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​Chapter 1: How Strong Players Think
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Backgammon isn't a complicated game to learn. The rules fit on a single page, and within an hour most people can play a complete game without making an illegal move. But there's an enormous gap between playing legally and playing well, and the players who close that gap share something in common: they don't just make moves, they think about the game in a particular way.

This chapter is about that way of thinking. Before we get into specific strategies and cube decisions in later chapters, we need to establish the mental framework that makes all of it coherent. That means understanding how a game of backgammon is structured, how to read a position at a glance, and how to do the arithmetic that strong play requires. None of it is beyond anyone willing to put in the work, but it does need to become second nature before the deeper strategy clicks into place.
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​The Three Phases of a Game
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Every game of backgammon moves through three broad phases, and one of the most important skills you can develop is knowing which phase you're in and whether your moves are appropriate for it.

The first phase is the opening and early game. Both sides are building structure, establishing points, and trying to gain an early advantage in position. The decisions here are largely about where to put your checkers, which points to fight for, and how aggressively to play. The stakes of any individual move are relatively low because the position is fluid and recovery is usually possible.

The second phase is the middle game, where the real complexity lives. By now both sides have committed to some kind of structure, and the question shifts from building to leveraging. You might be trying to close out a checker, extend a prime, escape your back checkers, or decide whether the race is worth running. This is where most games are won and lost, and it's where this book spends most of its time.

The third phase is the bearoff. Contact may or may not still exist, but you're primarily thinking about getting your checkers home and off the board efficiently. Bearoff strategy has its own logic, including some precise arithmetic, and we'll cover it fully later in the book.

What makes backgammon genuinely difficult is that these phases don't arrive with clean transitions. A game can flip from a priming battle to a pure race in a single roll. The player who recognizes the shift first and adjusts their thinking accordingly has a real edge.
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​Reading Position Types
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Strong players don't look at a position and see 30 checkers scattered around a board. They see a position type, and that classification tells them immediately what they should be trying to accomplish. The main position types you'll encounter are these:

The running game. Both sides have escaped their back checkers and it's a pure race to bear off. Strategy reduces almost entirely to pip count and cube decisions. There's no point in making clever positional plays when nobody's blocking anybody.

The priming game. One or both sides are building a wall of consecutive points to trap the opponent's checkers. The struggle is about who completes their prime first, and how long the trapped checker can be kept behind it. Timing is everything.

The holding game. One side holds a deep anchor in the opponent's home board, waiting for a shot while the opponent tries to bring their checkers home without leaving one. It's a tense, patient game, and knowing when to run from an anchor versus holding it longer is a skill that takes serious study.

The blitz. One side is attacking aggressively, trying to close the opponent's checkers out of the game before a position can be established. Blitzes are high-variance and exciting, but they require precise execution. A failed blitz often leaves the attacker in serious trouble.

The back game. One side has been hit repeatedly and now holds two or more anchors deep in the opponent's board, waiting for a late shot. The back game is often misunderstood as a desperation play, but a well-timed back game is a genuine winning strategy. We'll give it a full chapter of its own.

Most positions aren't pure examples of one type. They're hybrids, or they're transitioning between types. But the moment you can look at a board and say "this is essentially a holding game with priming tendencies," you've already started thinking like a strong player, because now you know what you're trying to do.
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​Probability Essentials
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You don't need to be a mathematician to play strong backgammon, but you do need to be comfortable with a small set of probability facts that come up constantly. The good news is there aren't many of them, and they're not hard to internalize.

There are 36 possible outcomes when two dice are rolled. That's the denominator for everything. When you want to know how likely something is, you count the number of rolls that produce it and put that number over 36. A few probabilities worth knowing cold:

Direct shots. If a checker is sitting in the open within 6 pips of an opposing checker, it can be hit by a direct shot. A blot exactly 1 pip away can be hit by any roll containing a 1, which is 11 out of 36. A blot 6 pips away can be hit by any roll containing a 6, also 11 out of 36. Every distance from 1 to 6 is reachable by 11 rolls. That's the base case.

Indirect shots. A blot that's 7 to 11 pips away can only be hit by specific combinations. A blot 7 pips away is reachable by rolls that combine to 7: 1-6, 2-5, 3-4, and their reverses, plus 1-1 doesn't work but some doubles do depending on exact distance. The number of combinations drops as the distance increases past 6. At 12 pips, only 1-1 doesn't apply unless you're thinking about a specific double, so it's worth knowing that indirect shots are considerably less likely than direct ones and that the probability falls off meaningfully past about 9 pips.

Hitting from the bar. When a player is on the bar, they have to enter before doing anything else. If your opponent has closed off one point in their home board, 11 out of 36 rolls won't enter. Two points closed means they can't enter on 20 rolls. Closing all six points means they can never enter, which is a backgammon, the highest form of winning.

You don't need to compute these at the board every time. The goal is to internalize the rough probabilities so that when you're deciding whether to leave a blot, you have a genuine sense of the risk rather than a vague feeling.
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​Pip Counting
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The pip count is the total number of pips each side needs to bear all their checkers off the board, assuming no interruptions. It's the fundamental measure of who's ahead in the race, and you need to be able to compute it reliably during a game.

The basic method is straightforward: for each of your checkers, count how many pips it needs to travel to be borne off, then add them all up. A checker on your 24-point needs 24 pips. A checker on your 6-point needs 6. Add everything together and you have your count.

The problem is that doing this from scratch on every position is slow and error-prone. Strong players use shortcuts.

The reference position method. Start from a known pip count (typically the starting position, where both sides have a count of 167) and calculate how much each side's count has changed from the moves made. This is faster than counting from scratch, but it requires you to track the game mentally, which isn't always practical.

The cluster method. Rather than counting every checker individually, group checkers that are on the same point or close together. If you have three checkers on your 6-point, that's 18 pips right there. Two checkers on your 8-point is 16. You're adding clusters rather than individual checkers, which speeds things up considerably.

The centroid method. For an experienced player, it's often enough to estimate each side's count to within a few pips using visual clustering. You identify the approximate center of gravity of each side's checkers and scale from there. This isn't precise enough for close races, but it's useful for quickly establishing whether the race is even worth calculating.

Whatever method you use, the goal is to get to a reliable pip count in under 30 seconds at the board. It takes practice. The best way to build the skill is to count the pip count at the start of each session when you set up the board, then count it again after a few moves, and check yourself. Over time it becomes fast enough to be useful in real games.

When you have both pip counts, the raw difference tells you who's ahead. But raw pip count isn't the whole story. A player with a 10-pip lead who has a checker on the bar is in worse shape than the number suggests. A player whose checkers are scattered and inefficiently placed will have more wastage in the bearoff than someone with a tidy stack. The pip count is the starting point, not the final answer.
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​Mental Shortcuts and Pattern Recognition
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Beyond probability and arithmetic, strong players have built up a library of patterns they recognize instantly. When they see a familiar structure, they don't have to reason from first principles. They already know what it means and what to do.

This pattern library is built over time through experience and study, and you can't shortcut the process entirely. But there are a few high-level principles that function as useful shortcuts even before you've seen thousands of positions.

The two-checker rule. A prime is only as strong as the checkers it traps. If your opponent has only one checker behind your prime, they're vulnerable but not desperate. Two checkers behind a five-prime is a genuine crisis for them. This shifts how aggressively you should press.

The timing intuition. When you're ahead in a priming battle but behind in the race, time is working against you. You need to do something with your prime before the position collapses. Strong players feel this urgency; weaker players hold on too long hoping for something to happen.

The flexibility principle. A position that can adapt to many different dice rolls is more valuable than a position that requires specific rolls to work. When you're choosing between two apparently equal moves, the one that preserves more options is usually better. This comes up constantly in the early and middle game.

The count before you play principle. Before deciding on a move in any position where the race matters, count the pips. It sounds obvious, but many players make checkerplay decisions by feel when they're in or near a racing situation, and they're often wrong about who's actually ahead. The count takes 20 seconds and changes the decision surprisingly often.

These shortcuts aren't substitutes for deep thinking. They're more like triage tools: they help you quickly identify what kind of problem you're looking at before you settle in and think carefully. A strong player uses them to narrow down the candidate moves, then calculates properly among the finalists.
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​Putting It Together
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The mental framework of a strong backgammon player isn't mysterious. It's a combination of knowing which phase you're in, recognizing position types quickly, having probability intuitions that are calibrated to reality, being able to count pips reliably, and having a set of principles that help you triage decisions under time pressure.

None of these skills requires unusual intelligence. They require practice and the willingness to think carefully about the game rather than just reacting to the dice. The players who improve fastest are the ones who treat every position as a question worth answering, not just a move to be made.

The rest of this book is about specific answers to specific questions: how to build and attack primes, how to handle the cube, how to adjust your play at match scores that change everything. But all of it rests on the foundation we've laid here. When the strategy in later chapters refers to timing, or position types, or pip count arithmetic, this is the chapter it's building on.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: Prime Building and Prime vs. Prime
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Of all the strategic structures in backgammon, the prime is the most powerful. A six-prime (six consecutive occupied points) is an impenetrable wall. No checker can leap over six points in a single roll, which means any checker trapped behind a full prime is completely immobilized until the prime breaks. Games are frequently decided not by who rolls better, but by who builds their prime first, who maintains it longest, and who manages to escape before it's too late.

This chapter covers how to build a prime, how to extend and maintain one once it's established, how to escape when you're the one trapped, and what happens when both sides build primes simultaneously. It's one of the most complex and fascinating situations the game produces.
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​What Makes a Prime Valuable
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Before getting into construction, it's worth being precise about why primes are so powerful. The answer isn't just that they block checkers. It's that they create a timing asymmetry.

When your opponent's checkers are trapped behind your prime, they're forced to mark time. Every roll they make has to be used on their other checkers, and if they run out of constructive things to do, they're forced to break their own structure. Meanwhile you're free to use your rolls however you like: racing, building, attacking. The trapped player is playing a different game than you are, and it's a worse one.

A five-prime is powerful but not absolute. A checker can escape a five-prime with a roll that combines to six or more and lands on an open point beyond the prime. A six-prime is absolute. There's no combination of two dice that totals more than twelve, and no single die face exceeds six, so a checker trapped behind a six-prime is going nowhere until you choose to let it out by vacating a point.

The difference between a five-prime and a six-prime matters enormously in cube decisions and in how urgently your opponent needs to act. Extending your five-prime to a six-prime is almost always the right priority when you can do it.
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​Building a Prime: Principles and Priorities
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Primes don't appear fully formed. They're built point by point, usually over the first several rolls of the game, and the construction process involves real decisions about which points to fight for and in what order.

Build from the inside out. The most valuable points in your prime are the ones closest to your home board, because they do double duty: they're part of your prime and they're points you'll need for the bearoff. Your 4, 5, and 6-points anchor the home board. Your 7-point (the bar point) and 8-point extend the blockade into the outfield. A prime that runs from your 3-point to your 8-point is far more useful than one that runs from your 9-point to your 14-point, because the first one will still be serving you when the game moves into the bearoff.

Prioritize making points over hitting. This is counterintuitive for newer players, who often see a blot and can't resist hitting it. But hitting a blot sends your opponent to the bar, where they'll roll to re-enter, and re-entering doesn't help you build. Making a new point in your prime, on the other hand, directly advances your structure. There are positions where hitting is clearly correct, but when you're in prime-building mode, ask yourself whether the hit actually helps your prime or just feels satisfying.

Slot aggressively when the opportunity is right. Slotting means placing a single checker on a point you want to make, leaving it as a blot for at least one roll with the intention of covering it next turn. It's a high-risk, high-reward tactic. In the early game, when your opponent's checkers are still in your home board and can potentially hit your slot, slotting is genuinely dangerous. But once your opponent's back checkers are contained, slotting becomes much safer and it's often the only way to keep your prime growing.

Keep your builders flexible. Builders are the checkers that are positioned to land on and make new points. A checker on your 9-point is a builder for your 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8-points depending on what you roll. A checker on your 11-point covers different points. Strong prime builders think about which points they need next and make sure they have builders positioned to cover them with a variety of rolls, not just lucky ones.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Extending the Prime
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Making a point is one thing. Keeping the prime intact and extending it when possible is another.

The danger of a partial prime is that it can start to crumble before it's complete. If you've made your 5, 6, 7, and 8-points but your back checkers are getting restless and your home board is weak, you might be forced to break the prime before you've trapped anything useful behind it. Structure without timing is just decoration.

Don't overcommit your home board. It's tempting to stack checkers on your made points for safety, but excess checkers on made points are wasted. They can't help you build new points because they're already on occupied ones. Strong players keep their builders scattered and active, using their made points as anchors while the floating checkers do the work of extending the prime.

Know which point completes the prime. At any stage of prime construction, you should know exactly which point you need to close the prime. If you have points on your 5, 6, 7, and 9, your 8-point completes the inner prime. If you have points on your 4, 5, 7, and 8, your 6-point is the priority. This sounds obvious, but in the middle of a game it's easy to lose track. Knowing your target point lets you evaluate every roll in terms of whether it gets you closer.

Use doubles wisely. Doubles are prime-building windfalls when you're in construction mode. A roll of 3-3 can simultaneously make two new points if your builders are in the right place. Before playing doubles, take an extra moment to map out all the ways you could use them rather than just playing the most obvious move.
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​Maintaining a Prime
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Once your prime is complete, or nearly complete, the focus shifts from building to maintaining. This is where timing becomes the central concern.

A prime is only useful as long as it keeps something trapped. The moment your opponent's back checkers escape, your prime becomes irrelevant, and all those blocked points in your home board become a liability if your own checkers are awkwardly placed. So the question of "how long can I keep this prime intact" is always in the background.

Count the timing. Timing in this context means how many rolls you can make before you're forced to break your prime. Every roll you're forced to play, you should be asking: can I play this roll without touching my prime? If yes, great. If not, which point of the prime is least damaging to break?

Avoid stranding checkers behind your own prime. It sounds absurd, but it happens. If you have checkers on your 9 and 10-points and your prime runs from your 3 to your 8, those outfield checkers need to get home eventually. If they're too far back when the prime starts to crumble, you're suddenly in timing trouble of your own. Keep your back checkers moving as long as you can do it without exposing them.

Accept that the prime will break. No prime lasts forever, and trying to extend one past its natural life often makes things worse. The goal is to break the prime at the right moment, ideally when your opponent's trapped checkers are in
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