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Introduction

Opening theory tends to play a disproportionately large role in the life of the average chess player. Most players spend the great majority of their chess study time on openings, yet still believe that this stage is their Achilles Heel and that they would be much stronger ‘if only I knew my openings properly’. In reality, however, this is simply not the case. Except at the world championship or very top GM level, the openings are really not that huge a factor in success. The vast majority of games are decided by mistakes, usually tactical, in the middlegame or endgame, and for the typical amateur player, these mistakes are themselves often the result of spending so much time studying openings, at the expense of other aspects of the game. In his famous formulation of how many hours a player should need to advance from beginner to master, Emanuel Lasker argued that openings study should occupy just 10 of the 200 hours he thought necessary – a mere 5%! By contrast, most club and congress players nowadays probably spend 80% or more of their chess study time on openings.

The problem with emulating the top GMs and playing the same openings that they play is that these openings are not really suitable for the average player. Mainly, they are extremely complex strategical lines, requiring a depth of understanding that is bound to be beyond the average amateur. Such depth is essential to top players, because it is the only way they can hope to outplay other top GMs – more simplistic approaches will not pose sufficient problems to their technically-trained opponents. However, for the average player, these deep main lines will be too subtle and difficult to handle effectively and, in addition, the detailed variations are extremely complex and change on an almost daily basis, requiring a large amount of memorisation and non-stop study, something quite beyond the resources of an amateur, who has limited time to devote to the game.

To use an analogy from another game, it is rather like an amateur snooker player, whose biggest-ever break is 20, watching the top players and deciding that he needs to spend all his practice time developing a really good safety game. It would be an absurd waste of time. Ronnie O’Sullivan needs really great safety play, because all of his opponents are quite capable of clearing the table every time they are allowed in with an easy starter pot. But if your snooker is limited to a few frames each week at the local club, where two reds and two blacks counts as a ‘big break’, you are far better off concentrating on improving your potting than worrying about the intricacies of safety play.

Consequently, we firmly believe that, despite the growth in opening theory since Lasker’s time, and the explosion of databases, etc., Lasker’s basic point remains valid. For the average amateur, for whom chess is just a hobby to be fitted into a busy life of work and family, the aim should be to have an opening repertoire which involves the minimum amount of study and ongoing maintenance. Such players do not need to squeeze every drop of advantage from the opening, in the way that world championship contenders seek to do; rather, the only necessity is to emerge from the opening stage of the game with a reasonable position, from which one can then simply play chess and pit one’s own tactical and positional understanding against that of the opponent. That, after all, is what chess is about – it is not, or at least should not be, a memory contest. Such players also need openings which are not too deep and complex, with ideas and typical plans which can be mastered without the player having a world-class positional understanding.

The present book aims to equip such amateur players with a sound, rock-solid basic repertoire, which can be learned in the least possible time and which once learned, will require the bare minimum of ongoing maintenance and updating. Interestingly, when we began to compare thoughts on a possible repertoire, it transpired that both of us had in the past recommended the Old Indian-Hanham Philidor set-up to club players, so it took us little time to agree on this as the basis of our proposed repertoire here. Our basic formation is as follows:

[image: images]

As you can see, Black has developed in a self-contained way along his own first three ranks. This is a key point in seeking to avoid too much opening theory – if one tries to occupy a greater amount of space early on, then a clash with the enemy forces becomes inevitable (e.g. after 1.e4 e5, the e5-pawn can immediately come under pressure after White plays ♘f3, d2-d4, or even f2-f4, etc.) and this in turn means concrete variations, which one has to know and memorise. In our suggested formation, however, the only early point of contact between the forces is likely to be the e5-pawn, which is securely defended and can, if necessary, be further strengthened by moves such as …♕c7 and/or …♖e8 and …♗f8. Black is therefore likely to be able to carry out his plans without undue interference from the opponent, and can hope in the great majority of cases to stay within his ‘comfort zone’.

As the Roman poet Virgil so sagely observed, there is no such thing as a free lunch, and there are a couple of potential objections to our proposed set-up, which we should deal with here. One is that Black’s position may appear cramped. It is true that Black has less space, at least at present, but this in itself is not the same as being cramped, and is not necessarily a disadvantage. A position is only really ‘cramped’ if it contains too little space for the pieces to operate effectively. In our case, the black pieces are quite well coordinated, and are not seriously tripping over one another. Only the QB and QR are currently suffering from a shortage of scope and this can be remedied by the typical expansion plan …a7-a6 and …b7-b5, when the bishop can come to b7. Thus, Black’s position cannot really be said to suffer from any acute space shortage and, meanwhile, he is extremely solid, with no weaknesses.

This last is an important point – it is much easier to handle a restrained but solid position than one with long-term weaknesses, where everything depends on highly accurate, dynamic counterplay, and in which the slightest inaccuracy can have serious consequences. In our set-up, Black is not operating on a knife-edge and even if he does not play the most precise move at every turn, it is unlikely his position will suddenly collapse. It is also noteworthy that modern computer engines, rather like old Dr Tarrasch, tend to underestimate such solid positions with a space disadvantage, so do not panic if you put the positions into an engine and see that it assesses them as better for White – unless it can point to a concrete tactical reason why White is better, you will find that in most cases, the assessment is just based on a point in its algorithm, where it has been told that more space is, ipso facto, an advantage. The hypermoderns disposed of that shibboleth a century ago.

The other possible objection is that the set-up we recommend is ‘passive’. It is true that this repertoire is one for the patient positional player, one who likes to set up a solid position, defend where necessary and await the chance of a counterattack. If instead you are a very dynamic attacking player, who cannot wait to get to grips with the opponent’s king and tear his head off inside 25 moves, then this is not really the repertoire for you. Instead, you need to play much sharper lines, such as gambits, but of course, this also comes with a price tag – such lines require much greater study and memorisation, as well as frequently being of questionable soundness. Our repertoire seeks, in that time-worn phrase so beloved of annotators of old, ‘to shift the weight of the struggle to the middlegame’ (and even the endgame) and, thanks to the limited time investment needed to master the repertoire and maintain it, the player will have much more free time in which to study these other phases of the game.

As the reader will see, our repertoire can also be used as White, and Chapter 5 presents this side of it. The ‘passivity’ objection perhaps holds slightly greater force from White’s point of view, as most players tend to feel they should be more ambitious with the white pieces. But even here, there is much to be said for a more restrained approach, especially nowadays. The key points of wishing to limit opening study and memorisation, and to establish a solid position where one can rely on understanding, rather than memory, apply equally well with the white pieces. Furthermore, the modern computer-enhanced approach to chess has resulted in most sharp main lines being analysed almost to death. Indeed, formerly sharp gambits, such as the Marshall, are now used as a way of reaching a drawn endgame! It is noteworthy that Carlsen and many other top players nowadays increasingly resort to what have traditionally been considered passive, rather ‘boring’ white openings, such as the London System, in a bid to avoid an early clash of forces and instead reach a solid middlegame, where one can try to outplay the opponent. Our repertoire is another such approach and has even been used by Carlsen himself, to beat Caruana (see page 186)! Perhaps he should have repeated it in the 2018 World Championship match…

There is one other topic that we should address here and that is fear of the opponent’s preparation. Many club players chop and change their openings far too much and one excuse they often give is that they are reluctant to stick to a single opening, in case their opponents come prepared. There are three reasons why we believe this argument is flawed.

Firstly, it is very rare in practice for the average player to really prepare thoroughly for a game. Most club chess is played in evening leagues, with little or no advance warning about who one’s opponent is likely to be. Even if you are playing someone who knows you, it is very unlikely they will do much more than be aware of your favourite line – unlike a World Championship match, they are hardly going to spend days or weeks analysing your system and working out precise counter-lines.

Secondly, such detailed preparation is in any case only really effective in sharp, forcing variations, where the price of a mistake is high. In our system, events generally proceed much more slowly and not in a forcing way, so there is not really much scope for an opponent to mug up on some long, sharp variation, where you might get caught out. As we have already said, in our repertoire, Black is hardly ever walking a tightrope, where he needs to find the absolutely most accurate move at every turn, so, even if we are surprised by an opponent’s choice of line, common sense and our general understanding of the position should enable us to find a perfectly reasonable reply. Probably only in the various ♗xf7+ lines of the Philidor (see page 113-114) does Black need to memorise a few precise variations.

And finally, we have provided various options, in terms both of move-order and middlegame plans, which the reader can use to vary his play slightly, and thus avoid specific preparation, whilst remaining within the overall confines of the positions he knows and understands. If, for example, you usually play the Barendregt plan in the Philidor, but one day find yourself up against an opponent who you suspect has come prepared for that line, you can instead use the Pickett Shuffle plan, thereby avoiding his preparation, but still reaching a position you are familiar with and which is objectively perfectly sound. On other occasions, a slight change of move-order may serve to avoid the line he has prepared.

In what follows, then, we aim to equip the reader with all he needs to know in order first to reach the desired tabiya position and then to handle the resulting middlegame with confidence. We believe that the player who masters the material here will have a sound and fully viable, universal repertoire, which will serve him well for the remainder of his chess career, with the minimum of ongoing time investment.





CHAPTER 1

The keys to successful opening play

Most players tend to think memorising variations is either the only, or at least the most important factor in playing the opening successfully, but this is a misconception. Memorising variations is in fact one of the less important things, unless one is playing an ultra-sharp forcing line, where everything is on a knife-edge. In most openings, there are three really key factors:

1. Understanding the aims of the opening and where one intends to place the pieces.

2. Grasping the typical middlegame plans and tactical ideas of the opening.

3. Understanding the move-orders.

We will deal with each of these factors in turn, but before we do so, it should be added that the above factors presuppose that the player is familiar with the main do’s and don’ts of opening play. These are well-known and can be found in any beginners’ book, but we will recapitulate them very briefly here.

Basic opening do’s and don’ts

The essential points are as follows:

1. Develop the pieces.

2. Control the centre.

3. Be careful with early development of the queen.

4. Don’t move the same piece too many times before the other pieces are developed.

5. Don’t make too many unnecessary pawn moves.

6. Castle early.

Naturally, all of these principles are general and are subject to exceptions. It should also be said that points (3), (4) and (5) are effectively just specific examples of principle (1). Let us just look at a couple of practical examples of things going wrong.

The first comes from no less an event than the final of the USSR Championship, which only goes to show that even strong GMs can err in this direction. Black breaks Rule 3, brings out his queen very early for an act of minor larceny and suffers an awful fate:

Rafael Vaganian

Viktor Kupreichik

Leningrad ch-URS 1974 (3)

1.d4 ♘f6 2.♗g5 c5 3.d5 ♕b6 4.♘c3 ♕xb2 5.♗d2 ♕b6 6.e4 d6 7.f4 g6 8.e5 dxe5 9.fxe5 ♘fd7 10.♘f3 ♗g7 11.♖b1 ♕d8

[image: images]

Black’s queen raid, breaking Rule 3, has netted him a pawn, but at huge cost in time. He is well behind in development (Rule 1) and has no sort of central foothold at all (Rule 2), nor has he castled (Rule 6). With so many offences against opening principles to be taken into consideration, the punishment is severe.

12.e6 fxe6 13.♘g5 ♘f6 14.♗b5+ ♔f8

Forced, since 14…♗d7 15.♘xe6 wins a piece.

15.dxe6 a6 16.♗e3!

Nicely exploiting the tactical threat of mate on d8, but such things are only to be expected with such an overwhelming development lead and insecure black king.

16…♕a5 17.0-0 h6

If 17…axb5, then 18.♖xb5 ♕c7 19.♘d5 ♕d8 20.♗xc5 is completely crushing.

18.♕d3! ♔g8 19.♕xg6 ♗xe6

19…hxg5 20.♕f7+ ♔h7 21.♗d3+ forces mate.

20.♘xe6 ♖h7 21.♖xf6 ♘d7 22.♗xd7 1-0

As drastic a massacre as one could wish to see and an object lesson in the costs of breaking the rules of quick development.

Central control is another cornerstone of good opening play. The hypermoderns emphasised that ‘control’ does not have to mean ‘occupation by pawns’, but it does usually involve at least some sort of foothold in the centre. Simply allowing the opponent a free hand to dominate the centre squares usually leads to bad things. Paul Morphy’s games are often a good source of examples of the consequences of poor opening play (by his opponents, naturally…) and here is an example.

Black neglects the centre early on, permitting White an unassailable pawn mass in the middle of the board:

Paul Morphy

Alexander Beaufort-Meek

New York 1857 (2)

1.e4 e6 2.d4 g6 3.♗d3 ♗g7 4.♗e3 ♘e7 5.♘e2 b6 6.♘d2 ♗b7 7.0-0
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Black’s double fianchetto has done nothing to oppose White’s establishment of a two-pawn centre. As the hypermoderns later showed, such a thing need not be disastrous in itself, if Black retains sufficient (and precise) counterplay against the centre, with pawn thrusts such as …c7-c5. Here, however, Beaufort-Meek chooses the wrong break.

7…d5? 8.e5 0-0 9.f4 f5 10.h3 ♘d7 11.♔h2 c5 12.c3 c4?

A typical weak player’s move in such positions. Black thinks that by gaining space, he benefits, as well as the closing of the position making it harder for White to attack. But in reality, this advance takes any remaining pressure off the white pawn centre (not that there was much pressure anyway!) and Morphy now has a free hand to build up on the kingside. It is clear at a glance that the white central pawn phalanx c3/d4/e5/f4 shuts the black pieces out of the game (especially the bishops on g7 and b7).

13.♗c2 a6 14.♘f3 h6 15.g4 ♔h7 16.♖g1 ♖g8 17.♕e1 ♘c6 18.♘h4 ♕f8

Now for the (almost) inevitable combinative breakthrough.

19.♘xg6! ♔xg6 20.gxf5+ ♔f7 21.fxe6+ ♔xe6 22.f5+ ♔e7 23.♕h4+ ♔e8

[image: images]

The diagram shows, in drastic fashion, the triumph of White’s central pawns.

24.f6 ♗xf6 25.exf6 ♖xg1 26.♖xg1 ♘xf6 27.♗g6+ ♔d7 28.♗f5+ ♔e8 29.♗xh6 ♕h8 30.♖g7 ♘g8 1-0

These two examples should suffice to demonstrate the basic do’s and don’ts of opening play. If the reader returns to our proposed tabiya position (diagram 1 above) and considers it in the light of the above six principles, he will see that it conforms fully to best practice. In particular:

* Black has made only three pawn moves, all of which control central squares (Rules 2 and 5);

* He has established a central foothold on e5 (Rule 2);

* He has developed four pieces in the first seven moves (Rule 1);

* His queen has not moved (Rule 3) and no other piece has moved more than once (Rule 5);

* He has castled safely (Rule 6).

Understanding the typical plans and ideas of the opening

This is critical to successful opening play. Memorising sequences of moves only helps one to play well all the while one is ‘in the book’, but no matter how deep one’s memorisation runs, the moment will eventually come when one has left the prepared variations and must think for oneself. Then the player depends on his understanding and general knowledge of typical plans and ideas, if he is to play well.

In an earlier book, I (SG) compared the chess openings situation with the adage so popular with humanitarian relief agencies: ‘Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day; teach him to catch his own fish and you feed him for life’. The situation is the same in chess – memorising a sequence of moves only enables a player to play well in one specific position, but teach him the underlying plans and ideas, and he can play well in many positions.

For this reason, the present book will place great emphasis on the explanation of typical plans and ideas in the middlegame. These should enable the reader to orient himself in practically any of the positions he reaches from the opening, even if the precise sequence or set-up is not identical with one he has seen before. We have also offered more than one plan in many of the positions, so the reader will not only be able to introduce a little variety into his play (without needing to abandon his entire opening), but he will also be better able to handle different situations, and to appreciate the subtleties, which determine which plan is most appropriate in a given position. A good example is the paragraph ‘Black’s plan …a6 and …b5 (II)’ in the ‘Strategy and ideas’ section of Chapter 2 below, where we explain how Black should handle situations where White fianchettoes with g2-g3, but holds back the move e2-e4.

Understanding move-orders

Move-orders are the other key factor in opening play. It is all very well having a fine understanding of which position you are aiming for and how to handle it when you get there, but that is no help if you can’t reach it in the first place! When your repertoire depends, as here, on a specific general set-up, you will inevitably find that your opponents will eventually start coming to the board prepared and one way to they may try to catch you out is with a move-order trick, aiming to prevent you getting your favourite system.

To take a simple example, if you answer 1.d4 with 1…♘f6, you may find an opponent trying to prevent the Old Indian by playing 2.♗g5. Now if 2…d6, intending …♘bd7, he can play 3.♗xf6, doubling the black pawns. In itself, this is probably nothing to be terrified of, but it does at least wrench Black out of his customary set-up. So what should Black do?

Well, he has several choices, one of which is simply to prepare a line specifically against the Trompowsky. But another thing he can do is flex his move-order, by answering 1.d4 with 1…d6. Now the dedicated ‘Trompist’ can insist on his line with 2.♗g5, but then Black can play 2…♘d7, followed by 3…♘gf6, thereby avoiding the doubled f-pawns and heading back to more familiar Old Indian territory.

In this book, we will consider move-orders in detail, including a discussion in Chapter 3 of how to use our Old Indian set-up to meet flank openings and QP systems (such as the London). After a careful study of the material here, we believe the reader should be fully insured against any move-order trickery.





CHAPTER 2

The Old Indian against 1.d4

Introduction

[image: images]

The structure of the black position in the diagram is the Old Indian Defence. This is a well-thought out but solid structure that can be played against almost any white opening. Here the Old Indian will be discussed as a defence for the black player against 1.d4. Special emphasis is placed on the two sides’ plans. The Old Indian is a slow strategic opening where planning is more important than knowledge of concrete variations. Subsequently, attention will be given to move-orders to reach the basic positions and a number of illustrative games will be analysed that illustrate the basic ideas (and opening lines) in practice. Finally, at the end of our book in Chapter 6 there will be a synopsis of the theoretical lines.

Strategy and ideas

The blocked centre (I)

1.d4 ♘f6 2.♘f3 d6 3.c4 ♘bd7 4.♘c3 e5 5.e4 ♗e7 6.♗e2

The set-up with ♗e2 saves a tempo for White’s development compared with g2-g3 and ♗g2, so Black must be a little careful in this line.

6…0-0 7.0-0 c6

This basic position can come about in many ways, as we will see later.

8.♖e1

For a long time this was the main line. But the centralising move 8.♗e3 is considered as such nowadays.

8…a6

[image: images]

This move occurs very often in the Old Indian. Black plays …a7-a6 and …b7-b5, nibbling at the centre.

9.d5

White can keep the position fluid by 9.♗f1 which may be a theoretically more promising way
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