the Bird’s? Look in any statistical database and the result is always the same: by far the most popular answer to 1 f4 is 1 ... d5. On Chessgames.com, for example, that is the answer 499 times, with 212 for the next most popular, From’s 1 ... e5. In short, more than twice as many players prefer 1 ... d5 – but what exactly is 1 f4 d5? It is precisely a Dutch in reverse, with an extra tempo.

If chess has any logic at all, and I believe that it does, then if the Dutch is a sound opening for Black (and countless grandmasters and world champions agree) it must be good with an extra move!

Yet people still persist in labelling 1 f4 unsound! Perhaps the From’s Gambit marks the unsoundness? But no – my research (and my own play) shows that From’s Gambit is barely sound (if that). After all, Black gives up both centre pawns for a temporary initiative. If White avoids the traps there is every chance of a win.

The other counters such as 1 ... c5 and 1 ... Nf6 do not challenge the Bird’s, and therefore cannot question its soundness. But the chorus continues. I think of this as a kind of mass hallucination. Consider Chapter One of this book, where I address the Classical System, which in the Bird’s goes like this: 1 f4 d5 2 Nf3 g6 3 e3 Bg7 4 Be2 Nf6 5 0-0 0-0 6 d3 c5, and in the Dutch goes like this: 1 d4 f5 2 g3 Nf6 3 Bg2 e6 4 Nf3 Be7 5 0-0 0-0 6 c4 d6. 

These are, of course, identical positions, except that the Bird player is to move, while the Dutch player must first wait for his opponent.

Let’s see what contemporary strong players think of these positions, and mouse over to ChessBase.com. If we set up the Dutch position, and find out how many players over 2400 have played it (by using rating as a guide we limit the sample to games played since FIDE ratings were introduced – in other words, we won’t see any Alekhine or Morphy battles, although both played the Dutch). The results come up and we get a healthy 46 games. Evidently a sizeable number of strong players believe this is a good fighting defence.

Now, with the same rating floor, let’s see how many strong players of our time like the exact same position with a tempo more. The answer? Two!! Now let’s adjust the criteria and move the rating floor up to 2500 – we still see 13 fearless Classical Dutch players, all GMs or IMs, but we don’t find a single Bird player rated that high.

But it’s the same position! White gets an extra move. Moreover White can practically force the Classical System against 1 ... d5. And White has at least as much of a chance at an advantage here as in any other opening, and far more room for independent thought as the lines have been so little studied. One could create an innovation on move seven (try to do that in the Sicilian Dragon!).

Now we come to the heart of the matter: who is this book for? If you want to go with the crowd, if you are afraid someone will laugh at you for opening with the f-pawn (and they will), if you want to play what someone who never even looked at the Bird’s thinks is correct, then this book is not for you. But if you are an independent thinker, if you can make the simple analogy that the Dutch with a move in hand cannot be bad, and should be good; if you can see that the Bird, just like the respected English, seizes an important central square but, unlike the English, also aims a pawn at the black king; if you enjoy the thought of forcing Black into your opening on the very first move (instead of the 1 e4 player having to contend with Sicilians, Frenches, Caro-Kanns, etc.), then this opening is indeed for you.

I don’t claim that this book is an exhaustive study. Much of it breaks new ground, and some of the new ideas have barely been tried. I also endeavour to give the Bird player a complete repertoire against all possible continuations.

A personal note: in two of the most critical tournaments of my life, Lone Pine 1978, and the HB Global Challenge, Minneapolis 2005, I played the Bird’s exclusively with White. In 1978 I defeated my first GM with the Bird’s (Ken Rogoff) and made my first IM norm. In 2005 I defeated two GMs (Rodrigo Vasquez and Julio Becerra) with 1 f4, and won more money than I ever had before in a single chess event!

I should also point out that I don’t play the Bird’s to steer clear of the ‘book’ and settle for a level position – I play the Bird’s to win.



I hope you, dear reader, will do the same.


 Timothy Taylor,
 USA
 October 2005


















Introduction 



The Historical Bird 



Bird’s Opening, 1 f4, has been played since the 17th century, and quite possibly earlier. The following quick blow-out is the earliest game I can find.



Game 1

Greco-NN

Europe 1620



1 f4 e5 



[image: ]

2 fxe5 Qh4+?

Overcome by White’s audacity in ‘exposing’ his king to check so early, Black makes haste to deliver that very punch – but a grave disappointment awaits! Of course the normal gambit move is 2 ... d6, while 2 ... Nc6 is also playable.

3 g3 Qe4 4 Nf3 

White already has a clear advantage, and it’s going to get worse for Black.

4 ... Nc6 5 Nc3 Qf5 6 e4 Qe6 7 d4 Qe7 8 Bg5 Qb4 9 a3 Qxb2 10 Na4 1-0

The queen falls.


 While the quality of Black’s play was not exactly of GM calibre here, the point of view – that the advance of the f-pawn should not be taken seriously, that White’s position can be overrun at once – persists even today, which is a lucky break for all of us Bird practitioners!

The opening got its modern name when it was taken up and championed by the English player Henry Edward Bird (1830-1898). Bird, like Bent Larsen in more recent times, enjoyed offbeat, original openings (Bird’s defence to the Ruy Lopez, 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bb5 Nd4!?, for example, involves making two of Black’s first three moves with the same piece). Bird never captured the world championship, but he came close, narrowly losing a match to Wilhelm Steinitz in 1866 when Steinitz was recognized as the world’s strongest player (although the first official world championship match would not occur until Steinitz-Zukertort in 1886). The score of the Steinitz-Bird match was 9.5-7.5, and it is interesting that if Bird had won his sole outing with the Bird’s Opening (in which, after blunders on both sides, he reached a clearly superior position) he would have tied the match.

Here is a nice Bird win (in both senses of the word) against another world championship contender, Joseph Blackburne, who would also lose a match to Steinitz, but by the rather more disastrous score of 7-0!



Game 2

Bird-Blackburne

London 1879



1 f4 e5 2 fxe5 d6

[image: ]

From’s Gambit is an audacious response to 1 f4, Black sacrificing a pawn with the idea of an immediate king hunt. 

3 exd6 Bxd6

Threatening mate in three! 

4 Nf3 Nf6

The more popular, albeit – in my opinion – weaker alternative is Lasker’s 4 ... g5 which, along with the text, will be treated in depth in Chapters 7 and 8.

5 d4 Ne4

Instead 5 ... Ng4 6 Qd3 c5 7 Qe4+ Be6 8 Ng5 Bxh2 leads to the fiendishly complicated, almost incalculable main line, which was seen, for example, in Taylor-Mestel, Lone Pine 1978 (see Chapter 8, Game 40).

6 Nc3 f5

Better is 6 ... Nxc3.

7 Qd3 Qe7

Now 7 ... Nxc3 fails to the intermezzo 8 Bg5 Be7 9 Bxe7 Qxe7 when White can safely take on c3 with the queen, depriving Black of even structural compensation for the missing pawn.

8 Nb5! 

[image: ]

Bird has no problem moving a piece twice in the opening. In fact the text has a solid positional purpose. Black’s best attacking piece – essentially, it was the activity of this piece that prompted him to sacrifice a pawn in the opening – is the dark-squared bishop. Once this cleric is eliminated, Black has no real compensation for the pawn.

8 ... Nc6 9 Nxd6+ Qxd6 10 c3 0-0 11 g3 Re8 12 Bg2 Qe7 13 0-0 Nd6 14 Re1 Bd7 15 Bg5

[image: ]

White smoothly completes his development and soon switches over to attacking mode.

15 ... Qf8 16 Bf4 Rad8 17 Ng5! g6


17 ... h6 18 Bd5+ Kh8 19 Bxd6 doesn’t help.

18 Bxd6 cxd6 19 Bd5+ Kg7 20 Qd2 Ne7
21 Be6


[image: ]

Crushing.

21 ... Ng8 22 d5 Nf6 23 Bxd7 Rxd7 24 Ne6+Rxe6 25 dxe6 Re7 26 Qxd6 Qe8 27 Rad1

White is up the exchange and a pawn, and the rest presents no difficulties.

27 ... Rxe6 28 Qc7+ Re7 29 Qd8 Qf7 30 Rd6 Re8 31 Qa5 b6 32 Qb5 Qe7 33 Qd3 Qf7 34 c4 Re7 35 Rd1 h5 36 Qc3 Rc7 37 b3 Qe7 38 Qd4 Kf7 39 b4 g5 40 c5 bxc5 41 bxc5 Ne4 42 Qd5+ Kg7 43 Rd7 Rxd7 44 Qxd7 Kf6 45 Qxe7+ Kxe7 46 c6 1-0

Black resigns in view of 46 ... Nd6 47 c7 Nc8 48 Rd8.


 World champions, including even our own Vladimir Kramnik, have tried the Bird’s from time to time, but far and away the most famous world champion/Bird win is the following game. In fact, thanks to its brilliant combination, this is one of the most famous games of chess ever played, regardless of the opening.



Game 3

Em.Lasker-Bauer

Amsterdam 1889



1 f4 d5 2 e3 Nf6 3 b3

[image: ]

Lasker plays in his typical provocative style, avoiding the natural and superior 3 Nf3. He gets away with it, but Nimzowitsch – see below – was not so fortunate!

3 ... e6

Too solid – Black should allow himself to be provoked! Correct is to cross the centre demarcation with 3 ... d4, when White’s pawn structure will crack no matter what he plays.

Nimzowitsch-Steiner (Game 18) continued 4 Bd3 dxe3 5 dxe3 e5 and Black had an excellent game. Incidentally, Nimzowitsch had an overwhelming score with the Bird: 5 wins (including one – speaking of world champions – against Max Euwe) two draws, and only that one loss to Steiner.

4 Bb2 Be7 

[image: ]

5 Bd3


Lasker sets up his raking bishops to attack Black’s kingside – but this idea, while brilliantly successful here, would hardly work against modern defensive measures.

Indeed, as Black, Nimzowitsch (with his love of prophylaxis) would have nipped this attack in the bud but, Bauer being no Nimzowitsch, we get to see the birth of a new combination!

5 ... b6

One way to stop the danger immediately would be 5 ... Ne4!? 6 Nf3 (6 Bxg7? Rg8) 6 ... Bh4+ 7 g3 Bf6, neutralizing both of White’s mighty bishops!

6 Nf3 Bb7

6 ... Ba6 is another way to eliminate White’s bishop pair.

7 Nc3

[image: ]

Usually in these fianchetto lines White develops this piece by way of d2-d3 and Nd2 (see Fischer-Mecking, Game 6). Here, because of Lasker’s eccentric (but aggressive) development of the light-squared bishop, the knight has to go to this awkward square. Clearly the piece belongs on the kingside (Ne2-g3) – and if it gets there without cost it can do serious damage – but, objectively, Black could equalize easily by snapping off a white bishop while all this is happening.

7 ... Nbd7 8 0-0 0-0 9 Ne2 c5

This is not a bad move but, from a practical standpoint, much simpler is 9 ... Nc5, eliminating the dangerous bishop while also spoiling White’s pawn structure (unless Lasker would be willing to play something like 10 Ne5 Nd3 11 Nd3 c5, when Black has no problems). But again, I must state that Bauer’s actual move, for all the criticism it has received over the years, is not an objective mistake, and Black has, in fact, reasonable chances at this point.

10 Ng3 Qc7 11 Ne5 

[image: ]

11 ... Nxe5

This move is also not bad, but Black should take advantage of a tactical opportunity and strike with 11 ... d4!, which is a common theme in the fianchetto lines: Black shuts out the dark-squared bishop. Here it works, despite insufficient control of d4, because of a tactic based on the exposed g1-a7 diagonal (another common Bird theme, and something all Bird players must take into account – sometimes the white king really is exposed!).

After 11 ... d4 play could continue 12 exd4 cxd4 13 Bxd4 Bc5 (the tactic mentioned above) 14 c3 Nxe5 15 fxe5 Qxe5 and Black is slightly better. Therefore White should not take the pawn but play 13 Qe2, when 13 ... Qd6 leads to an approximately equal game, as White still has kingside play, but his bishop suffers.

12 Bxe5 Qc6 13 Qe2

White has to cover the mate threat before he attacks; the impetuous 13 Nh5 would only give Black counterplay after 13 ... d4.

13 ... a6?

Black fails to sense the danger, reacting to the sham threat of Bb5 and completely missing the cyclone heading for his king! Even now Black could keep an approximately level game in two ways. 13 ... Nd7 attacks a dangerous bishop; apparently Bauer did not respect those pieces. Now the immediate assault with 14 Bxh7+ leads only to a draw after 14 ... Kxh7 15 Qh5+ Kg8 16 Bxg7, while 14 Bb5 Qc8 15 Nh5 f6 16 Qg4 Rf7 also shuts down White’s play. Alternatively, Black can play (as on move 5!) 13 ... Ne4, again obstructing a dangerous bishop, with equality.

14 Nh5!

[image: ]

Now Lasker has finally set up the attacking position he’s been aiming for, and there is no valid defence, e.g. 14 ... d4 15 Nxf6+ (15 Bxf6, with the idea of Qg4, also leads to a powerful attack) 15 ... Bxf6 (15 ... gxf6 16 Rf3 fxe5 17 Bxh7+ Kh8 [17 ... Kg7 18 Rg3+ Kf6 19 Qh5 and mates] 18 Rg3 mates or wins the queen) 16 exd4 cxd4 17 Bxf6 gxf6 18 Rf3 and White wins at least a pawn. Also, 14 ... Ne8 loses to 15 Bxg7! with the idea of Qg4, and the relatively best 14 ... Rfd8 (giving the king somewhere to run) allows 15 Nxf6+ Bxf6 16 Bxh7+! (intending to meet 16 ... Kxh7? with the crushing 17 Qh5+ Kg8 18 Bxf6 gxf6 19 Qh6 and Black can only watch in horror as White forces mate with Rf3-g3 etc.) 16 ... Kf8 and Black can ‘continue to resist a pawn down’ (Kasparov) but that would be a thankless task against a player of Lasker’s ability!

14 ... Nxh5 

[image: ]

15 Bxh7+!

The cyclone hits. White begins an extraordinary combination which, as far as I know, is the first double bishop sacrifice of its kind. Later, Tarrasch won in similarly grand style against Nimzowitsch (St. Petersburg 1914) and other players have duplicated the feat since (Leonid Stein and Bill Lombardy come to mind, but I, alas, have yet to have the opportunity!). One could say that this sac is now part of the mental arsenal of all attacking players – but to conceive this over the board for the first time was a feat of genius.

15 ... Kxh7 16 Qxh5+ Kg8 17 Bxg7!!

[image: ]

Like an unstoppable force of nature, Lasker keeps coming! 

17 ... Kxg7

Declining is no better: 17 ... f5 18 Be5 Rf6 19 Rf3 Kf8 20 Rg3 and White forces mate. 17 ... f6 18 Rf3 Qe8 19 Qh8+ Kf7 20 Qh7 gives White a winning attack, e.g. 20 ... Qd8 (20 ... e5 21 f5 Qd7 22 Qg6+ Kg8 23 Bxf6 mate; 20 ... Qb8 21 Bxf6+ Kxf6 22 Rh3 and mates) 21 Qh5+ Kg8 22 Rg3 and Black better hurry the resignation.

18 Qg4+ Kh7 19 Rf3 e5

It is clear that Black’s every move is forced. 

20 Rh3+ Qh6 21 Rxh6+ Kxh6 22 Qd7!

The last sting of Lasker’s brilliant combination: White wins one of the loose bishops, remaining with queen versus rook and bishop. Given his pawn superiority and continuing attacking chances, White has a relatively easy win, although Lasker finds an artistic way to close it out.

[image: ]

22 ... Bf6 23 Qxb7 Kg7 24 Rf1 Rab8 25 Qd7 Rfd8 26 Qg4+ Kf8 27 fxe5 Bg7 28 e6 Rb7 29 Qg6 f6 30 Rxf6+! Bxf6 31 Qxf6+ Ke8 32 Qh8+ Ke7 33 Qg7+ Kxe6 34 Qxb7 Rd6 35 Qxa6 d4 36 exd4 cxd4 37 h4 d3 38 Qxd3! 1-0

Black finally saw the light and resigned. This game shows the attacking power of the Bird if White is given time to line up his big guns. Nevertheless, one must recognize that Black had numerous defensive resources had he been aware of the very real danger hanging over his king.


 World champions have not only won with the Bird, but like Max Euwe (mentioned above), they have also fallen victim to this unexpected opening. In this regard the number one giant killer is Bent Larsen, who defeated not one but two world champions with the Bird!
 First, he takes out Tigran Petrosian.



Game 4

Larsen-Petrosian

Portoroz Interzonal 1958



1 f4 Nf6 2 Nf3 d5 3 e3 Bg4

[image: ]

4 Be2 Nbd7 5 Ne5?!

I don’t believe White can get any advantage by voluntarily exchanging his good bishop, especially since the fine knight on e5 is costly to maintain, as will be seen. No doubt unsatisfied with the result of this opening, Bent later improved with 5 0-0 (Chapter 3, Game 19) and soon obtained a considerable advantage. 

5 ... Bxe2 6 Qxe2 e6 7 0-0

[image: ]

White must either give up control of e5 (usually a critical square in the Bird as this is the central outpost upon which White stakes a claim with his very first move) or, as Larsen does, enter a poor Stonewall where he has the inferior bishop and a permanent hole on e4. Only slightly better is 7 b3 Nxe5! (7 ... Bd6 is weaker – after 8 Bb2 White kept an edge by maintaining the knight and efficiently activating the queen’s bishop in Taylor-Banawa, Los Angeles 2005) 8 fxe5 Nd7 9 Bb2 Qh4+ 10 Qf2 and the ending is a bit better for Black in view of his superior bishop.

7 ... Bd6 8 d4

8 Nxd7 Qxd7, when Black is ready to push the e-pawn, would not inspire White.

8 ... 0-0 9 Nd2 c5 10 c3 Rc8 

[image: ]

A glance at the diagram position reveals the key factors. Black has the far better bishop since all the centre pawns are on the colour of White’s only bishop. White has a permanent hole on e4 which invites a black knight to camp out there, whereas White’s outpost on e5 holds less significance as an eviction can be executed with a timely ... f7-f6. Black can open a file at will or gain space with ... c5-c4, while White, way behind in development, is a long way from generating anything on the kingside. This is not what you want when you play 1 f4 ... However, in a testament to the volatility and sometimes even mystical quality of chess, Larsen rises above his evident disadvantages and – with some Armenian assistance, to be sure – wins the game!

11 g4

Larsen, well aware of his difficulties, realizes his only chance is to mix it up.

11 ... Ne8 12 Ndf3 

[image: ]

12 ... Ndf6

This subtle, ever so Petrosian-style manoeuvre is undoubtedly the best move from a ‘serious truth in chess’ standpoint. Black will use both knights to completely dominate e4, while the similarly posted white knight will be evicted with gain of time later. This is all well and good, but if the average player is fortunate enough to reach this position with Black, then I might suggest taking the easy path: the simple 12 ... f6 13 Nd3 (13 Nxd7 Qxd7 14 e4 dxe4 15 Qxe4 cxd4 16 Nxd4 Bc5 17 Be3 Nd6 18 Qd3 Rf7 is also better for Black) 13 ... c4 14 Nde1 e5 breaks open the game for Black’s better developed pieces. White has very little play in these lines, which also means that from Black’s point of view there’s less to go wrong. Petrosian, as will be seen, finally gets lost in his own labyrinth! 

13 Bd2 Ne4 

[image: ]

14 Be1 

Up until here Petrosian has created a strategic masterpiece, exacting drastic penance for White’s mistaken fifth move. One more subtle touch would complete the encirclement of White’s pieces, 14 ... c4! being the correct call. The difference between the opposing sides’ knight outposts is then manifest. Black has a knight safe in its permanent hole on e4 but its opposite number on e5 is trapped and on the verge of being lost to the looming ... f7-f6!

White has only two choices, both unpleasant:

a) Retreat with 15 Nd2, when 15 ... Nxd2 16 Qxd2 (16 Bxd2 means the bishop spent two moves going to the kingside for nothing) 16 ... Nf6 17 Bh4 Ne4! gives Black an overwhelming positional advantage.

b) 15 g5 (another pawn on a dark square) 15 ... Be7 (with the idea of ... Nd6) and the weak light squares attract Black’s knights. 

I don’t think all of Larsen’s renowned ingenuity could have saved him had Petrosian found 14 ... c4.

14 ... f6 15 Nd3 Be7 16 f5!

[image: ]

Black is still better, but White has gained space and advanced an important pawn to a light square. This is the first of many f4-f5 pushes in this book that have an accompanying exclamation mark!

16 ... Qd7 17 Nh4 Nc7 18 Bg3 

A psychological move. Bent gambles that Petrosian will be unwilling to give up his beautiful knight on e4, even though that exchange, smashing White’s kingside, is evidently good for Black. Correct is the simple 18 ... c4 19 Nf2 (19 Nf4 e5) 19 ... Nxg3 20 hxg3 Bd6 and Black is better.

[image: ]

18 ... Bd6?

White gets away with it! This unforced bad bishop/good bishop trade solves all of White’s problems. Larsen has fought his way back to equality, but now further psychological factors weigh in. Petrosian knew he was much better earlier; he doesn’t want to admit that he threw his advantage away and, consequently, he keeps playing for a win when he should be trying to keep the game level. Meanwhile, Larsen grows stronger with each move.

19 Bxd6 Qxd6 20 Rad1 Rce8 21 dxc5 Nxc5 22 Nf4 b5 23 Qg2 Rd8?

Petrosian’s sense of danger has deserted him. White has strong threats against the d-pawn because the coming fxe6 will undermine its support, and – even worse – the black queen is poorly placed, allowing a whole assortment of tactics based on its uncomfortable opposition to the white rook on d1. Black should run, not walk, toward equality with 23 ... Qb6!, when the veiled attack on e3 is enough to hold his position together. A likely variation is 24 fxe6 N5xe6 25 Nxd5 Nxd5 26 Qxd5 Qxe3+ 27 Kh1 Rd8 with an even game.

24 b4!

[image: ]

White is better. Larsen industriously undermines from every direction, and Petrosian’s position collapses.

24 ... Ne4 25 fxe6 g6 

White threatened 26 Nf5 and e6-e7, while 25 ... Nxe6 simply drops a pawn to 26 Nxd5.

[image: ]

26 Nxd5!

There is no stopping the Viking assault!

26 ... Nxd5 27 Qxe4 Nxc3 28 Rxd6 Nxe4 29 Ra6!

[image: ]

Now that the dust has settled we see that White has an extra, passed pawn and the more active rooks. He also has the important possibility – and soon the reality – of an absolute seventh rank attack. Black could try to stop this with passive defence, but after 29 ... Ra8 White could improve his position with 30 Nf3 and Nd4, with a win coming in due course.

29 ... Rd3!? 30 Rxa7 Re8

30 ... Rxe3 would allow White to ‘trampoline’ his knight via g2 to f4, with decisive advantage.

31 Ng2 g5

31 ... Rxe6?? is ruled out by the knight fork on f4.

32 Rc1 Rd6?!

Black’s last chance was 32 ... Nc3, although White’s extra pawn should eventually tell after 33 Kf2.

33 h4 Rdxe6 34 Rcc7 

[image: ]

The contest is decided, although Petrosian plays on for a few more moves.

34 ... Nd6 35 Rxh7 Rc8 36 Rhg7+ Kh8 37 h5 Ne8 38 Rgf7 Nd6 39 Rh7+ Kg8 40 h6 Ne8 41 Rhf7 1-0

This is not a good example of Bird’s Opening, but it is a great example of Bent Larsen’s ingenious, resourceful play!


 To set the stage for the next game let us consider the circumstances. It was played in the final round of the Amsterdam Interzonal in 1964, with Spassky leading Larsen by a full point. Only a win could give Larsen a share of first place – and he chose the Bird! This time the opening worked perfectly; White was definitely better by move 11. Larsen attacked with all his forces, and despite Spassky’s heroic defence, the Dane finally won a rook and pawn ending on move 68.



Game 5

Larsen-Spassky

Amsterdam Interzonal 1964



1 f4 d5 2 Nf3 Nf6 3 e3 g6

Very popular. The opening is now a reversed Dutch, but the extra move for White allows for unusual possibilities.

4 b4!?

[image: ]

As Larsen says, the Bird is not so one-sided that White must only play on the kingside!

To which I would add that one of the best ways to prepare a kingside attack is to divert your opponent’s forces to the queenside. The specific positional idea of interjecting this orang-utan leap is to prevent Black from playing ... c7-c5 and ... d5-d4, which is a key anti-fianchetto line that I mentioned in the notes to Lasker-Bauer (Game 3). For example, if White plays the quiet 4 b3 Bg7 5 Bb2 0-0 6 Be2 c5 7 0-0 Nc6 Black is already menacing 8 ... d4 – more on this in Chapter 2. It is also important to note that Black can prevent either kind of queenside fianchetto with 2 ... g6 (instead of ... Nf6, blocking the diagonal) but, again, more later!

4 ... Bg7 5 Bb2 0-0 6 Be2 Bg4 7 0-0 c6 8 a4 Nbd7 9 Na3 Bxf3 10 Bxf3 Re8 11 d4!?

[image: ]

Larsen again goes for the Stonewall, but this time with much more positional justification as he still has his good bishop watching over e4 (for at least one more move) so Black can’t settle a knight there, while ... e7-e5 is prevented. However, in the long term, White does have two holes in his position (c4 and e4), and Black has some chances to equalize now with 11 ... a5 12 b5 (12 c3 Nb6) 12 ... cxb5 13 axb5 Qc7 with the idea of ... Nb6 and ... Rac8. Black has play in this variation, while White’s queen’s bishop is still obstructed by its own pawn. I think White’s best is the more hypermodern 11 c4!, chipping away at Black’s centre with both the f-pawn and c-pawn, while simultaneously working to open more lines for the two bishops. After 11 c4 I don’t see any way for Black to equalize. Interestingly enough, Larsen had employed this idea in an earlier Bird-Orang-utan (Larsen-Dely, Game 16) and scored a smooth win – maybe he just wanted some variety. 

11 ... Ne4?! 

After this White loses both his weaknesses (a black pawn occupies e4) and the c4-square is also cleared for the coming knight and pawn attack. Now Bent takes the initiative between his teeth and never relinquishes it.

12 Bxe4 dxe4 13 Nc4 Nb6 14 Na5 Nd5 15 Qe1!

[image: ]

Beautiful! The influence of White’s queen is felt from a5 to h4 – White begins a full board attack.

15 ... Qd7 16 c4 Nf6 17 b5 Qc7 18 Rb1 Ng4 

Although White’s advantage is clear, Spassky does not lose heart and begins an heroic defence that almost succeeds.

19 bxc6 b6 20 Qe2 f5 21 Nb3 Qxc6 22 d5! 

[image: ]

Sacrificing a pawn, Larsen turns his attention to the black king.

22 ... Qxa4 23 Bxg7 Kxg7 24 Nd4

The total bind on e6 would have quickly accounted for a lesser master, but Boris hangs tough.

24 ... Rec8 25 h3 Nf6 26 Rfc1 Qd7 27 g4 

[image: ]

This audacious advance is possible because in the event of 27 ... fg4?! White has the zwischenzug 28 Ne6+ when Black’s structure collapses.

27 ... Kf7 28 g5 Ne8 29 Qa2 Nd6 30 h4 Qe8 31 Ne6 Qh8 32 h5 h6! 

A great defensive try, as quiet play leads to a debacle on the h-file.

33 Rb2 gxh5 34 Rh2 hxg5 35 Nxg5+ Ke8 36 c5!

[image: ]

Opening all lines for attack, Tal fashion.

36 ... Rxc5 37 Rxc5 bxc5 38 Qa4+ Kf8 39 Rg2 Re8 40 Qd7 

For the moment White is three pawns down, but the black king is caught in a box and threatened on all sides. Note that Larsen does not rush to win the queen with Ne6+ and Rg7+, as Black might even be better with rook, knight and pawns for the queen.

40 ... Qh6 41 Qxa7 Qh8 42 Qd7 Qh6 43 Ne6+ Kf7 44 Ng5+ Kf8 45 Kh2 h4 46 Ne6+ Kf7 47 Ng5+ Kf8 48 Kh3 c4 49 Ne6+ Kf7 50 Ng5+ Kf8 51 Rg1

[image: ]

‘A pure waiting move, to lure the black pawn to the sixth rank’ – Larsen. Over the last dozen moves the question is if Black has actually set up a drawing fortress, or if White can break through in some way. Larsen now finds a neat trick, but in view of Spassky’s sterling defence, it’s still not clear that he should win.

51 ... c3 52 Qe6! Qxe6 

Note that Black can’t avoid the exchange of queens, as 52 ... Qh8 allows the beautiful 53 Qf7+!! Nxf7 54 Ne6 mate, and 52 ... Qg7 allows the killing 53 Qe5!, again with a deadly knight check coming on e6.

53 dxe6 Kg7 

Forced in view of the mate threat, but now White recovers his material with an endgame advantage.

54 Nxe4+ Kh6 55 Nxc3 

[image: ]

Material is now even, but every black pawn is weak; consider White’s possibilities of Kxh4, Rg5, and Nd5. Still under great pressure, Spassky finally makes a mistake, and loses quickly. 55 ... Rd8 should draw according to Larsen and Kasparov, but even then Black would have a difficult defence after 56 Rd1.

55 ... Ne4? 56 Nxe4 fxe4 57 Kxh4 

The rook ending is lost as the black king is cut off from defence of his e-pawns.

57 ... Ra8 58 f5 Ra2 59 Rg8 Rf2 60 Rf8 

Black resigns in view of such variations as 60 ... Kg7 61 Rf7+ Kg8 62 Kg5 Rf3 63 Rxe7 Rxe3 64 f6 Rg3+ 65 Kf4 Rf3+ 66 Ke5 e3 67 Rg7+ Kf8 68 e7+ and queens.
 This is simply a great game, a fantastic struggle, and a worthy win for Larsen which also happens to show the flexibility and variety of the Bird!


 Bobby Fischer played the Bird only once in a serious game (and even then he reached the opening by transposition) but he did beat fellow world champion Vassily Smyslov with 1 f4 in a blitz game! Here is a smooth Fischer win – if one disregards one bump in the opening!



Game 6

Fischer-Mecking

Palma de Mallorca Interzonal 1970



1 b3 d5 2 Bb2 c5 3 Nf3?!

[image: ]

A well known opening mistake, but apparently not known by the players at the time of the game. White should play 3 e3 in order to avoid being overwhelmed in the centre, the idea to meet 3 ... f6 with 4 d4 with a good game. But after Bobby’s move Black gets at least equality with the stifling 3 ... f6, when normal moves merely allow Black to form a powerful pawn centre, for example 4 d4 cxd4 5 Qxd4 e5 6 Qd2 Nc6 7 e3 Bb4 8 c3 Ba5, Barcza-Benko, Hungary 1946 ‘and White’s position was silly’ (Byron Jacobs & Jonathan Tait in Nimzo-Larsen Attack). Fischer obviously discovered this after his game; amusingly enough, just a year later he was on the black side versus Petrosian, and the former world champion made the exact same mistake! Unwilling to let him off lightly, as Mecking had done with him, Bobby ruthlessly played 3 ... f6! 4 c4 d4 5 d3 e5 6 e3 Ne7 7 Be2 Nec6 8 Nbd2 Be7 9 0-0 0-0 10 e4 a6 11 Ne1 b5 12 Bg4 Bxg4 13 Qxg4 Qc8! 14 Qe2 Nd7 15 Nc2 Rb8 and Black had all the play while White was cramped with a worthless queen’s bishop – Fischer went on to win in fine style. Probably the only way White can get activity after 3 ... f6 is to try Keene’s gambit 4 e4!? dxe4 5 Nh4 Nh6, but while White has practical chances I have my doubts that this is worth a pawn.

3 ... Nc6

Natural, but not best, as mentioned above.

4 e3 Nf6 5 Bb5 Bd7 6 0-0 e6 7 d3 Be7 8 Bxc6

White accentuates his control of the dark squares.

[image: ]

8 ... Bxc6 9 Ne5 Rc8 10 Nd2 0-0 11 f4 

The Bird finally appears! The same position can easily be reached by playing 1 f4, for example Taylor-Salinas, Santa Monica 2003 (Game 17), began 1 f4 d5 2 Nf3 c5 3 e3 Nc6 4 Bb5 Bd7 5 b3 Nf6 6 Bb2 e6 7 0-0 Be7 8 Bxc6 Bxc6 9 Ne5 0-0 10 d3, and now 10 ... Rc8 11 Nd2 would have been an exact transposition to Fischer-Mecking.

11 ... Nd7

This move is playable, but I think it’s too passive and defensive to be best. Correct is the far more active 11 ... d4! (the thematic possibility Bauer missed, and what Larsen’s Bird/Orang-utan is designed to prevent) when I don’t see any problems for Black: White’s dangerous queen’s bishop is blocked, while Black’s has become strong – but White can only exchange it for his excellently posted knight. In general I would say the chances are balanced, but White has to be careful, for example 12 e4 (better is 12 Qe2, maintaining the tension) 12 ... Nd7 13 Qg4 f5 14 Qe2 Nxe5 15 fxe5 b5 16 exf5 exf5 17 Nf3 Qb6 and Black was already clearly better in Epstein-Belaja, St. Petersburg 2001.

12 Qg4

[image: ]

White takes advantage of the knight’s abdication to establish a smooth attacking game. The immediate threat is the decisive 13 Nxc6, while 12 ... f5? would be killed by 13 Qxg7+! Kxg7 14 Nxc6+ Bf6 15 Nxd8. 

12 ... Nxe5 13 Bxe5 Bf6 14 Rf3

This blunt attack is quite good, but also possible is the more subtle 14 Nf3 (Szekely-Giaidzi, Athens 1992), keeping a solid grip on e5.

14 ... Qe7?

White is bringing every piece to a kingside attack, and Black thinks he has time for this? No! Jacobs and Tait believe Black can hold with 14 ... Bxe5 15 fxe5 Qc7 16 Qh5 Be8 and this may be true, but I try to avoid such pure defensive formations. I think the best counter for Black is the hitherto untried 14 ... c4!?, sacrificing a pawn for activity, for example 14 ... c4 15 Rg3 g6 (15 ... cxd3? 16 Qxg7+! Bxg7 17 Rxg7+ Kh8 18 Rxf7+ Kg8 19 Rg7+ Kh8 20 Rg6+ wins) 16 dxc4 Bxe5 17 fxe5 dxc4 18 Nxc4 f5 19 Qd4 Bd5 and Black’s active bishop and pressure on the c-file offer reasonable play for the pawn.

15 Raf1 

Bobby calmly builds up.

15 ... a5

[image: ]

And Mecking nonchalantly advances an irrelevant pawn!

16 Rg3 

White threatens 17 Qxg7+! and utter demolition – this finally caught Mecking’s attention! In fact his defensive choice loses material, but the alternative 16 ... g6 does not inspire confidence as White will have a ready made attack on the weak dark squares, which will soon be bereft of their protecting bishop.

16 ... Bxe5 17 fxe5 f5

If 17 ... g6 18 Rf6 with a deadly bind.

18 exf6 Rxf6 19 Qxg7+!

[image: ]

19 ... Qxg7 20 Rxf6 

Fischer picks up a clean pawn and retains the superior minor piece. He finishes the game with exemplary technique. 

20 ... Qxg3 21 hxg3 Re8 22 g4

As will be seen, White can eventually trade off his doubled pawn.

22 ... a4 23 Nf3 axb3 24 axb3 Kg7 25 g5 e5 26 Nh4 Bd7 27 Rd6 Be6 28 Kf2 Kf7 29 Rb6 e7 30 e4!

[image: ]

Fixing Black’s weaknesses.

30 ... dxe4 31 dxe4 c4 32 b4 Bg4 33 Ke3 Rd7 34 g6+ 

Not only correcting White’s pawn structure, this blow also leads to the win of further material.

34 ... Kf8 35 gxh7 Rxh7 36 Ng6+ Ke8 37 Nxe5 Bc8 38 Nxc4 Kd8 39 Nd6 Rg7 40 Kf2 Kc7 41 Nxc8 Kxc8 42 Rd6 1-0


 World champion Vladimir Kramnik is well known for his solid – some would say boring – style, but that does not mean he cannot play the Bird! Here he fearlessly snatches a pawn in the opening, unconcerned about his ostensibly weak king and that ‘scary’ check on h4!



Game 7

Kramnik-Oratovsky

USSR 1990



1 f4 d5 2 Nf3 Bg4 3 e3 Nd7 4 h3

4 Be2 Ngf6 5 0-0 transposes to Larsen-Smailbegovic, Game 19.

4 ... Bxf3 5 Qxf3 e5 

[image: ]

Black offers a pawn (5 ... Ngf6 6 g4!? is H.Danielsen-T.Luther, Game 22). When I reached this position (not knowing the Kramnik game at the time) in T.Taylor-J.Banawa, Los Angeles 2005 (don’t be confused by the other Banawa reference – my opponent and I contested two Birds in the space of a few months, White emerging with a perfect 2-0) I was quite concerned about the queen check on h4, and so played the quieter 6 Nc3, but after 6 ... c6 7 b3 Bd6 8 Bb2 Qc7 9 0-0-0 0-0-0 Black had equalized.

6 Qxd5 

Fearless! Kramnik evidently agrees with Steinitz that a pawn is worth some trouble!

6 ... Qh4+ 7 Kd1 0-0-0 

Neither 7 ... c6 8 Qf3 nor 7 ... exf4 8 Qxb7 helps Black.

8 fxe5 Qe7 9 Qa5 Kb8 10 Nc3 Nxe5 11 Qa4! 

[image: ]

Preparing d2-d3, which if played now would lose a crucial pawn to 11 ... Nc4.

11 ... h5 12 d3 

The position reached is similar to many lines of the From’s Gambit. The open lines give Black attacking chances but, at the same time, White’s centre pawns shield his king. However, unlike the From’s, White has moved his king and so can’t castle. From a computer point of view, Black may not have quite enough for the pawn here, but in a practical game his attack is very dangerous – as will be seen, one small error from White allows a raging attack!

12 ... Rh6 13 Bd2 Rb6 14 b3?!

And this is it! Kramnik forgets what Steinitz said about moving pawns in front of the king! Now Black generates dangerous threats on the long diagonal. Correct is 14 Kc1, when White may be able to gradually disentangle without giving Black a point of attack. 

14 ... g6 15 Qf4 Bg7 16 Be2 h4 17 Re1 Rc6 18 d4 Rcd6 19 Kc1 g5 20 Qh2 f5 21 Kb2 c5!

The long diagonal begins to crack. Black’s last few moves were very good.

[image: ]

22 Nb5 a6! 

White is given no time to patch up the diagonal as he could after 22 ... R6d7? 23 Bc3.

23 Nxd6 Qxd6 

Black threatens ... Nc4+!, and White is in great danger. After 24 Kb1 cxd4 25 Rd1 (25 exd4 Qxd4 26 Bxg5 Ka8! and Black has a winning attack) 25 ... dxe3! 26 Bxe3 Qxd1+ 27 Bxd1 Rxd1+ 28 Bc1 f4 Black’s attack is worth more than the material sacrificed, especially since White is in virtual zugzwang and his queen has no function. The best defence is 24 Qg1!, returning material, for example 24 ... cxd4 25 exd4 Nc4+ (25 ... Nf3 26 Bxf3 Bxd4+ 27 Qxd4 Qxd4+ 28 Bc3 Qc5 29 Re5 Qc8 30 Rae1 is also fine for White thanks to the excellent bishop pair) 26 Bxc4 Bxd4+ 27 Qxd4 Qxd4+ 28 Bc3 with an approximately equal but double-edged position. But now White is in trouble!

24 Rh1 cxd4 25 Rad1 

Or 25 exd4 Qxd4+ 26 Bc3 Qe3 27 Rad1 Rc8 28 Rd3 Qc5 29 Kb1 f4 and Black recovers his material with a powerful attack 

25 ... Ka8 

Both players lose their way in this complex position. Black should attack immediately with 25 ... d3! 26 Bc3 (forced in view of 26 cxd3 Nf3) 26 ... Rc8 and a clear advantage, as there is no reasonable defence to ... Rc3.

26 Kb1 Nf6 27 exd4 Ne4

27 ... Qxd4 loses to 28 Bxg5+ as there are no tricks on the long diagonal.

28 Be1?!

Both players were probably in time trouble as a result of the fantastically complicated struggle – White should shore up the long diagonal with 28 c3, when Black hardly has enough for the material.

28 ... Qc6 29 dxe5 Rxd1+ 30 Bxd1 Nc3+ 31 Kc1 

[image: ]

31 ... Nxa2+?

After his heroic sacrificial attack it is a pity Oratovsky missed 31 ... Qc5!, when Black should draw a rook down! White has to play 32 Bxc3 since 32 g4 Bxe5 33 Qg2 Bf4+ is decisive and 32 Qg1 Nxa2+ 33 Kd2 Qd5+ 34 Ke2 Bxe5 gives Black a terrible attack. Then 32 ... Qxc3 33 Qg1 Bxe5 34 Bf3 Bf4+ 35 Kb1 Be5 draws – but perhaps future world champions are always lucky.

32 Kb2 Qc5 

There is no good square for the queen – 32 ... Qd5 33 Kxa2 Bxe5 34 Bf3 Qd4 35 c3 Qc5 36 Qg1 and White wins, while in the case of 32 ... Qb5 33 Kxa2 Bxe5 34 Qg1 there is no more attack.

33 Kxa2 Bxe5 34 Qg1 Bd4 35 Qf1 1-0



White forces resignation without a single piece off the back rank!


 In conclusion, let me just state a simple fact: the Bird’s Opening has been used as a winning weapon by world champions and it has been used to defeat world champions. You can use the Bird to surprise a friend in a club match, or you can go after a GM with it ... So let’s crunch some variations!
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