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Introduction







 A book on 1...b6 may sound like a joke to classical players, used to replying with a central push at White’s standard first moves. Since the Hypermodernists, of course, we have known that 1...g6 is a perfectly viable opening for Black, though it is a rare guest in the top players’ repertoire. But putting pressure on White’s pawn centre with the other bishop is even less popular. There are many solid reasons for that:





1) As castling kingside is safer, and indeed happens in the vast majority of games, it is quite useful to speed up the development of that flank. By comparison, after 1...b6 2...Bb7, we can state that Black needs at least three more tempi before he is allowed to castle long.





2) To put extra pressure on the white centre, Black often needs to include his c-pawn in the battle. If one makes a parallel with the Modern Defence (1...g6) again, pushing the f-pawn would weaken the black king much more.





3) Finally, one may say: ‘Fianchettoing your queen’s bishop is nice, but it’s not a priority. Why not logically start with moves you will have to play anyway?’





Well, what can I say? The preceding points are all quite pertinent, but I still see some arguments in favour of 1...b6:





1) First of all the theory of 1...b6 is not as well developed as for more orthodox systems. Openings that are not played by the world’s top players can be underestimated; this often means your opponent will be badly prepared and will soon have to think for himself, which is always good news!





2) Another point for Black is the flexibility of his formation. He may use his f-pawn to gain extra control of the e4-square, decide to put his dark-squared bishop on g7 or on e7, or sometimes even on b4, depending on White does. All in all this will leave a free course to imaginative players.





From this second point, and again in comparison with 1...g6, one can state that Black will employ a sort of light-squared strategy. Indeed, nearly all of Black’s forces will be directed towards the e4- and d5-squares: his bishop at b7, knight at f6, pawns on e6 and f5 and sometimes c6. The other bishop will add extra pressure on the white centre from b4. This strategy is often effective as White can’t keep his centre intact for long, just by protecting it with his pieces. He will thus have to advance his central pawns further, or exchange them, when Black can usually get a satisfactory game.





As practice will show you, playing 1...b6 does have a recurrent drawback in many cases: in the form of the black queen’s knight placement. As the ‘natural’...Nc6 would invite d4-d5 with gain of tempo¸ this one often lands on a6 rather early. When White has already committed himself with d4-d5, then the horse finds a nice outpost at c5. Otherwise, it may have to be patient.





Apart from this small inconvenience, I see no valid reason not to play 1...b6, at least as an alternative weapon!





This book will deal with 1 e4 b6, 1 d4 b6, 1 c4 b6 and 1 Nf3 b6. It is thus divided into four sections. As for White’s other first moves, I believe 1...b6 is still good (except after 1 g3! of course), but Black has a wide range of satisfactory replies in these cases anyway.





Finally, I would like to address my special thanks to all prolific 1...b6 (or 2...b6) players: GMs Speelman and Blatny, the late Tony Miles, the Latvian duo Kengis and Miezis, IMs Bricard and Filipovic, to name a few. Without your indirect contribution, this book would have had the cherry, but the cake surely would have been missing.





Good reading!







Christian Bauer,





France,





September 2005
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Chapter One




1 e4 b6



1 e4 b6: Introduction





Owen’s Defence, 1 e4 b6, is regarded by current theory as suspicious. Not because we are unfamiliar nowadays with hypermodern concepts (1 e4 g6 is much more popular and well accepted), but it appears that some lines make Black’s life difficult.



For instance, after 2 d4 Bb7 3 Bd3 (section 2), Black’s task of applying extra pressure on his rival’s centre is not easy. Following the most frequently played move 3...e6, Black can end up in a slightly passive, albeit quite playable position, often reminiscent of the French Defence. If Black doesn’t like 3...e6, Blatny’s speciality of 3...Nf6 4 Qe2 Nc6!? (Games 9-10) is a valid alternative. 4 Qe2 is White’s main possibility and presents very special characteristics. White can opt for a different fourth move, but he would have to make a concession in that case.



The other main line, 3 Nc3 e6 4 Nf3 Bb4 5 Bd3 Nf6 6 Bg5 h6 etc., is also delicate for Black to handle (see section 3). It may not promise full equality either, even though the game Glek-Polak went quite nicely, but Black has earlier ways to deviate.



To be honest, I don’t think Black can equalise as quickly with 1...b6 as he sometimes does in standard openings, and he may suffer against a well-prepared opponent. Then again, the well-prepared opponent is rare for such marginal variations as 1...b6, and in any case, with reasonable play I’m sure White can’t get more than a slight advantage from the opening – a risk everyone is running as Black, aren’t they?



Other possibilities for White, such as 3 f3, 2 g3 and 2 Nf3, shouldn’t worry Black. These lesser lines, along with Black’s own early deviations (such as the Hippopotamus), are considered in the first section below.




Game 1
G.Swathi-P.Harikrishna
Indian Championship, Nagpur 2002

1 e4 b6 2 g3 Bb7 3 Bg2 Nf6



The thematic 3...f5 is also well playable and is seen in the next game.



4 Nc3 e6 5 Nge2



I like 5 f4 better, as after the closing of the centre White can continue Nf3 (or even Nh3), and leave the e2-square vacant for the other knight.



5...d5 6 e5 Nfd7 7 f4 c5 8 d3 Nc6



Undermining the centre by means of 8...f6?! is suspicious, as White can just ignore his opponent’s intention. After 9 0-0! (9 f5?! fxe5 10 fxe6 Nf6 on the other hand is less clear) 9...fxe5? (9...f5 still seems playable for Black, but then it would have been more logical to play it in one go) 10 fxe5 Nxe5 11 Nf4, with his king stuck in the middle, Black is in serious trouble.



9 0-0 g6



Stopping any f4-f5 ideas.



10 Qe1 a6 11 Nd1 Qc7



11...b5 was possible as well and perhaps better, but having in mind to castle queenside, Black understandably refrains from advancing further on this wing.



12 c3 Be7 13 Bd2 h5 14 b4
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14...h4?!



I’m not sure about this move; a natural plan for White is to play for g3-g4, especially when the centre becomes stabilised, as occurs in the coming course of the game. If Black doesn’t get an attack then...h5-h4 only helps his opponent.



15 d4 hxg3 16 hxg3 c4 17 Ne3 0-0-0 18 Qb1



18 Kf2 immediately was worth considering, but in this event Black may open lines with...f7-f6 and...g6-g5.



18...f5 19 b5



White had two interesting alternatives at her disposal: 19 Kf2 and the greedy 19 exf6 Nxf6 (or 19...Bxf6 20 Qxg6) 20 Qxg6 Rdg8 21 Qc2. Black surely has decent compensation, but it’s not obvious how he will proceed to assault the safely guarded white king.



19...axb5 20 Qxb5 Rdg8 21 Kf2 g5 22 Rh1 g4



Harikrishna was evidently annoyed by the possibility of 23 Rxh8 Rxh8 24 fxg5 Bxg5 25 Nxc4, and 22...gxf4 23 Nxf4 wasn’t appealing either. Blocking the kingside, however, means that Black’s last few moves were far from ideal.



23 Rxh8 Rxh8 24 Rh1 Rxh1 25 Bxh1 Na5 26 Bg2 Qd8 27 Qb1 Qh8 28 Nc2 Qh2 29 Bc1 Bc6 30 Ba3 Bd8 31 Ne3
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31...Qh8?



Black should have prevented the sacrifice that follows with 31...Qh5. In that case his position would have remained defensible.



32 Bb4 Nb8



32...Qh5 is already too late: i.e. 33 Bxa5 bxa5 34 Nxc4.



33 Nxf5 exf5 34 Qxf5+ Kb7 35 e6 Qe8 36 Bxd5



36 Qf7+! was the simplest, but the text move doesn’t spoil anything.



36...Bxd5 37 Qxd5+ Nac6 38 Bd6 Bf6 39 Qxc4 Qh5 40 d5 Qh2+ 41 Ke3 Na5 42 Qe4



Simpler was 42 Qc7+! Ka6 43 e7 and wins.



42...b5 43 e7 Bxe7 44 Qxe7+ Ka8 45 Bxb8?



45 Bc5! was far more easy. Now Black can hope again.



45...Nc4+ 46 Kd3 Kxb8 47 d6 Qh1 48 Kc2?



Throwing the win away; either 48 Qc7+ Ka8 49 d7 or first 48 Kd4 would have won for White.



48...Qe1 49 Qc7+ Ka8 50 Qc8+ Ka7 51 Qc7+ Ka8 ½-½



A lucky escape for the current U20 World Champion!




Game 2
M.Olesen-E.Brondum
Copenhagen 1995

1 e4 b6 2 g3 Bb7 3 Bg2 f5
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This position reminds me of the 1 c4 b6 2 Nc3 Bb7 3 e4 e6 4 g3 f5 line, examined in Chapter 3. Indeed, after the logical moves 4 d3 Nf6 White may opt for 5 c4 fxe4 6 Nc3, with a likely transposition to the aforementioned variation, unless Black tries the interesting 6...e5.



4 d3 Nf6 5 Nd2



5 Nc3 seems more natural to me, as blocking the c-pawn isn’t that relevant here. According to my sources this position was reached only once before, in a game S.Boden-J.Owen, London match 1858, that ended well for the first player!



5...e6 6 Ngf3



Maybe 6 Nh3 instead, since White considerably loses influence in the centre when he has to take back with a piece on e4, as in the course of the game. I’m not sure, though, if White objectively has better chances of an opening edge after, let’s say, 6...Be7 7 0-0 0-0 8 e5 Bxg2 9 Kxg2 Ng4, or 8 exf5 Bxg2 9 Kxg2 exf5 10 Qf3 Nc6 when 11 Qxf5 Nd4 and 11 c3 g6 seem about level to me.



6...fxe4 7 Ng5 Be7 8 Ngxe4



After 8 dxe4 the drawback of the early knight jump forward becomes obvious: 8...0-0 9 0-0 h6 10 Nh3 e5 and Black should be fine, while on 9 Qe2?! Ba6 causes some nuisance. White must either weaken d4 with 10 c4, go into the self-pin by 10 Nc4, or remove his queen, when castling will become problematic.



8...Nc6
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9 0-0



If 9 Nxf6+ Bxf6 10 Ne4 (after 10 Qh5+?! g6 11 Qh6 Fritz advocates 11...Nd4!? 12 Bxb7 Nxc2+ 13 Kd1 Nxa1 and Black has won some material, though the a1 knight’s fate might be not too glorious; instead 11...Qe7 is simpler, when Black is at least equal) 10...0-0 11 Nxf6+ Qxf6 12 0-0 then 12...Rab8, intending either...Nd4 or...Ne4, is nice for Black.



9...0-0 10 Nxf6+ Bxf6 11 Ne4 Be7 12 c4



Preventing...d7-d5, which might be annoying. Alternatives for White (12 Qh5, 12 Bd2) are considered in the notes to Game 72, as this position can also arise via the move order 1 Nf3 b6 2 g3 in Chapter 4.



12...Qe8 13 d4 Qg6 14 Nc3 Na5 15 Qe2 Bxg2 16 Kxg2
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16...Nc6?!



16...Bb4! was a more ambitious try to fight for an edge, e.g. 17 Bd2 Nc6 18 d5 (if 18 Qe3 d5 with reasonable hopes of getting a ‘good knight vs. bad bishop’ type of position) 18...exd5 (18...Nd4!?) 19 Nxd5 Rae8 20 Be3 Nd4 or 20...Bd6, when Black is more active.



17 Be3 Rae8 18 Rad1 Bd8 19 Qd3 Qh5 20 Qe2 Qg6 21 Qd3 Qh5 22 Qe2 ½-½




Game 3
D.Velimirovic-B.Filipovic
Yugoslav Team Cup, Becici 1994

1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 f3
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A solid, albeit not very ambitious approach. White is restricting the Bb7, but also takes away the natural (and best) square for his Ng1.



3...e6 4 Be3



4 c4 leads to positions discussed in Chapter 2.



4...d5



The natural 4...Nf6 is also worthy of attention (see the next game).



5 e5



The attempt to maintain the pawn at e4, by either 5 Nd2 or 5 Bd3, is wrong. Black would have a vast range of options, among them 5...c5 and 5...dxe4, followed by 6...Nf6, probably being the soundest.



5...c5 6 c3 f6 7 Nh3?!



Risky from a strategical point of view. Instead 7 f4 looked normal to me and then 7...Nh6!? with unclear play. In this atypical Advance French variation, White may not be too happy to have played f2-f4, but the bishop on b7 isn’t especially impressive either.



7...fxe5 8 dxe5 Nc6 9 Bb5



This means that, in the case of a subsequent...a7-a6, White will have to relieve himself of the bishops. Not to everyone’s taste!



9...Qc7



9...Qh4+!? 10 Bf2 Qh5 and, of course, 9...a6 came strongly into consideration.



10 0-0 0-0-0 11 Re1 Nh6 12 Bg5 Re8 13 c4 d4 14 Nd2



[image: ]



It is true that White ‘conquered’ the e4-square, but there is still a long way before Ne4-d6 can really be troublesome. White’s pieces are all over the shop and make me believe that his opponent’s play has been more consistent.



14...Nf7 15 Bf4 h6



Maybe Filipovic didn’t want to calculate the implications of 15...Be7 16 Ne4, though White could play in the same vein in the game as well.



16 Bg3 g5 17 Nf2?!



17 Ne4 was more accurate in my opinion. Going into the self-pin with 17...Nfxe5? is obviously inadvisable: 18 Nf6 (18 b4!? intending Bxc6 and Nxc5 might be stronger, e.g. 18...Qg7 19 Bxe5 Qxe5 20 Nxc5 and Black is in trouble) 18...Bd6 19 Nxe8 Rxe8 and with only one pawn for the exchange, Black does not have full compensation. Instead 17...Rd8 18 Bxc6 Qxc6 19 Nhf2 h5 20 h3 resembles the game continuation, with the significant difference that Black’s offensive on the kingside has been slowed down.



17...h5 18 h3 Be7 19 Nde4 Reg8 20 Nd3 g4 21 fxg4



Trying to keep the g-file closed wasn’t any better: 21 hxg4 hxg4 22 f4 Nh6 and then 23...Nf5 with a big edge to Black.



21...hxg4 22 hxg4
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22...Ng5



This time 22...Ncxe5!? was possible, in view of the ‘unpinning means’...Bh4 and...Bxe4 followed by...Bd6. However, the game would have remained balanced after the plausible sequence 23 Qe2 Bh4 24 Nxe5 Nxe5 25 Nd6+ Qxd6 26 Bxe5 d3!? 27 Qe3 (not 27 Bxd6? dxe2 28 Rxe2 Bf6 which is delicate for White because of...Bd4+ and/or...Rxg4) 27...Qe7 28 Bxh8 Bxe1 29 Rxe1 Rxh8 30 Qxe6+ Qxe6 31 Rxe6 Rd8 32 Re8 d2 33 Rxd8+ Kxd8 34 Ba4 Ba6 35 Kf2 Bxc4 36 a3 with a likely draw.



23 Nd6+ Bxd6 24 exd6 Qh7 25 Nf2 Rf8 26 d7+?



26 Qd3 was correct. I suppose the players were in time trouble and White was hoping to distract the enemy queen while at the same time opening the diagonal for the g3-bishop.



26...Kd8?!



And his bluff works! In fact the pawn could (and should) have been removed, as Black’s threat of...Rxf2 is quite serious, e.g. 26...Qxd7 27 Qa4 (the logical complement to White’s last move) 27...Rxf2!! 28 Kxf2 d3 or 28 Bxf2 Qh7 29 Kf1 Ne5 and it’s curtains.



27 Qd2 Qh6 28 Qe2?



28 Rad1 was a wiser way counter the threat of 28...Rxf2 29 Kxf2 Ne4+, as Black’s next should have been a killer.



28...d3!!
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Evacuating the d4-square for the knight, after which all of Black’s pieces will join the assault.



29 Qe3



Funnily this ‘desperado’ is ignored too. White’s position was hopeless anyway, as the following variations prove. After 29 Qxd3 Nd4 all of White’s three sensible moves fail to save the day:



a) 30 Qe3 Rxf2 (30...Ba8 avoids 31 Bc7+, prepares the devastating...Rxf2, and wins too) 31 Bc7+ Kxc7 32 Qe5+ Kd8 33 Qb8+ Ke7 34 d8Q+ (or 34 Qe8+ Rxe8 35 dxe8Q+ Kf6 36 Qd8+ Kg7 transposing) 34...Rxd8 and here after both 35 Qc7+ Kf8 36 Qxd8+ Kg7 37 Kxf2 Qh4+ and 35 Qxb7+ Kf6 36 Kxf2 Qh2!, White’s king gets slaughtered.



b) 30 Re3 Rxf2 31 Kxf2 Ne4+! 32 Rxe4 Bxe4 33 Qxe4 Qd2+ 34 Kg1 Ne2+ 35 Qxe2 Qxe2 with a decisive material superiority.



c) 30 Bc7+! Kxc7 31 Qg3+ e5 (offering White a worse endgame may be too generous; instead Black has 31...Kd8!? 32 Qb8+ Ke7 33 d8Q+ Rxd8 34 Qxb7+ Kf6 35 Qc7 Kg6 followed by...Rdf8,...Qh4 or the materialistic...Nc2) 32 Qxe5+ Qd6 33 Qxd6+ Kxd6 34 Re8 Nge6 35 Re1 Nd8 when everything seems under control and Black is ready to cash d7, but after 36 g5! (go!) 36...Nxb5 37 g6 Kxd7 38 R8e7+ Kd6 39 g7 Nd4, although Black’s position remains preferable he might not win.
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29...Nd4



29...d2! would have improved on what follows, e.g. 30 Re2 Nd4 31 Bc7+ Kxc7 32 Qe5+ Kd8 33 Qb8+ Ke7 34 d8Q+ Rxd8 35 Qxb7+ Kf6 and Black is winning.



In the rest of the game the Croatian will spoil other rather easy wins and finally drop the full point. A pity, as he had handled the game excellently up to here.



30 Bc7+ Kxc7 31 Qe5+ Kd8 32 Qb8+ Ke7 33 d8Q+ Rxd8 34 Qxb7+ Kd6 35 b4



If 35 Qxa7 Qh2+ 36 Kf1 Qf4 37 Qxb6+ Ke7 and White is powerless against all the threats.



35...Qh2+ 36 Kf1 Rhf8



Or 36...Qf4 and wins.
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37 bxc5+ Kxc5??



The last mistake. Instead, 37...bxc5 38 Qa6+ Ke7 39 Qxa7+ Kf6 40 Qxc5 Kg6 and White gets mated.



38 Qe7+ Rd6 39 Qxf8 Nc2 40 Nxd3+ Kd4 41 Qf2+ Kc3 42 Rac1 1-0




Game 4
L.Yudasin-A.Nuevo Perez
Dos Hermanas 1998

1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 f3 e6 4 Be3 Nf6 5 Bd3 c5 6 c3 Nc6



Black could also transpose into a French-like position by 6...d5 7 e5 Nfd7, with the idea of 8...Ba6 exchanging the bad bishop. In that case White enjoys a space advantage and may claim a slight plus.



7 a3 Be7 8 Ne2 d6



Retaining central flexibility. Black may later on decide on either...d6-d5, or...e6-e5, depending on the turn of the events.



9 0-0 0-0 10 Nd2 Rc8 11 Kh1
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The outcome of the opening is that White stands a bit better owing to his space advantage. However, the game is quite rich strategically and Black has his chances, too.



11...a6 12 b4 cxd4 13 cxd4 b5 14 f4 Nb8



Still not committing himself in the centre, as after 14...d5 15 e5 Ng4 16 Bg1 f5 17 h3 Nh6 18 Nb3 White’s prospects would be greater. White has more space and can choose between a plan involving g2-g4 or taking action on the queenside.



15 Ng3 Re8 16 Qb1 g6 17 f5 Ng4 18 fxe6 fxe6 19 Bg1 Bg5 20 Qe1 e5?!
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Black takes a central decision at last, which paradoxically seems too early to me! I prefer 20...Rf8 21 Qe2 Qe7 22 Rad1 (making the threat of Qxg4 effective) 22...Rxf1 23 Rxf1 (or 23 Ngxf1 Nh6!?) 23...Nd7 and White’s edge is limited to acceptable proportions.



21 d5!



Naturally White seizes the opportunity to gain more space, and doesn’t allows...e5xd4 followed by...Ne5.



21...Rc3 22 Rf3 Re7 23 Qd1?!



More critical was 23 a4! with the idea 23...bxa4 24 Ne2 Rc8 25 Nc4 and a nice advantage for White.



23...Qc8 24 Ne2 Rcc7 25 Bb6 Rf7!



Thanks to the trick 26 Bxc7? Rxf3, threatening a fork at f2, Black stays in the game.



26 Rxf7 Rxf7 27 Nf3 Be3 28 Bxe3 Nxe3 29 Qc1 Nc4?



I don’t know what spoke against 29...Qxc1+ 30 Rxc1 h6, preventing the knight jump to g5 and e6. Black will then continue...Nd7-b6, and as far as I can see, he is not running any particular danger.



30 Ng5!
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30...Rf2?!



This merely helps White bring his king towards the centre for an eventual endgame, and it is very unlikely that his opponent can create serious threats with only the queen and rook tandem. 30...Rf6 was better, though would have left White clearly on top anyway.



31 Kg1 Rf6 32 Bxc4 bxc4 33 Qe3 Nd7 34 Rc1 Qc7 35 a4 a5



Or 35...Nb6 36 Ne6 Rxe6 37 dxe6 Nxa4 38 Rf1 and White will win easily.



36 Ne6 Qb6 37 Qxb6 Nxb6 38 bxa5 Nxa4 39 Rxc4 Nc5 40 Nxc5 dxc5 41 Rxc5 1-0



Not a terribly spectacular game, but the way Yudasin built it and kept control was still exemplary.




Game 5
A.Shchekachev-C.Bauer
French League 2003

1 Nf3 b6
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2 e4



This position arises from the two move orders, 1 Nf3 b6 2 e4 and 1 e4 b6 2 Nf3, with roughly the same frequency.



2...Bb7 3 Nc3



Other third moves are less logical, though also playable:



a) 3 d3 shuts in the f1 bishop and is likely to transpose into King’s Indian schemes discussed later in the book; for instance, 3...e6 4 g3 Nf6 5 Bg2 d5 6 Nbd2 Be7 7 0-0 (Games 73-75) or 3...g6 4 g3 Bg7 5 Bg2 c5 6 0-0 (Games 76-77).



b) 3 Bd3 blocks the d-pawn, and carrying out the plan c2-c3, Bc2 and d2-d4 seems a bit fanciful here.



c) The ‘coffee house’ 3 Bc4?!, intending 3...Bxe4 4 Bxf7+ Kxf7 5 Ng5+ Ke8 6 Nxe4 with some advantage, is well met by the simple 3...e6, and a subsequent...d7-d5 will hit the bishop.



3...Nf6!
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Strangely enough, Khalifman doesn’t consider this possibility at all in his book Opening for White according to Kramnik 1.Nf3 (vol. 3) ! Of course Black has other options: for instance, 3...g6 is seen in the next game, while 3...e6 4 d4 is the main line introduced in Game 7.



Black can also play 3...c5 4 d4 cxd4 5 Nxd4, transposing to a Sicilian 2...b6 variation. Khalifman’s comments on this position are a bit illogical, in my opinion. He claims that White will be better here, on the general grounds that Black’s system is slow and not a main line. I believe this can be explained both by the quantity of work he had to do (1 Nf3 b6 was a minor line in the book) and his approach to chess (Khalifman plays exclusively main lines).



When coming to more concrete matters, he quotes B.Gelfand-V.Topalov, Dos Hermanas 1999 (Black was fine throughout the game), and offers the line 5...a6 6 Bg5 Qc7 7 Nd5 Bxd5 8 exd5 Qe5+ 9 Be3 Qxd5 10 Be2 e5 11 Nf3 Nf6 12 0-0 e4 13 Nd2 intending 14 Nxe4! with compensation for White. Let’s investigate this interesting line. On Black’s 7th move, 7...Bxd5 is indeed the best choice (after 7...Qe5?! White can transpose anyway with 8 Be3 Bxd5 9 exd5, and has the extra possibility 8 Nf5!?, with the idea 8...e6? 9 Qd4! and wins); but instead of his faulty 8th move Black can try 8...Nf6 9 Bxf6 gxf6 which is probably only a bit better for White.



I would also like to note a likely improvement over 11 Nf3, i.e. 11 Nf5 when White has sufficient compensation for the pawn and even a slight initiative. On the other hand, I’m less sure about White’s counterplay if, after 11 Nf3 Nf6 12 0-0, Black goes for 12...Nc6, rather than 12...e4?!.



As I believe 3...Nf6 is good enough for Black, I will just add a little more advice for anyone who wants to test this original form of the Sicilian. The first key moment is on move 6, where White has a vast range of options:
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After 6 Bd3, 6...g6 is the most appropriate reply (as played in the aforementioned Gelfand-Topalov game). Black then develops with...d7-d6,...Nbd7,...Nf6,...0-0,...Rc8 and eventually...b6-b5. His only concern in the opening is not to allow f2-f4, e4-e5 under unfavourable circumstances.



If White goes for the quiet 6 g3, then...d7-d6,...e7-e6,...Nd7,...Rc8 is quite flexible. Black can then decide how to best develop his kingside.



Finally, White has two dangerous continuations at his disposal: the English Attack with Be3, Qd2, f2-f3, 0-0-0; against which I think Black can use the same set-up as with the pawn on b5, i.e....e7-e6,...Qc7,...Bb4,...Nf6. And secondly, a White system involving a quick f2-f4 and 0-0-0, e.g. 6 f4 e6 7 Bd3 Qc7 8 Qf3, followed by Bd2, 0-0-0 and g2-g4. This kind of position is quite rich and unbalanced, both sides ‘running the risk of losing control’. It’s a matter of taste, but I believe the position offers chances for both sides.



4 e5 Nd5
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5 Nxd5



Others:



a) 5 Bc4 Nxc3 6 dxc3 aims for an accelerated development. (6 bxc3 is playable as well and would likely transpose to the next note.) In general, White’s active pieces are about enough to compensate for his inferior pawn structure but not more. For example: 6...e6 7 Bf4 (7 Bg5 doesn’t cause any trouble either; e.g. 7...Be7 8 h4 d6!?, while 8...d5 9 Bd3 Nd7 was equal in S.Djuric-C.Bauer, Stäfa (rapid) 2003; Black will continue...Nc5(-e4),...Qd7 and...0-0-0, when he is by no means worse) 7...d5 8 Bd3 c5 9 c4 dxc4 10 Bxc4 Qxd1+ 11 Rxd1 with a level endgame, as White’s lead in development can easily be neutralised. It is also not clear at this point whether the pawn at e5 will become a source of concern for White or, less likely in my opinion, will help him by securing a space advantage. J.Gallagher-J.M.Degraeve, Clermont Ferrand 2003, continued 11...Nc6 12 0-0 Be7 13 Rd2 h6 14 h4 Rd8 15 Rfd1 0-0 16 Be2 Rxd2 17 Rxd2 Rd8 18 Rxd8+ Bxd8 19 c3 Bc7 20 Bh2 Ne7 21 h5 Bd5 22 c4 Bxf3 23 Bxf3 f6 24 exf6 Bxh2+ 25 Kxh2 gxf6 26 Kg3 Nf5+ 27 Kf4 Nd6 (or 27...Nd4!?; after the other knight move Black can make a draw if he wishes, simply by doing nothing) 28 Be2 Kf7 29 g4 e5+ 30 Ke3 f5 31 f4 Kf6 32 b3 a5 33 a4 Ne8 34 Bf3 Ng7?? (a terrible blunder, whereas after 34...Nc7 it is still White who has to be careful) 35 g5+! hxg5 36 fxe5+ Kf7 37 h6 (the point) 37...f4+ 38 Ke4 Ne6 39 Bh5+ Kg8 40 Bg4 1-0.



b) 5 d4 e6 6 Bc4 Nxc3 7 bxc3 d5 (7...d6 was interesting as well, though I figured White would then have more dynamic possibilities; but not the immediate 8 d5?, as both the possible replies 8...dxe5 9 dxe6 Qxd1+ 10 Kxd1 f6 or 10...Bxf3+ 11 gxf3 fxe6, and 8...exd5 9 Bxd5 Bxd5 10 Qxd5 c6, followed by either 11...d5 or...d6xe5, are fine for Black) 8 Bd3 (8 exd6?! would only help Black’s development) 8...Ba6 9 Ng5 (another option was to play with a2-a4, either after the bishop swap on a6 or not) 9...Bxd3 10 cxd3 h6 (expelling the undesirable horse before Qh5 arrives) 11 Nh3 (maintaining the options of f4-f5 and Nf4-h5; this is far more logical than 11 Nf3) 11...c5 12 0-0 (or 12 dxc5!?) 12...cxd4 13 cxd4 Nc6 14 Be3 Qd7 15 Nf4 and in this balanced position a draw was agreed in V.Akopian-C.Bauer, Enghien les Bains 2003. Black could continue here either with...0-0-0, or else...Be7, after which he must decide whether to allow a subsequent Nf4-h5 or prevent it by the slightly weakening...g7-g6.



c) As yet nobody dared to run away with either 5 Ne2 or 5 Ne4, though these two moves make sense to me. White is ready to chase the Nd5 with c2-c4, and can then carry on with Ng3, d2-d4 etc. Even if White shouldn’t achieve an edge, this option keeps a maximum of pieces and complexity, which may suit certain players. Black has a large range of possible replies, from which...c7-c5 or...e7-e6 seem the most natural.



5...Bxd5 6 d4 e6



[image: ]



7 Be2



If 7 c4!? Bb4+ 8 Nd2 Bb7 and...0-0,...f7-f6 with roughly equal chances. Instead, 7...Bxf3?! 8 Qxf3 Bb4+ 9 Kd1 Nc6 10 Be3 is slightly better for White. The fact that he can’t castle anymore isn’t that relevant here, as Black can’t quickly exploit it by opening up the centre.



7...c5 8 c4 Bxf3 9 Bxf3 Nc6
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10 d5?!



A dubious pawn sacrifice. Safer was 10 Bxc6 dxc6 11 Be3 cxd4 12 Qxd4 Bb4+ 13 Ke2 and anything other than a draw would be a surprising result.



10...Nxe5 11 Be4



Or 11 dxe6 Nxf3+ 12 Qxf3 fxe6 13 Bg5 Be7 14 Bxe7 Kxe7 and Black is a lot better. With only heavy pieces left on the board, his king won’t be bothered too much, and the pawn should tell in the long run.



11...f5 12 Bf3 Rc8 13 0-0 Bd6 14 Bh5+ g6 15 Be2 0-0 16 Re1 Nf7 17 dxe6 dxe6



Black has retained a sound extra pawn and thus has a clear advantage.



18 Bf3 Qf6 19 Qa4
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19...Rc7



Stronger was 19...Ne5! 20 Be2 Nc6 and then...Nd4 with a big plus for Black. Funnily, I remember having feared 20 Qxa7?! Nxf3+ 21 gxf3 Qh4 22 f4 during the game!



20 Qb3 Re7 21 a4 Ne5 22 a5 Rb8 23 Qc3 bxa5



Here 23...b5! 24 cxb5 Rxb5 and Black has a huge advantage.



24 Rxa5 Rb4 25 b3 Rb6 26 h3 Kf7 27 Rb5 Rd7 28 Ba8? Nd3! 29 Qxf6+ Kxf6 30 Rd1 Nxc1 31 Rxc1 Bf4 32 Rb1 Rxb5 33 cxb5 Rd2 34 Bf3 Be5 35 Kf1 Bd4 36 Be2 Rc2 37 g3 e5 38 Rd1 g5 39 f3 h5 40 Ke1 Rb2 41 Bc4 Rh2 0-1




Game 6
B.Lalic-E.Kengis
Pula 1997

1 Nf3 b6 2 e4 Bb7 3 Nc3 g6



Black agrees to transpose into a Hippopotamus, considering that the White set-up without c2-c4 and f2-f4 is not too frightening. Of course this is only because of the current move order; instead after 1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 Nc3 g6, White has more options than just transposing with 4 Nf3.



4 d4 Bg7 5 Bc4



5 Bg5 is sharper and likely to cause Black more headaches.



5...e6 6 0-0 Ne7
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7 e5



7 Re1 is a significant alternative:



a) 7...0-0 8 e5 d6?! (8...d5 may be a more reliable choice; after the bishop’s retreat Black continues...c7-c5 and reaches a satisfactory game) 9 Bg5 Bxf3!? (at first sight a confession that something has gone wrong with Black’s set-up. With more scrutiny, however, Black’s idea doesn’t look that bad: first she gets rid of her future bad bishop, then she closes the centre and finally attacks the white pawn chain. The alternatives were anyway pretty grim, e.g. 9...h6 10 Bxe7 Qxe7 11 d5 or 9...dxe5 10 dxe5 and White’s lead in development makes itself felt in both cases) 10 Qxf3 d5 11 Bxd5? (in the event of 11 Bf1 Black naturally follows up with 11...c5, but the accurate 11 Rad1! slows down this counterplay, threatens then to take on d5, and thus secures White a lasting edge) 11...exd5 12 Bxe7 Qxe7 13 Nxd5 and then:



a1) 13...Qd8?? 14 Nf6+ Bxf6 15 Qxa8 Bg7 16 Rad1 and White stood much better, which was so until the end when she apparently lost on time 16...a5 17 c4 Qe7 18 Qe4 Nd7 19 b3 Re8 20 Qc6 Nf8 21 f4 Rd8 22 Qf3 Ne6 23 d5 Qc5+ 24 Kh1 Nf8 25 f5 gxf5 26 Qxf5 Qe7 27 Rd3 Ng6 0-1 A.Otwinowska-J.Lebel Arias, French League 1996.



a2) 13...Qd7! was correct, when we have a complete change of picture: 14 Nf6+ (14 Ne7+ wouldn’t solve White’s problems either: 14...Qxe7 15 Qxa8 c6, intending...Qc7 and...Na6, while after 16 d5 simply 16...Bxe5 yields Black a comfortable edge) 14...Bxf6 15 Qxa8 c6 16 exf6 Na6 and White’s chances of surviving are quite slim.



b) In the event of 7...d6!?
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White may try 8 e5 anyway. After 8...dxe5 he has to take back with his knight, 9 Nxe5, but this may still be a tad better for him:



b1) 9...Nbc6? 10 Nxf7! not too surprisingly gives White a wild attack: 10...Kxf7 11 Rxe6 (or 11 Bxe6+ Ke8 12 Bd5 with the idea of 13 Bg5) 11...Na5 (11...Kf8 12 Bg5 is no fun either) 12 Bg5 Nxc4 13 Rxe7+ with a close to decisive edge for White.



b2) 9...0-0! 10 Bf4 with a slight advantage. Note that 10 Nxf7!? is now much less effective because of 10...Rxf7 11 Bxe6 Qxd4 unclear.



7...0-0



Attacking the centre at once with 7...d6!, would have avoided the game continuation. In that case Black’s game looks quite satisfactory to me.



8 d5!
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8 Re1 transposes to Otwinowska-Lebel Arias above. The text is more cunning.



8...h6



Perhaps Black should have tried 8...b5, when 9 Bxb5 Nxd5 10 Ne4!? f6 gives Black counterplay. Instead, Lalic suggests the promising pawn sacrifice 9 Bb3 b4 10 Ne4 Nxd5 11 Bg5 and now 11...Qe8 and 11...Qc8 lead to twin refutations: 11...Qe8 12 Bxd5 Bxd5 13 Nf6+ Bxf6 14 Bxf6 h6 15 Qd2 Kh7 16 Ng5+ Kg8 17 Qxb4 followed by Qh4 (or Qg4-h3-h8 mate, if Black takes the horse), while with the black queen on c8, White can be even more brutal: 17 Nxe6 fxe6 18 Qxh6 Rxf6 19 exf6 Qf8 20 Qxg6+ Kh8 21 Rad1 etc. The only move to hold is 11...Ne7 when White doubtless has a very good compensation for his small material deficit, but I believe Black can defend. For example, 12 Nf6+ Kh8 13 Nd4 h6 (if 13...d6 14 Qg4 is quite strong) 14 Qg4 Ng8 15 Qh4 and now 15...Qe7, 15...c5 or 15...Nc6 all seem plausible.



9 a4?



This weakens the b4-square, as the Latvian grandmaster will demonstrate. White should have gone for 9 a3! when he is on top; e.g. 9...exd5 10 Nxd5 Nxd5 11 Bxd5 Bxd5 12 Qxd5 Nc6 13 Bf4 Qe7 14 Rad1 Rfe8 15 Rfe1 Rad8 16 h3!. The immediate 16 b4?! Qe6 17 c4 g5, followed by...g5-g4 and the capture of White’s e-pawn, would be less clear.



9...Na6 10 dxe6



10 Qe2 Nb4 11 dxe6 fxe6 transposes.



10...fxe6! 11 Qe2 Nb4



Black now has a nice platform on d5 for his minor pieces and has obtained considerable counterplay.



12 Rd1 Qe8 13 Nd4 a6 14 f4 c5! 15 Nb3



With the idea of a4-a5, undermining the c5 pawn.



15...g5!?



This energetic thrust is strategically well founded: Black will destroy the rest of White’s centre, the e-pawn, after which his own d- and e-pawns may start rolling. On the downside Black’s king will feel a little airy, so that the more natural 15...Ned5 was perhaps a sounder option.



16 fxg5 Rf5 17 gxh6 Bxe5 18 Bf4!
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A nice shot, which is practically forced if White doesn’t want to suffer passively. On the other hand it is very powerful and, contrary to Lalic, I don’t see a way for Black to equalise from now on.



18...Rxf4?!



18...Bxf4? 19 Rxd7! is much better for White, while the winner’s recommendation of 18...Ng6!? 19 Bxe5 Nxe5 20 Bd3 Nbxd3 is answered by 21 Rxd3!, and after the logical 21...Rg5 22 Rg3 Rxg3 23 hxg3 d6 24 a5, White is slightly better.



19 Qxe5 Qg6 20 g3 Rxc4



Obvious, but knowing the result one may wonder whether 20...Rf5 21 Qc7 Bd5 wasn’t a better attempt to stay in the game.



21 Rxd7 Nbc6 22 Qe2!



After the faulty advance 22 Qc7? Black counter-attacks by 22...Qxh6! 23 Re1 else 23...Qe3+ 23...Rf8 24 Qxb7 Qf6 with the initiative.



22...Rxc3 23 bxc3 Bc8 24 Rd6 Qxh6 25 a5!



Thanks to this move White is now much better.



25...c4 26 Nd4 Nxd4 27 cxd4 Nf5 28 Rd8+ Kf7 29 Qe5 bxa5?



Black’s final mistake. More resilient was 29...Qe3+ 30 Qxe3 Nxe3, though White should win anyway after 31 axb6 Ke7 32 Rh8 Kd6 33 Ra5 etc.



30 Rf1 Qg7
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31 Rxf5+! exf5 32 Qe8+ Kf6 33 Rd6+ Kg5 34 Qd8+



34 Qe3+ was mate in three: i.e. 34...Kh5 35 Qe2+ Qg4 (35...Kg5 36 h4 mate) 36 Qe8+ Kg5 37 Qg6 mate.



34...Kg4 35 Kf2! Qh7 36 Rg6+! 1-0



After 36...Qxg6 37 Qh4 is mate, while 36...Kh3 37 Qg5, intending 38 Rh6+, is hopeless for Black.




Game 7
A.Shchekachev-A.Wohl
Metz 2001

1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 Nc3 e6 4 Nf3



After White’s fourth move of this unusual opening it may already be time for philosophical questions. Can Black start with...



4...Ne7
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Well, it looks like there is no advantage for Black in beginning his Hippopotamus formation this way, whereas the knight move encourages an early h2-h4 from White. Australian IM Wohl experienced this to his expense.



Instead, 4...d6 is seen in the next game, while 4...Bb4 is Games 16-23 below, with 4...Nf6 covered in the notes to Game 16.



5 Bd3 d6 6 h4



Clearing the path for the c-pawn with 6 Ne2 proved less effective in M.Pavlovic-A.Wohl, Gibraltar 2003. After some more moves Black achieved approximate equality: 6...Nd7 7 c4 g6 8 d5 exd5 9 exd5 Bg7 10 0-0 0-0 11 Ned4 Ne5 and that game eventually ended in a draw on move 54.



6...Nd7



Black can’t afford to prevent White’s further kingside expansion. After 6...h5? 7 Ng5 it’s obvious that the cure was worse than the disease.



7 h5 h6 8 Bf4!



Black’s counterplay in the Hippopotamus is linked with the...c7-c5 and...f7-f5 advances – or, if an opportunity presents itself,...d6-d5 or...e6-e5 might do as well. In the present situation it is quite clear that...f7-f5 is too weakening, whereas the central pawn moves are ineffective. White must therefore direct his play against the inevitable...c7-c5.



In that sense 8 Ne2?!, from A.Rotstein-A.Wohl, Lido Estensi 2003, seems to make Black’s life ‘too easy’, by allowing the immediate 8...c5 9 c3 cxd4 10 cxd4 a6 and then:
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a) 11 a4?! would have prevented...b6-b5, but conceded a hole at b4 for the rest of the game. Black can then continue 11...d5 12 e5 Nc6 with an acceptable position.



b) The simple 11 0-0 should perhaps be preferred, when White remains flexible concerning the e2 knight’s future. Black then has a wide range of possible replies, but after, let’s say, 11...Ng8!? or 11...Nc6, White’s space advantage confers on him an enduring edge.



c) I’m not convinced by 11 Ng3 Nc6 12 Bd2 Be7 13 Qe2 b5 14 0-0 Bf6 (14...0-0!? was perfectly playable as well) 15 d5 Nce5 16 Nxe5 Nxe5 17 dxe6 fxe6 when Black was fine, until he made a horrible mistake about ten moves later: 18 Bc3 0-0 19 Rad1 Qb6 20 Bc2 b4 21 Bd2 (on 21 Bd4!? Black had certainly prepared 21...Nf3+, although 22 gxf3 Bxd4 23 Qc4 isn’t totally clear) 21...Rac8 22 Bb3 d5 23 Be3 Qa5 24 exd5 Bxd5 25 Bd4 Bxb3 26 axb3 Rcd8 27 Kh1 (avoiding the same...Nf3+ trick as after 21 Bd4) 27...Rd5?! 28 f4
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Black’s last move was really unnecessary, but he could still make a fight of it now, provided he had found the amazing resource 28...Ng4!! (instead Wohl went for 28...Qd8?? 29 fxe5 Rxd4 30 exf6 Rxf6 31 Rxd4 Qxd4 32 Rxf6 Qxf6 33 Ne4 Qe5, when White simply was a piece up) 29 Qxe6+ Kh8 and now White has a choice between three sensible continuations, but none of them seems quite enough to promise real winning chances:



c1) 30 Qxg4 Rxd4 with good compensation for the pawn. Black’s bishop is stronger than the white horse, while b2 and h5 require permanent protection.



c2) 30 Bxf6 Nxf6 31 Rxd5 Qxd5 32 Qxd5 Nxd5 33 f5 Re8 and converting the extra pawn is really tough work.



c3) 30 Bb6 leads to curious acrobatics after 30...Rxh5+ 31 Kg1 Qb5 and now:



c31) 32 Rd6?? Qxb6+!! 33 Rxb6 Bd4+ 34 Rf2 Bxf2+ 35 Kf1 Bxg3 even wins for Black.



c32) After 32 Nxh5 Black has at least a draw: 32...Qxh5 33 Rf3 Re8 (33...Qh2+!? 34 Kf1 Qh1+ 35 Ke2 Qxg2+ 36 Bf2 is unclear) 34 Qc6 Qh2+ 35 Kf1 Qh1+ 36 Bg1 Nh2+ 37 Kf2 Ng4+ 38 Kf1 or 37...Bh4+ 38 Rg3 Ng4+ 39 Kf1.



c33) 32 Rfe1 Rc5 (trapping the bishop, of course!) 33 Rd6 Rb8 34 Ba7 (34 Bxc5 Qxc5+ 35 Kh1 Nf2+ 36 Kh2 Ng4+ 37 Qxg4 Qxd6) 34...Ra8 35 Qxg4 Rxa7 36 Ne4 Be7! with equality.



8...a6 9 Ne2
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Only now that Black can’t involve his c-pawn in the central battle is the knight rerouted to the kingside.



9...Nc6?!



Going for a French-like position with 9...d5 was probably a better bet. After 10 e5 (10 Ng3!?) 10...c5 11 c3 Nc6 White has an edge, but as long as the game remains closed, Black doesn’t suffer so much from his relative lack of space. He can seek counterplay on the queenside, either with a later...c5xd4 or...c5-c4, while at the same time White prepares for a g4-g5 or f4-f5 break



10 c3 e5 11 Bd2 exd4



11...Be7 12 d5 Ncb8 13 Ng3 was also clearly better for White.



12 cxd4 Be7 13 Rc1 0-0 14 Bb1 Re8 15 0-0 Nf8 16 Ng3 Bf6 17 Bc3 Na7 18 d5! c5



Otherwise the bishop’s diagonal is shut and the knight remains silly at a7, but now d6 is bound to fall.



19 dxc6 Nxc6 20 Nf5 Re6 21 a3 Bxc3 22 Rxc3 Qf6 23 Nh2!



The last touch of this well-played game from Shchekachev. Black can’t parry Rc3-g3 and satisfactorily hang on his weakness on d6.
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23...Nh7 24 Ng4 Qd8 25 Ba2 Rxe4 26 Bxf7+ Kh8 27 Bd5 Rf4 28 Bxc6 Bxc6 29 Rxc6 Rxf5 30 Ne3 Rb5 31 Rxd6 Qe8 32 Nd5 Rc5 33 Nxb6 Rb8 34 Nd7 1-0




Game 8
J.Shaw-A.Martin
British League 2004

1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 Nc3 e6 4 Nf3 d6
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Commenting on this game for ChessPublishing, Andrew Martin addresses the same statement as the one that applies for Lalic-Kengis above: ‘The move order Black adopts is rather cunning. He’s aiming for a Hippopotamus system, but by playing...b7-b6 and...Bb7 first, he is trying to talk White out of aggressive systems involving f2-f4 and/or Be3, Qd2.’



5 Bd3 Nd7 6 0-0



With the f6-square still available for the king’s knight, 6 h4?! would be pointless here.



6...g6



Or 6...Ne7 (now that White has committed himself with 6.0-0 and thus rendered an early h2-h4 inoperative) 7 Re1 g6 8 Ne2 Bg7 9 c3 0-0 10 Ng3 e5 11 a4 a5 (11...a6!?) 12 Bc2 (probing the kingside with 12 h4!? was interesting) 12...Nc6 13 dxe5? (a very cooperative decision, given that Black’s cavalry was short of squares, a problem that...e5xd4, c3xd4 Nb4 would only partly have solved; much stronger was 13 Bg5! Qe8 14 Qd2 or 13...f6 14 Be3 with better prospects for White in both cases) 13...Ncxe5 14 Nd4 Qh4 15 f4 Ng4 16 Nf3 Qe7 17 h3 Ngf6 and now:
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a) 18 Be3?! (too shy) 18...Rfe8 19 Nd2 h5 20 Nh1?! (White should have admitted his mistake and come back with 20 Nf3!, when he has good chances of holding) 20...Nxe4 21 Bxe4 Bxe4 22 Bxb6 Nxb6 23 Rxe4 Qd7 24 Nf2 d5 25 Rxe8+ Rxe8 26 Nd3 d4! (planning to install an untouchable rook on e3, as White can’t allow the long diagonal to be opened further; Black is close to winning now) 27 c4 Qf5 28 Qf1 Re3 29 Ra3 Bf8 30 c5 Bxc5 31 Nxc5 Rxa3 32 bxa3 Qxc5 33 Ne4 Qc2 34 Nf6+ Kg7 35 Ne8+ Kf8 0-1 N.Berry-D.King, British League 2004.



b) White should have tried the more determined 18 e5! dxe5 19 fxe5 Nd5 20 Bg5 Qe6 (if 20...Qc5+?! 21 Kh1 with the idea of Ne4 and Nd4, trapping the enemy queen) 21 Nh5! Bxe5! (21...gxh5?? is catastrophic for Black: 22 Nd4 Qe8 23 Qd3 and wins) 22 Nxe5 Nxe5 23 c4!? Nb4 24 Nf6+ Kh8 25 Ng4 f6 and now 26 Bxf6+ Rxf6 27 Rxe5 Qd6 is about level.



7 a4!?



Maybe 7 Bg5!?, trying to create some disturbance.



7...Bg7?!



I hope Mr. Martin won’t resent me too much for the following comments, but when I read his own notes related to 7...Bg7?!, I was astonished. Indeed, he confessed that: ‘Of course 7...a6 is forced, I know that now.’ Well, in response to 7 a4, 7...a6 seems like an automatic reply to me (unless there is a mate in 2 on the other wing). In fact the usual course of events, which has occurred thousands of times, is:...a7-a6 (preparing...b5), a2-a4 (stopping it, while trying to fix the queenside with a4-a5), when Black plays...b7-b6 (in order to answer a4-a5 with...b6-b5). Maybe I’m wrong, but I think this scheme is such a classical one, regardless of the opening, that any player rated above 2000 should know it.
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8 a5 bxa5



8...Ne7?! was the alternative, when 9 a6 is not yet forced, but if White waits too long Black will get...c7-c5 in. Furthermore, 9 a6 is very good!, e.g. 9...Bc8 10 Bg5 h6 11 Be3 0-0 12 Qd2 Kh7 13 Rfe1 and I fully agree with Andrew Martin’s statement of the present position: Black has no good pawn breaks and cannot dismantle the white centre; so White has got a marked advantage, both after the passive 13...c6 and the risky 13...f5 14 Bg5!! Nf6 15 e5 hxg5 16 Nxg5+ Kg8 17 exf6 Rxf6 18 Qf4.



9 Be3 Ngf6 10 Nd2! 0-0 11 Nb3 c6



Perhaps 11...Qb8, when after 12 Rxa5 (but not 12 Nxa5?! c5 with some counterplay) 12...e5 13 d5 c6 14 dxc6 Bxc6 White undoubtedly retains the edge, but the game is not finished yet.



12 Nxa5 Qc7 13 f4!?



In the event of 13 Ra2 Rfb8 14 Qf3 Bc8 15 Rfa1 Martin judges the position as highly favourable for White, but that may be exaggerated after 15...e5 with the idea 16...exd4 17 Bxd4 Ne5 or 16 d5 cxd5 17 exd5 e4 18 Bxe4 Rxb2!.



13...Rab8 14 Qe2



Of course it’s a shame to let the bishop live, but 14 Nxb7 Rxb7 15 b3 c5 gave Black enough counterplay.



14...Ba8 15 Nb3 c5 16 dxc5 dxc5
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17 Ra2



The alternative 17 e5 Nd5 18 Nb5 Qb6 19 Nd6 was perhaps to be preferred. Black can take the bishop at e3, but this doesn’t solve all his problems. The knight at d6 is a monster, whereas Black’s fianchettoed bishop is locked in. More concretely, Ra1-a6 is coming, and holding both a7 and c5 might prove difficult.



17...Rb4 18 Nd2



18 Nb5 Qb6 is unclear.



18...Qb8 19 Nc4 Nd5!?



This came as a nasty surprise for Shaw and is indeed a good practical decision. Black has suffered rather passively thus far, but suddenly he activates all his forces. Moreover, White can’t control events anymore.



20 exd5 exd5 21 Nxd5?



A blunder, as the game continuation reveals, though the refutation is very pretty and hard to foresee. Instead 21 Ne5! would have left White on top, but still with a tough fight ahead 21...Nxe5 22 fxe5 d4 23 Bd2 dxc3 24 Bxc3 Rh4!? – this seems better than Martin’s 24...Bd5?! 25 Bxb4! Bxa2 26 Bxc5 Re8 27 b3 Bxe5 28 Qf2 or 25...cxb4 26 Bc4 Bxc4 27 Qxc4 Bxe5 28 h3 with a clear edge to White in both cases.



21...Bxd5 22 b3 Re8 23 Qd2 Bxc4 24 Bxc4
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24...Rxc4!!



A combination based on White’s awkwardly placed pieces.



25 Qxd7



25 bxc4 Rxe3 transposes.



25...Rxe3! 26 bxc4 Bd4 27 Kh1 Qxf4! 28 Raa1



Unfortunately for White this is forced, since if 28 Rg1 Be5 wins.



28...Bxa1 29 Rxa1 Qxc4 30 Qxa7 Qxc2



Black is now two pawns up and the rest is just a matter of technique.



31 Rf1 Qc4 32 Qa8+ Kg7 33 Qa1+ Qd4 34 Qa7 Qf6 35 Kg1 Qe7 36 Qa1+ f6 37 h3 Re2 38 Kh1 Qe5 39 Qa7+ Kh6 40 Qf7 Re1 41 Rxe1 Qxe1+ 42 Kh2 Qe5+ 43 g3 Qe2+ 44 Kg1 Qd1+ 45 Kf2 Qd4+ 46 Kf3 c4 47 g4



Or 47 Qf8+ Kg5!, but not 47...Kh5?? 48 g4+ Kg5 49 h4+ Kxh4 50 Qh6 mate.



47...Qd3+ 48 Kg2 Kg5 49 Qf8 Qe2+ 50 Kg3 Qe3+ 51 Kg2 c3 52 Qc8 Kh4 53 Qc7 Qxh3+ 54 Kf2 Kxg4 0-1



1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 Bd3



The continuation that makes 1 e4 b6 such a rare guest at tournament practice is probably 2 d4 Bb7 3 Bd3. In comparison with 3 Nc3 e6 4 Nf3 Bb4, which we will discuss in the next section, the play is often more positional here. I think this system contains more venom than the one initiated by 3 Nc3, as Black finds it significantly harder to obtain counterplay. For instance, the typical pin of the Nc3 is out of question in the present case, and after any...c7-c5 White simply replies c2-c3, and there is still no concrete way for Black to gain counterplay.




Game 9
V.Baklan-P.Blatny
Bastia (rapid) 2003

1 e4 b6 2 d4 Bb7 3 Bd3 Nf6



The alternative, 3...e6, is considered in Game 15. Actually, 3...e6 is the most common move here (especially as the position can also arise via 1...e6, 2...b6). Nevertheless, the more forcing 3...Nf6 is the main continuation in the games below, since it gives Black some extra, unique possibilities, notably that of playing...e7-e5 (as in the first two games). More often than not, the move order makes no difference, as Black plays both...e7-e6 and...Nf6 at some point.



Instead 3...f5? is simply suicidal.
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My initial reflex was: Black’s life is already so difficult in the 1 d4 b6 2 c4 e6 3 e4 Bb7 4 Bd3 f5 line (in Chapter 2) that 3...f5 can’t be any good. Things are not quite so simple...From its initial square the e-pawn will support the knight at f6, and one may dream of repeating the games Akesson-Short or Burnett-Kraai a tempo up (see Game 44). Unfortunately, White has a clear path to victory: 4 exf5 Bxg2 5 Qh5+ g6 6 fxg6 Bg7 (6...Nf6 is probably the best, saving energy after 7 gxh7+ Nxh5 8 Bg6 mate) 7 Qf5! (7 gxh7+ Kf8 8 Ne2 may be good too, but 7 Qf5 is more efficient) 7...Nf6 8 Bh6!! Bxh6 (8...Kf8 doesn’t make any difference: 9 Bxg7+ Kxg7 10 gxh7 Bxh1 11 Qg6+ Kf8 12 Qh6+ Kf7 reaches the same position as 8...Bxh6 9 gxh7 Bxh1 etc.) 9 gxh7 Kf8 (after 9...Bxh1 10 Qg6+ Kf8 11 Qxh6+ Kf7 12 Nh3 Black’s king gets slaughtered too, for instance 12...Qf8 13 Bg6+ Ke6 14 Qf4 and wins) 10 Qg6 Bc1 11 Qxg2 Bxb2 12 Ne2 and Rg1 will prove lethal.



4 Qe2



All other moves to defend e4 are good here, but this one is best in my opinion. Instead, 4 Nd2 e6 is covered in Games 13-14, while 4 Nc3 e6 5 Nf3 Bb4 transposes to
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