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“Entertainment is never far away. The material, which feels very fresh, provides an impressive series of easily digestible lessons.”
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“An excellent new book. The theme of the right exchange is underrepresented in chess literature and Joel Benjamin manages to highlight its importance by investigating the transition into a pawn endgame in deep detail.”
 Grandmaster Karsten Müller, author of ‘Fundamental Chess Endings’

“Strongly recommended. In transitions into pawn endgames a lot can be gained and a lot can be lost.”
 Schach Magazin 64

“Well written and thoroughly researched. The selected examples have a strong practical value. This is an instructive work for players at any level above beginner – but it’s not a dry endgame manual. The games contain some beautiful ideas and overall I found the book very entertaining.”
 Grandmaster Daniel King, creator of the Power Play DVD series

“I have, untill now, never seen a collection of exercises on the theme of transition into the endgame, let alone with such precise solutions as Benjamin presents here.”
 Dennis Calder, FIDE Instructor

“The book works quite addictively. It’s dealing with one of the big moments of uncertainty in practical chess.”
 Grandmaster Matthew Sadler, former British Champion

“A labour of love that has produced an outstanding book.”
 International Master Gary Lane, Chess Moves Magazine

“Engages itself with a theme on which there is not a lot of literature. It will doubtlessly enrich players with a new aspect of the art of playing chess.”
 Uwe Bekemann, German Correspondence Chess Federation

“Very instructive are not only the many exercises at the end of each chapter, but in particular the last chapter where Benjamin once more summarizes every important motif in pawn endings, with examples and explications.”
 Harry Schaack, KARL Magazine

“Not much has been written about liquidation into the pawn endgame, an important motif. In endgame books it is often only indirectly touched upon. This book is therefore to be recommended.”
 Richard Vedder, Schakers.Info

“The book is anything but dry. Benjamin is excellent at explaining not only the intricacies of specific positions, but also useful practical guidance for general endgame play. I felt that I gained a lot from these instructions.”
 Grandmaster David Smerdon, Chess.com

“A must for every advanced chess player who wants to improve his liquidating skills.”
 Eddy Sibbing, Max Euwe Centre Amsterdam

“I am not aware of any prior book which covered this subject, other than perhaps in passing. It takes only a moment’s thought to realize that all king and pawn endings started out as endings with more pieces on the board, and therefore this is a subject worthy of its own manual. I feel that GM Benjamin really hit the mark with this book.”
 Chris Wainscott, ChessIQ

“Benjamin has managed to create an excellent guide to a difficult theme that has been badly served in chess literature. If you are really serious about improving your chess, you should work on your Benjamin!”
 International Master Frank Zeller, Magazine Schach
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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move
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	Black to move




	♔

	King




	♕

	Queen




	♖

	Rook




	♗

	Bishop




	♘

	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better




	+–

	White has a decisive advantage




	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage




	=

	balanced position




	!

	good move




	!!

	excellent move




	?

	bad move




	??

	blunder




	!?

	interesting move




	?!

	dubious move
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PROLOGUE

The ABCs of chess

I was playing my first games as a grandmaster in Jerusalem 1986, which coincided with the FIDE Congress in Dubai. The venerable Viktor Kortchnoi had been gradually outplaying me, and I felt the game slipping away in the following position:

Joel Benjamin

2540

Viktor Kortchnoi

2650

Jerusalem 1986 (3)
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47…♖b1

This move gave me a bad feeling. Black can also win with 47…♖c1 48.♖c6+ (48.♖xa2 ♖c2+) 48…♔b2 49.♖b6+ ♔a1 50.♔d2 (or 50.♖xf6 ♖c2+ 51.♔d1 ♔b1) 50…♖b1 51.♖xf6 ♔b2 52.♖b6+ ♔a3 53.♖a6+ ♔b3 54.♖b6+ ♔c4, etc. But Kortchnoi forced the pawn ending right away, obviously seeing it all to the end.

48.♖xa2 ♖b2+ 49.♖xb2 ♔xb2

Even though the black king seems to be far from the action, White is lost!

50.f3
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Viktor Kortchnoi



White can’t do without this move, for example, 50.♔d2 ♔b3 51.♔d3 ♔b4 52.♔d2 ♔c4 53.♔e3 ♔c3 54.♔e2 ♔d4 clips the e4-pawn.

50…♔c3!

Chess is not checkers – you don’t have to take. 50…gxf3+ 51.♔xf3 ♔c3 52.♔g4 ♔d4 53.♔f5 wins for White.

51.fxg4 ♔d4 52.♔f3 ♔d3 53.♔f2 ♔xe4 54.♔e2 ♔d4 55.♔d2 e4 56.♔e2 e3

The game was adjourned here (remember adjournments, anyone?) and I sealed…

57.♔d1

I would obviously lose after 57.♔e1 ♔d3 58.♔d1 e2+ 59.♔e1 ♔e3 (I like to call this motif the ‘fake stalemate’ – White has to move pawns against his will) 60.g5 fxg5 61.g4 ♔f3. But now I seemed to hold: 57…♔d3 58.♔e1 e2 59.g5 fxg5 60.g4 ♔e3 leads to a real stalemate, while 60…♔e4 61.♔xe2 ♔f4 62.♔f2 ♔xg4 63.♔g2 gains White the opposition and draws.

I knew this couldn’t be correct. Kortchnoi had played too quickly and confidently and the position didn’t look like it should be a draw. Before leaving the table, Kortchnoi looked at me and said, ‘I know something about triangles.’ I was lost in more ways than one, because I still didn’t see the win. Fortunately Dmitry Gurevich, who was ‘classically trained’ in the endgame (i.e. he grew up in the Soviet Union) showed me the potential finale.

[image: images]

Indeed, it is all about triangles: 57…♔d5! 58.♔e1 ♔e5! 59.♔d1 (59.♔e2 ♔e4 puts White in zugzwang; the king can go to e2 only if Black’s king is already on e4) 59…♔d4 and having created the position with White to move, Black wins easily after 60.♔e1 ♔d3. Very pretty, but quite simple, too.

I ran after Kortchnoi and resigned, apologizing profusely for my ignorance. Quite perplexed, Kortchnoi told me, ‘It is the ABCs of chess!’ Of course he was right. Triangulation is a basic technique in pawn endings, which are the building blocks for all other endgames.

I realized how important it is to understand pawn endings, and I’ve been fascinated by them ever since. The magical quality of so many of these endings, where the result often hinges on wonderful subtleties, drew me to writing this book, but there was another practical point that I felt needed to be addressed in print.

Pawn endings do not arise out of nowhere; we know of course that every pawn ending started out as an endgame with more pieces on the board. Some endgame works have addressed the issue with chapters on simplification into pawn endings, but this feels insufficient to me. Just as Kortchnoi’s mastery of pawn endings led him to an easy win from the rook endgame, studying the transition will help us see the pawn endings evolve and enable us to appreciate and understand them so much better.





Introduction

Examples in this book are drawn almost exclusively from practical play. Many of the games are recent and have not appeared in any other endgame manuals. Some others have appeared only in the pawn ending form. In analysis I have tried to focus on the practical aspects of the decisions each player had to make. The move numbering is from the original games to indicate the length of the struggle and possible effects of time pressure. I have generally followed the game continuations to the end, even if the play is far from optimal, because we learn as much from the mistakes as from the proper solutions. Along the way I discovered many amazing possibilities hidden in sidelines.

The examples are divided into chapters according to the material present before the liquidation. I have explored the unique aspects of particular pieces in regard to the endgame, e.g. placement of pawns on light and dark squares in relation to bishops, the dynamics of knights and outside passed pawns, positions that favor one minor piece over another, the bishop pair, and bishops of opposite colors. In a number of examples, liquidation occurs almost immediately; obviously the pawn ending takes center stage there. In other cases, the pieces may stay on for several moves, or possibly only come off in a key variation. ‘To trade or not to trade’ – that is the question that can only be understood by examining both pathways. I strove to offer, as much as possible, practical advice about these decisions, in addition to analyzing the critical variations.

The process is, to some extent, working backwards from the pawn ending. So I have subdivided the examples according to general pawn ending themes, which I will explain below:

Technical liquidation

In these cases the transition to the pawn ending is the key itself, and the resulting position is won or drawn without complications.

Tempo games

I have often said about pawn endings, ‘It’s not where you are going, it’s when you get there.’ Results are often determined by exact timing of moves. Zugzwang, opposition and triangulation are important themes in this realm.

King activity

These are endings where the primary factor is the superior activity of one player’s king, though often it will be counterbalanced by a competing advantage.

Passed pawn dynamics

This category explores the typical possibilities created by protected passed pawns, outside passed pawns, connected passed pawns, etc.

The race

Many endings come down to both players trying to queen a pawn as fast as they can. The race can involve kings clearing the way for pawns or pawns doing it for themselves. Breakthrough tactics are often involved.

The key moment often comes after both sides promote. There may be tactics to win the queen, force mate, or re-liquidate. Even when the slower player only gets the pawn to the seventh rank, the special circumstances of rook or bishop pawns lead to further nuances.

Breakthrough

Sometimes one can force a passed pawn despite having a minority or an equal number of pawns in an area of the board. Sacrifices can not only create passed pawns but open up squares to help these pawns queen. Certain typical pawn structures generate breakthrough opportunities. Breakthroughs and races are often intertwined.

Sacrifices and countersacrifices

In these cases the pawn ending arrives in stages. One player sacrifices a piece (generally for (a) strong passed pawn(s) or dominant king position). The second will be compelled to sacrifice in return later on.

For this New and Extended 3rd Edition, I have added new categories:

Fortress

These are positions where the stronger side cannot finish the job despite having an apparently winning position. The obstacles can be inability to open the position or penetrate with the king, and stalemate possibilities.

Pawn structure

In these examples a weakness in pawn structure, such as doubled pawns, plays a key role in the ensuing play.

Naturally, there is a great degree of overlap, and the positions do not always fit neatly into these categories.

I have tried to emphasize the human element of these games as much as possible. I hope to help the reader understand how to anticipate the developments in these types of endings and offer practical advice for making these critical decisions.

All of the chapters conclude with exercises for the reader. In each case the reader is asked a question, rather than simply expected to find a winning or drawing continuation. The questions may compel the reader to make a decision about liquidation. It may be whether trading is the correct option, or choosing between moves based on a potential liquidating resource. For a greater challenge, the exercises are not organized by theme. However, there is a hints section in the back of every chapter where a word or phrase will be offered for each example to gently guide the reader.

A section on thematic positions from pawn endings can also be found at the end. These diagrams graphically depict basic critical motifs that should be understood after reading the chapters. For further review, each position will include game references from the chapters that illustrate the concept.

For this Extended Edition, I have added more than fifty new games, supplementing the main chapters and exercise sections. Most of these examples are recent games, some ‘ripped from the headlines’, with an occasional golden oldie. I have also added a few more positions to the thematic positions section.

Lastly, writing this book was both fun and educational, and I continue to view endgames – especially ones with juicy liquidations – with excitement and wonderment. I believe readers will have a similar experience, and I hope to trigger in you the same passion for the endgame.





CHAPTER 1

Queen endings

Queen endings have a particular dynamic to them. The potential of perpetual check offers hope to the defender. The queen’s great power to force liquidation is often the best way to neutralize those troublesome checks. The greater potential for forcing liquidation means that players have to be particularly alert to possible pawn endings.

Technical liquidations

We start off with cases where the liquidation guarantees immediate success. In the pawn ending a player can exploit opportunities to promote pawns, scoop up pawns with the king, or utilize an extra or outside passed pawn.

In the first position a queen trade forces a win by breakthrough.

Game 1.1

Svetozar Gligoric

Robert James Fischer

Zurich 1959 (11)
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34.♕h1!
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Viktor Kortchnoi



A queen can be effective behind a passed pawn just like a rook! Black’s queen is forced into a passive position.

34…♕h8 35.h7 ♔f8

Black cannot keep the queens on: 35…♔d6 36.♕h5 ♔e7 37.♕g5+ ♔f8 38.♕d8+.

36.♕a8+ ♔g7 37.♕xh8+ ♔xh8 38.c4 ♔xh7

If 38…bxc4 39.a4 e5 40.b5 White wins the race because he will queen with check.

39.c5 1-0

Game 1.2

Hikaru Nakamura

2657

Ildar Ibragimov

2611

Philadelphia 2005 (7)

[image: images]

The c-pawn is tantalizingly close to queening, but Black must take care not to allow perpetual check. There are several ways to win the position but Ibragimov’s technique is beautiful because he uses his vision of the pawn ending to force a win without the slightest chance of anything going wrong.

46…♕d5

Black backs up to gain a better angle for penetration.

47.♕e3 ♕c6 48.♕c1

On 48.♕d3+? g6, Black would promote immediately. Now the threat of perpetual is gone so Black can go in for the killing liquidation.

48…♕b6+ 49.♔e2 ♕b1 50.♔d2 ♕xc1+ 51.♔xc1 ♔g6 52.♔xc2 ♔f5 0-1

The black king will not be denied (53.h3 ♔e4). Black will win both pawns, for example: 53.♔d3 ♔g4 54.♔e2 ♔h3 55.♔f3 ♔xh2 56.♔f2 g5 57.♔f3 h5 58.♔f2 g4, etc.

Game 1.3

Wang Jue

2396

Alexander Ipatov

2615

Santa Clara 2014 (8)

[image: images]

Since Black’s queen is ideally placed to defend the a6-pawn and keep White’s king fenced in, he is reluctant to move it. The former World Junior Champion formulates a plan to position his king to force a queen trade. Note that mate threats play a role in this process.

63…♔f2 64.♕c5+ ♔e1 65.♕c3+

Of course not 65.♕c1+ ♕d1+.

65…♔d1 66.♕d4+


[image: images]

Alexander Ipatov



66.♕a1+ ♔d2 67.♕b2+ ♔d3 68.♕b3+ ♔d4 and White cannot avoid the queen trade.

66…♔c2 67.♕c5+ ♔b1 68.♔a5

This loses immediately, but Black’s plan is irresistible: 68.♕d6 ♕c4 69.♕c5 ♕b5+ 70.♔b3 ♕d3+ 71.♔a4 g3 72.♕g5 ♔a2 73.♕g8+ ♔b2 74.♕g7+ ♕c3.

68…♕b5+ 69.♕xb5 axb5 70.♔xb5 g3 0-1

The process is similar in the next example, but the liquidation motif is even more prominent, as the stronger side does not even possess a passed pawn.

Game 1.4

Ju Wenjun

2571

Tan Zhongyi

2522

Chongqing/Shanghai Wch-W 2018 (6)

[image: images]

We pick up the action thirty moves into the queen ending. Tan Zhongyi has played very patiently so far, probably trying to plan things out on the fly. With her last move, 94… ♕e4-f3!, Tan Zhongyi has created a kind of zugzwang.

95.♕c2+

White can probably defend more stubbornly by coughing up a second pawn but destroying Black’s coordination for a while: 95.♕d7 ♕f2+ 96.♔h3 ♕xa2 97.♕d3. Then Black has to find 97…♕a1! to maintain a clearly won position. Of course a downside of that continuation for White is that the 50-move count would start all over again!

95…♔d4

The king crosses over, with liquidation into the pawn ending in mind.

96.♕d2+ ♔e4 97.♕c2+ ♔e3 98.♕c5+ ♔e2 99.♕c2+ ♔e1 100.♕c1+ ♕d1 101.♕c6 ♕e2+ 102.♔h3 ♕e4 103.♕c1+ ♔f2 104.♕d2+ ♕e2 105.♕d4+ ♔f1 106.♕a1+ ♔f2 107.♕d4+ ♕e3 108.♕b2+ ♔e1 109.♕b1+ ♔d2 110.♕b2+ ♔d1 111.♕b1+ ♕c1 112.♕d3+ ♕d2 113.♕b1+

113.♕f1+ ♕e1 114.♕d3+ ♔c1 and Black is ready to win on the queenside.

113…♔e2 114.♕h1 ♕e1 115.♕d5 ♕f1+ 116.♔h2 ♕f2+ 117.♔h3 ♕f1+ 118.♔h2 ♕f3 119.♕c4+ ♔f2 120.♕c5+ ♕e3 121.♕c2+ ♕e2 122.♕c6 ♔f1+ 123.♔h3 ♔g1 124.♕c5+ ♕f2 125.♕c1+ ♕f1+

Ju Wenjun resigned, no doubt frustrated at coming up three moves short of claiming the 50-move rule!

Sometimes an attractive liquidation can actually distract us from the right one.

Game 1.5

Axel Bachmann

2566

Yian Liou

2312

Las Vegas 2012 (12)

[image: images]

The players maneuvered around with rooks on the board for fifty moves before White finally won the f-pawn to earn a two pawn advantage. So both players were surely exhausted and most likely low on time. Still, developing the right instincts can help overcome such obstacles.

107.g5?

It seems logical to push up both pawns, but this approach is incorrect. Because the pawns are on the wing, White’s king will not find shelter from checks when it needs it, and stalemating tricks will also help the defender. The correct strategy is to hold the g-pawn back and look for a transition into the pawn ending: 107.h6! ♕d7 (107…♕d8+ 108.♔h5, or 107…♕d6 108.♕e8+ ♔h7 109.♕f7+ ♔xh6 110.g5#) 108.♕e5+ ♔h7 109.♕g7+ ♕xg7 110.hxg7 ♔g8 111.♔h5 ♔xg7 112.♔g5. The rest of the game illustrates how a missed opportunity for a winning pawn endgame can come back to haunt you.

107…♕d7 108.h6 ♔g8 109.♔h5 ♕f7+?

This move comes up roses but it should have been punished. Instead Black seems to hold (the tablebase says so) after 109…♕d1+ 110.♔g6 ♕d6+ 111.♔f5 ♕c5+ 112.♕e5 ♕c2+ 113.♔f6 ♕f2+, etc.

110.♕g6+?

The players may have been blitzing by now, but when your opponent ‘allows’ a move like this your spidey sense should kick in!

110.g6 would have won easily.

[image: images]

110…♔h8!

111.♕xf7 is stalemate.

Game 1.6

Tamaz Gelashvili

2512

Dimitar Dochev

2365

Kavala tt 1999

[image: images]

The black queen had to defend the h6-pawn against the threat of ♕g6+, so is caught in ‘swap’ position.

54.g5 ♕d6 55.gxh6+ ♔xh6

55…♔h8 offers no practical chances because 56.♔g5 will still force the queens off.

56.♕g6+! ♕xg6 57.hxg6 ♔xg6 58.♔g4

[image: images]

Black resigned because of 58…e3 (or 58…♔f6 59.♔f4 e3 60.fxe3! – not 60.♔xe3? ♔e5!=) 59.fxe3 ♔f6 60.♔f4 ♔e6 61.♔e4 and White wins with the opposition.

Later we will see Black rewarded for having his king one square further away. If Black’s king were on h6 in the final position he would be drawing.
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Viktor Kortchnoi



We have seen liquidations to take advantage of passed pawns, but the potential pawn ending is also a huge factor when all the pawns are on the same side.

Game 1.7

Ilija Balinov

2570

Sergey Movsesian

2630

Pula 1997 (8)
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Black has excellent chances to break down White’s fragile pawn structure.

62.♔h3?

It’s natural to hide the king from checks, but Black’s next move will completely tie up White.

Black can make progress after 62.♔g1 with 62…♕c2 63.♕e3 ♕f5 64.♔g2 g5 65.fxg5 ♔g6, but at least simplification isn’t so easily forced.

62…♕d5! 63.♕f1 g5

White can’t defend his brittle pawn chain and avoid trading.

64.g4

If 64.♔h2 ♕d2+ 65.♔h1 h4 White’s pawns will all disappear; on 64.fxg5 ♕xe5 Black will win the g5-pawn.

[image: images]

64…gxf4 65.♕xf4 ♕h1+ 66.♔g3 ♕g1+ 67.♔f3 ♕xg4+ 68.♕xg4+ hxg4+ 69.♔xg4

White cannot gain the opposition: 69.♔g3 ♔h6 (though 69…f5 70.exf6+ ♔xf6 71.♔xg4 ♔e5 72.♔f3 ♔d4 also wins) 70.♔xg4 ♔g6.

69…♔g6 0-1

Game 1.8

David Buniatyan

1853

Vladimir Vinogradov

2120

Moscow 2018 (5)
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Here Black can win easily with 51…♕xf4!, as 52.♕xh5+ ♕h6 is a trivial pawn ending. Instead he ‘misliquidated’ with

51…♕h3+ 52.♔g1 ♕g4+? 53.♕xg4 hxg4 54.♔g2 ♔g6 55.♔f2!

The standard avoidance of the poison square saves the day.

55…f5

55…♔f5 56.♔g3.

56.exf6 ♔xf6 57.♔g2!

Draw.

Tempo games

We move on to more complex pawn endings where the result is indeed decided by a battle for tempi. Players often know that certain textbook endings are special without learning the key points of them. More detailed understanding can come in very handy.

Game 1.9

Hikaru Nakamura

2657

Joel Benjamin

2563

Philadelphia 2005 (5)
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54.♕f4+!

I was shocked by this move, remembering something about it being important that my pawn was back on a7. My young opponent understood something else that was important about the position and was thus able to avoid any potential technical problems.

54…♕xf4 55.gxf4 ♔xf4 56.♔f2 ♔e4 57.♔e2 ♔d5 58.♔d3 ♔c5 59.c4 ♔c6 60.♔d4 ♔d6 61.c5+ ♔c7 62.♔d5 ♔d7 63.c6+ ♔c7 64.♔c5

[image: images]

64…♔c8

Clearly White can answer 64…a6 with 65.a3 or 65.a4; White’s king gains access to b6 or b5 and wins the a-pawn.

It is less obvious but just as true that Black can never draw with the pawn on a6. Consider this classic position:

Game 1.10

Hans Fahrni

Semyon Alapin

Munich 1909 (uncertain)

[image: images]

Even on move, White wins… if he knows something about triangulation: 65.♔d5 ♔c8 66.♔d4 ♔d8 67.♔c4! ♔c8 68.♔d5! and Black is in zugzwang: 68…♔d8 69.♔d6 and queens, while 68…♔c7 69.♔c5 reaches the last diagram with Black to move.

65.♔d6 ♔d8 66.c7+ ♔c8 67.♔c6

Now I learned that White always wins with his pawn on a2. The option of ‘one box or two’ guarantees that White will get the opposition.

67…a6 68.♔d6 a5 69.a4 1-0

Of course, this stuff has been in endgame books for decades. It’s worth learning the rules, which are fairly straightforward, as this ending comes up often in practice, at least as a possible variation.

Game 1.11

Odd Martin Guttulsrud

2190

Roger Moor

2402

Oslo 2011 (1)

[image: images]

Black’s protected passed pawn clearly gives him the sunnier side of this position.

53.♕e4+!?

White, a much lower-rated player, looks to hold a draw in a tricky pawn ending. While this decision is technically correct, White will be forced to calculate precisely or die. Players who are not confident of their skills in this area would be recommended to wait patiently (almost any move will do) as Black is hard-pressed to demonstrate a plan for improving his position.

53…♕e6 54.♔d3 ♕xe4+ 55.♔xe4 ♔d6 56.b4 cxb4 57.♔xd4 ♔c6

[image: images]

58.♔d3??

Giving ground in this manner should be a last resort! White could secure a draw by improving the situation on the kingside: 58.h4 h6 (58…♔b6 59.g4 ♔a5 (59…h6 60.h5=) 60.c5 ♔b5 61.♔d5 b3 62.c6 b2 63.c7 b1♕ 64.c8♕ ♕d1+ 65.♔e5 ♕e1+ 66.♔d5 there is no form of the queen ending that provides winning chances for Black) 59.g4 g5 and now there are two methods:

A) 60.hxg5 hxg5 61.♔e4 ♔c5 62.♔d3 b3 63.♔c3 b2 64.♔xb2 ♔xc4 65.♔c2 ♔d4 66.♔d2 ♔e4 67.♔e2 ♔f4 68.♔f2 ♔xg4 69.♔g2=;

B) 60.h5 ♔b6 61.c5+ ♔c6 (61…♔b5? 62.♔d5 b3 63.c6 b2 64.c7 b1♕ 65.c8♕ and Black has the move but White has the edge, because his pawns are defended and his king is closer to them) 62.♔c4 b3 63.♔xb3 ♔xc5 64.♔c3 ♔d5 65.♔d3 ♔e5 66.♔e3=.

58…♔c5 59.h4 h6 60.g4 g5 61.h5

White needs to push to save a tempo, but now with two pawns on the kingside Black will win easily when his king gets there.

61…b3 62.♔c3 b2 63.♔xb2 ♔xc4 64.♔c2 ♔d4 0-1

Game 1.12

Magnus Carlsen

2844

Hou Yifan

2673

Wijk aan Zee 2016 (11)
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Should Black trade or should she hold? To paraphrase The Clash, if she holds there will be trouble, but if she trades it may be double.

44…♕xc3+?!

I punctuate this move negatively because Black can only draw the pawn ending with precise play. The game continuation shows that Hou had not worked anything out, and thus was taking a big chance in liquidating. After 44…♕e7 White can continue to probe in typical Magnus style, but Black is not in any danger yet.

45.♔xc3 h5??

This loses rather routinely. Black had to play 45…a5 46.b4 (if 46.♔d4 ♔e6 47.c3 h5 48.h4 ♔f6 49.b4 ♔e6 50.bxa5 ♔f6 White cannot win because the c3-pawn restricts the king’s ability to get around quickly) and now:

A) 46…h5 47.bxa5 (47.h4 ♔e6 48.bxa5 ♔d7) 47…h4 and White cannot force a zugzwang;

B) 46…axb4+ (at first I thought this would lose, but a remarkable stalemate resource makes it work) 47.♔xb4 and now it is critical to go to the correct square.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



47…♔c8? 48.♔c3! ♔d7 (forced, to keep the king out of e5) 49.a5 h5 50.h4 puts Black in zugzwang. The position is drawn with White on move. 50…♔e6 51.♔b4 ♔d7 52.a6 bxa6 53.♔a5 ♔e6 54.♔xa6 d4 55.♔b7! ♔d5 56.♔b6 wins.

So the only move is 47…♔d8!!, which allows Black to respond to the white king going in either direction: 48.♔a5 (48.♔c3 ♔e7 49.a5 ♔d7 50.h4 h5 51.♔d4 ♔e6) 48…♔c7 49.h4 h5 50.c3 (it is vital that Black force White to use this tempo before invading b6) 50…♔c8 51.♔b6 ♔b8 52.a5 ♔a8! 53.a6 (53.♔c7 ♔a7 54.♔d7 ♔a6 55.♔e6 ♔b5! (there’s no time to waste in a race; Black has to head right for the c3-pawn) 56.♔xf5 ♔c4 57.♔g6 ♔xc3 58.f5 d4 59.f6 d3 60.f7 d2 61.f8♕ d1♕ and White may have some practical chances to win)


[image: images]

analysis diagram



53…♔b8! 54.axb7 (54.♔a5 ♔a7 55.axb7 ♔xb7 56.♔b4 ♔a6 57.c4 ♔b7=) 54…d4 and White cannot avoid stalemate.

46.♔b4 ♔c8 47.♔a5 ♔c7 48.h4 ♔b8 49.♔b6 ♔c8 50.b4 ♔b8 51.b5 cxb5 52.axb5 axb5 53.♔xb5 ♔c7 54.c3 1-0

54…♔d7 55.♔b6 ♔c8 56.c6 ♔b8 57.cxb7 d4 58.c4 ends in mate, but not the ‘stale’ kind!

It seems that lightning struck Hou Yifan twice, as two years later she again missed her chances after liquidating from a queen ending.

Game 1.13

Anish Giri

2752

Hou Yifan

2680

Wijk aan Zee 2018 (1)
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52…♔c8?!

This feels like a safe move but it allows a dangerous liquidation. 52…♕f5 was a solid alternative, e.g. 53.b5 axb5 54.♕c5 ♕xg5 55.♕xb5+ ♔d6 56.a6 ♕f6+ 57.♔a2 ♕d4 and White cannot advance the a-pawn without exposing his king to perpetual check.

53.♕f6! ♕xf6+

Black has no choice. Moving the queen would cost a pawn, and allowing the exchange any other way would allow White to queen a pawn on the wing.

54.gxf6 ♔d7 55.♔b3!

This clever move gives Black chances to go wrong. After 55.♔c3 ♔c6 56.♔d4 ♔d6 57.c3 c6 White wins if Black is on move, but not here: 58.c4 dxc4 59.♔xc4 ♔d7=.

55…♔c6??

Black could also go wrong with 55…c6 56.♔c3 ♔e6 57.♔d4 ♔d6 (57…♔xf6 58.♔c5 and White queens faster) 58.c3 ♔d7 59.b5!! (59.♔c5 ♔c7 60.b5 cxb5 61.♔xd5 ♔d7 and Black draws with the opposition).


[image: images]

analysis diagram



All Black’s tries come up short:

A) 59…cxb5 60.♔xd5 ♔c7 61.♔c5 is zugzwang;

B) 59…axb5 60.♔c5 ♔c7 61.a6 ♔b8 62.♔xc6 b4 63.cxb4 d4 64.b5 d3 65.b6 d2 66.a7+ ♔a8 67.♔c7 d1♕ 68.b7+ ♔xa7 69.b8♕+ ♔a6 70.♕b6#;

C) 59…♔d6 60.bxa6 (or 60.b6) 60…c5+ 61.♔e3 ♔c7 62.♔f4+–.

The only correct move is 55…♔d6!.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



Now 56.c4 dxc4+ 57.♔xc4 c6! (57…♔c6?? 58.b5+) 58.♔d4 ♔d7 holds. 56.♔c3 ♔c6 57.♔d3 (57.♔d4 ♔d6) 57…♔b5 58.♔d4 ♔xb4 59.♔xd5 ♔xa5 60.♔c6 ♔b4 61.♔d7 a5 62.♔e7 a4 63.♔xf7 a3 64.♔e6 a2 65.f7 a1♕ 66.f8♕+ ♔b5 is a draw, but not 66…c5?? 67.♕b8+ ♔c3 (67…♔c4 68.♕b3+ ♔d4 69.♕d3#) 68.♕e5+ etc. Black can simplify things a bit by being pro-active with 56…c5 57.bxc5+ ♔xc5 58.♔d3 d4 (other moves draw as well) 59.♔e4 ♔c4 60.♔e5 ♔c5=.

56.c4!

This break catches Black’s king on the wrong square, as 56…dxc4+ 57.♔xc4 and 56…♔d6 57.b5 both produce a decisive passed a-pawn.

56…d4 57.♔c2 ♔d6 58.♔d2!

Giri avoids the poison square – 58.♔d3? c5 59.b5 ♔c7=.

58…c6

58…c5 59.bxc5+ ♔xc5 60.♔d3 is zugzwang.

59.♔e2!

The white king occupies d3 at the right moment and resistance is broken.

59…♔d7 60.♔d3 ♔c7 61.♔xd4 ♔d6 62.♔d3 ♔c7 63.♔e4 ♔d6 64.♔d4 1-0

Though Black missed a draw in the pawn ending, the liquidation was still a good bet for White because any mistakes
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