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Introduction

Most books have a story, and this one is no different. Since book four, Winning Chess Brilliancies, I’ve had three years to think about further titles for the Winning Chess series: Winning Chess Endings and Winning Chess Openings. I was very enthusiastic about an endings book because I’ve been carrying around thoughts for many years about how endings should be presented. This is an awkward area to study, but it remains one of the most important aspects of the game. After all, what good is it to work like a dog to establish an advantage when you can’t capitalize upon your efforts?

Telling a student, “Study the endings”—even in my sternest voice—doesn’t do that much good. Most endgame books are plainly boring! The way the material has been presented, such endgame books serve as an excellent aid for getting to sleep! I felt that a new approach was called for and I eagerly presented my ideas to my publisher.

“And what about an opening book?” I was asked. Well yes, there was a huge problem here also. Most beginning players pound away in the opening with little rhyme or reason. Endgames are rare for such players and middle game and opening wipe-outs are the rule of the day. “Well why not start there?” asked my editor. Why not indeed? The problem was that I was much further along with my thoughts about an endings book than an openings one. Like a misplayed combination, somehow I seemed to have transposed moves!

My publishers seemed quite concerned for those lost souls who were struggling their way through their opening losses. “Let’s get them through the opening first,” seemed to be the sentiment. Book five was destined to be an opening book. The first book, Play Winning Chess, was intended as an all-purpose primer—an introduction to the vast world of chess. Books two and three, Winning Chess Tactics and Winning Chess Strategies, taught tricks and plans and could easily be read out of turn. Book four, Winning Chess Brilliancies, was a different sort of work. Brilliancies could be appreciated best by being read last. In Brilliancies, all the lessons of the previous works were woven together.

For Winning Chess Openings, the publishers wanted another work that could be read out of turn. This work is written for as broad an audience as the original Play Winning Chess. While Openings focuses upon chess openings, readers will recognize the same lessons and the same principles expounded in all the previous books. Don’t expect this book to solve all your chess problems. Instead, expect it to act as a signpost on your road to development as a player.

Now came my problems. Firstly my research confirmed my fears. While there are thousands of books on the openings, I couldn’t find one that took the approach I’ve taken with this book. “What’s wrong with that?” you might ask. As a chess grandmaster, I’m constantly amazed to discover (or rather, rediscover) the truth of grandmaster Victor Kortchnoi’s statement, “In chess there is nothing new under the sun.” A brilliant combination? Stunning opening idea? An ending strategy? Sure enough, your “original” concept was “first tried in Berlin in 1866 by… and tried again in the 1938 USSR team tournament in Odessa by…”

It bears repeating that chess is 1400 years old and that our ancestors were some pretty clever people. Not to mention the folks still kicking today. It seems all but impossible to “discover” something new in chess. As for chess opening books, why, the majority of chess books are written about the openings! Failing to discover a chess book that takes the same approach as this work is perplexing. And what is so novel about the approach of this book? Why nothing more than reciting my very own experiences of what I did right and wrong! Shocking, right?

When I speak to my grandmaster colleagues about their early lessons, I’m astonished to discover how many “identical steps” we took together. Virtually all of my colleagues committed the same errors and discovered or were taught the truths in this book. So why not teach others based on the experience of myself and other elite grandmasters?

The reasons opposing this approach are surprising. Many grandmasters are embarrassed by their earliest efforts. Indeed, they want to forget about their early opening losses as quickly as possible. Instead, wonderful myths are created for adoring fans, like “Grandmaster such-and-such learned chess while nursing from his mother. Our hero cast an eye at the board, reached out, and found the winning move that the greatest players of the time couldn’t discover without weeks of thought…” Believe me, this nonsense gets spewed through endless pages of chess literature. Unfortunately, the heroes in these works tend to encourage this type of rubbish. “Well, that’s not exactly how it happened,” our blushing hero would state. “You see, it actually took me a number of reflections to refute the analysis of the former World Champion. You see, my school work and karate studies got in my way and…”

No one likes to remember the first time they burned their fingers on a wicked candle flame. It is the very rare and careful person who hasn’t burnt himself or herself. Indeed, it took me a few dozen outings to respect the candle’s flame. I really enjoyed playing with the candle’s wax on my fingertips. Am I so different? I don’t think so!

So speaking as a chess grandmaster, allow me to recite my own first-hand experiences of my failings as a beginner and how the flame of defeat helped guide me in the openings. It is my hope that you will recognize yourself in these passages. Smile to yourself when you see an old pothole that rattled your hubcaps. Before too long, you might discover that a future pothole awaits your entry. If you take my own experiences to heart, you might just miss one that got me.

I’ve tried to present the material in the order that it was taught to me. In Chapters One and Two, you’ll see the stunning chess opening discoveries that I thought of “on my own.” My games weren’t always pretty, and you’ll soon appreciate what a truly poor player I was. Only after working with experienced chess players—who became my chess teachers—did I learn the classical King Pawn and classical Queen Pawn openings. These are explained in Chapters Three and Four. They are difficult chapters because they both have a “main line” through the chapter. At every single move, a different idea or variation is looked at! This is quite vexing because it seems that we’ll never wind our way through the main line. Why did I present this information on the classical openings in this style? Because that’s exactly how it was presented to me!

When my teachers took me through the classical openings, they didn’t whip through the first dozen moves and proudly state, “So that, Yasser, is the Queen’s Gambit Declined!” On the contrary, they encouraged me to question every move, including the first one. I wasn’t being asked to memorize an opening; I was taught to understand the logic of the move. Having a young inquiring mind, I wanted to know why a move was good or bad. These questions were always answered, provided that I properly framed my questions according to opening principles. I soon learned that nearly every logical move had an opening name! Thus I learned a large number of names. The “Fried Liver Attack” was a favorite, whereas the “Nimzo-Indian, Rubinstein Variation” hardly rolls off the tongue. Thus, I teach the classical openings in the same manner: by questioning every move and looking at the alternatives while trying to stay on a main line.

Modern openings and defenses are dealt with differently. In Chapters Five and Six, I no longer follow a main line. Instead I describe each defense in its own section. In this way, you can judge each defense on its own merits and failings. I’ve made judgements on nearly all the defenses given, and I leave it up to you to discover if I’m right or wrong.

After I learned the classics and the principles, it seemed to me that a fair number of modern defenses violate the principles. They do. Principles are only guides; they are not rules. Do not cling to principles as the sole answer to a given position. They are there to stimulate you to think up the right move or plan.

The amount of theory of chess openings is overwhelming. It seemed that I was always a step behind my opponent on the latest opening moves. (And yes, my karate lessons were getting in the way of my chess studies.) There was only one solution: to try to avoid the sharpest theoretical variations and instead create a solid hiding place for my King. Once that had been done, I turned to dealing with the center, finding a plan, and conducting possible attacks. These lessons are contained in Chapters Seven, Eight, and Nine. Beginning players will always get wiped out by more experienced opponents. One of the major reasons is that the King lacks protection. These chapters are specifically designed to prevent all further short losses. You’ll be taught to have a safe King and you will be well supplied with the insights of classical and modern openings and defenses.

Throughout the book, I’ve diligently tried to state the names of the openings, defenses, variations, and attacks that I describe. This has led to a number of awkward moments. The word opening often refers to what White is doing and defense refers to what Black is doing, but sometimes a favored variation as White is tried with the colors reversed. “I like this opening as White, so I’ll play it as Black!” Of course, the converse is also true. A difficult one is the King’s Indian Defense, a line of defense favored by a number of World Champions when playing the Black pieces. But if White adopts the King’s Indian Defense setup, is it a King’s Indian Defense or a King’s Indian Opening? In such cases the term reversed is often used.

Although the words opening, defense, variation, and attack are often used interchangeably, I’ve tried to reserve opening for White’s play and defense for Black’s play. With a game that’s 1400 years old, expect some strange nomenclature to have been incorporated along the way.

As always, I wish you the very best of success in your endeavors and I hope that this book will stimulate you into buying further books that are more specific about the openings and defenses that you might enjoy.


CHAPTER ONE
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Early Days

Take a look at Diagram 1, the starting position of a chess game. It is the most complicated position in chess. Believe me. Grandmaster David Bronstein, who drew a match for the World Chess Championship in 1951, oftentimes would come to a major tournament game and sit in wonderment staring at this very position. He once spent over 50 minutes on his very first move! And what on earth was this chess genius, this titan, this virtual co-champion of the entire chess world thinking about?

“I was wondering what to play,” David said.

Is the starting position really that complex? The answer is more complicated than a simple yes or no. And the complexity grows as the student learns more! When I was playing my first games of chess, I was absolutely certain what was the best move. (Of course, I was dead wrong.) Now as an International Grandmaster, I find myself weighing the pros and cons of the multiple openings I play and I try to imagine which one would give my opponent the most discomfort. As a player’s style of play matures, the player’s choice of openings goes through subtle changes. When a pet favorite that used to bring home the victories is no longer scoring as well, a shift often proves successful. After trying out different formations, the player makes more changes. Thus the starting position becomes ever more complex as an experienced player starts to seriously juggle the possible openings and defenses.
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DIAGRAM 1.



Some chess positions with a mere half-dozen pieces seem unsolvable. The starting position with all 32 pieces on the board becomes overwhelming. There are so many moves to think about, and every one of our pieces cries out for attention. It can lead to paralysis of the mind.

“Move me!” shouts the e2-pawn. “I’m Bobby Fischer’s favorite move!”

“Look,” says our King’s Rook, “I’m cramped and boxed in. Get me into the action and I’ll show you why I’m called a cannon!”

“Don’t be silly!” states our noble Queen. “I’m the most powerful of all! Bring me into the battle. The entire board will bow before me.”

As I started to play my earliest games, a jumble of voices confused my poor brain. Such a chorus of demands, my goodness! Willy-nilly, I’d choose my favorite piece of the moment. The chosen piece gets to move, jump, or stumble around until the lucky chosen one gets removed from the board. I thought, “What a pity! Just when things were getting good! Well, let’s see… That plan was working really well! If only my poor fellow hadn’t been captured. Bad luck that. Well, there is another one, let’s use it!” And off I would go, until the newly chosen gets slaughtered. How unlucky our pawns and pieces seem to be. “What’s this? A check? How on earth did my King get checked? Looks like his majesty has to take a stroll…”

If the above thoughts reflect your early efforts, you now realize that your despairs have been shared. I did the very same thing. These early thoughts of victory accurately describe how I got clobbered. Those early losses came quickly and furiously! While most of my very earliest games are thankfully lost to posterity, I remember a number of them quite well. I still recall that some of these losses really hurt. I was so certain of the correctness of my approach, and I’d stubbornly cling to my earliest beliefs. In fact, I was so stubborn, I’m rather disbelieving that I actually became a grandmaster!

Copying the Opponent

The following is the earliest game that I can recall.

Yasser Seirawan versus Unknown, Unfriendly Foe

Follow my moves in silent fascination.

1.d3?

Why this mistaken move? Actually I wasn’t sure what to do. Of the chorus this one little pawn seemed to cry loudest. I make this “pass” move as I had already “discovered” a brilliant strategy, which I will soon reveal.

1…d5

My more experienced opponent makes a very reasonable move.

2.d4?

This was my brilliant discovery! I would merely duplicate my opponent’s move, thereby negating the need for any thought on my part. Clever, no? I would keep a careful eye on my opponent’s moves, deduce an error in his plan, and then deviate at the critical moment to score a brilliant victory.

2…e5!?

My opponent tries a speculative gambit.

3.e4?

Continuing to ape my opponent, my clever strategy begins to unfold.

3…Bg4?

My opponent blunders by putting a Bishop in capture (the French term en prise is the chess vernacular, but I was too inexperienced to have learned this term) to my Queen.

4.dxe5?

Of course, I was attracted to the possibility of duplicating my opponent’s move with 4.Bg5, but already my natural talent began to expose itself. Somehow I “sensed” the critical moment to deviate had come. My opponent’s move had to be an error and I took advantage of the moment to grab a central pawn. I never considered the best move, 4.Qxg4, for a single moment. At that time I didn’t have a complete grasp of how my pieces were supposed to move.

4…Bb4+?

With this eye-popping move, my opponent announced Checkmate! Happily my opponent began explaining to me how his Bishops were scissoring my position and that my King had no moves. He said I shouldn’t be upset by this premature loss, because I was his fourth victim of this devastating trap.

Diagram 2 shows the final position from this game. Today I can only stare at this position with open-mouthed horror. White isn’t checkmated at all! By playing any of the moves 5.c3, 5.Nc3, 5.Nd2, 5.Bd2, or 5.Qd2, the check to my King is stopped. Of course, White will lose his Queen and probably the game, so let us quickly turn the page!

Now is the time for the first critical lesson from this book:

Write down the moves to all your games and save your game scores.

Oftentimes you will play quick games or five-minute chess. I can only encourage you to record these games as best you can. Try to record the moves as they are made, but if this is inconvenient, try to reconstruct the game afterward and make a written record. I improved my play enormously by doing this simple exercise and charting my own progress.
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DIAGRAM 2.



The importance of this lesson and its impact on my understanding of chess didn’t manifest itself for several months. First it was necessary to lose dozens of games.

Cannon Fire

Another game that typified my earliest “style” was demonstrated in the following encounter.

Yasser Seirawan versus Known Unfriendly Fiend

In viewing Diagram 1, the starting position, I imagined myself to be Napoleon—a fine general in charge of an army ready to defy all opposition for their commander. The air is fresh and clean as the individual units stamp their fury, anxious to engage the enemy. Being a commander concerned for each individual unit, I decide to lob the enemy using my cannons! Of course, a littie tenderizing of the enemy with cannons is just the right strategy before sending in the cavalry. From the starting position, I formed an image of my Rooks as cannons. They were born to fire their salvos up the files and along the ranks. Backed by my fantasy of commanding an army, I make use of my Hollywood movie-viewing experiences and come to the only possible conclusion: “Light the cannons!”

1.h4?

This was my favorite opening move!

1…d5

With the advantage of many victories backing his choice, my opponent makes a particularly powerful move.

2.Rh3?

I bring my cannons into battle right away so that the enemy ranks would be softened up.

2…Bxh3!

This truly excellent move should have been discouraging. Not to be deterred, I conjure up yet another fabulous effort.

3.a4??

This mistake gets a second question mark. After blundering my Rook I should have played 3.Nxh3, capturing the Black Bishop as compensation.

3…e5?

Complacency born from the firm knowledge of previous victories leads to a mistake. Black should retreat his endangered Bishop.

4.Ra3??

I had a dim awareness that this mind-boggling move was a mistake, but, what the heck, consistency is the hallmark of genius and I was determined to have my cannons blaze away!

4…Bxa3!

What is up with this jerk anyway? He hasn’t missed a trick! Now that my Rooks have disappeared, a sudden fear grips my heart. My h4-pawn is open to attack by the Black Queen. Feeling sympathy for the valiant foot soldier, I see no reason to allow its capture. Yes! I see the point of my play clearly now. First I play:

5.h5?

If he misses my point I will play 6.h6 and 7.hxg7 and gxh8=Q winning…

Diagram 3 shows how I would lose many, many games. It seemed like a cruel fate, but my cannons were hardly ever around after the first dozen moves!

By now you should be getting the idea of what a truly hopeless chess player I was when I started out. Later I would create my own philosophy that went like this: “Every mistake should be repeated at least once. In that way the original mistake could be confirmed.” How could you be sure if you made a mistake based upon a single loss? So now you’re beginning to see that I was a hopeless, stubborn chess player!
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DIAGRAM 3.



This brings me to the second critical lesson:

Believe in your own ideas.

Not all your ideas will be bright ones. In fact, you’ll probably have ten false trails for every true one you find. Fine! So be it! But believe in your ideas. Cling to them stubbornly. Give up on them slowly, only after severe trial and tribulations. If you keep getting clobbered, then seek an adjustment, but don’t be afraid to play your own moves. They might be bad, but you’ll learn a lot faster playing your own moves instead of mimicking others. Adjust your ideas by the results of your own practice.

At this early point in my career, I still hadn’t learned the first critical lesson, but I sure had mastered the second. I knew my ideas were clever; they just needed some slight fine tuning.

After about 30 losses of “cannon positioning,” I discovered my real powerhouse: my Queen. A whole new array of losses awaited me.

Queen Raid

After determining that my cannon-fire ideas weren’t doing the job, a careful rethink of my opening approach was necessary. This was a critical phase of my chess development. It seemed that chess was far too difficult for my poor mind. Was trying to get better worth getting stomped by my friends?

All chess players at one time in their very early career are struck by this telling question. Many decide that, indeed, chess isn’t their shtick. Fortunately for me, a serendipitous outside influence played a crucial role at this phase in my development. My interest was rekindled when America’s own Robert James (Bobby) Fischer defeated the Soviet Union’s Boris Spassky for the World Chess Championship in 1972. It was a heady moment for chess players around the world, and for American chess players in particular.

While most Americans were undoubtedly proud of their new champion, I had a question: “How could Bobby be champion? He didn’t beat me!”

Renewing myself, I applied the formidable powers of my young mind to my opening strategy. Carefully penetrating the mysterious veil of the chess pieces, I deduced something wonderful and extraordinary: My Queen is the most powerful piece on the board!

My fault had been not to develop it quickly enough. How simple and obvious: My Queen was a natural-born bully! All that was necessary was to introduce it into the game as early as possible.

This faulty strategy is one of the most insidious pitfalls in chess! I fell into it headlong, as every untrained beginner has done! The problem, dear reader, is simply this: The Queen Raid strategy worked! My results against my circle of chess friends immediately improved. Two early examples of victorious play convinced me that I was on the right track.

Yasser Seirawan versus Known Unfriendly Fiend

This game begins with a good opening move—played with the completely wrong strategy in mind. The intention should be to grab control of the center, not to make room for my Queen! Controlling the center certainly wasn’t my intention.

1.e4 e5

This is the classical answer and a good move. Even beginners occasionally find good moves!

2.Qh5?

This was my “new and improved” idea. As the new neighborhood bully, my Queen would knock heads together.

2…g6??

My opponent seizes the opportunity to attack my Queen, but overlooks my real threat.

3.Qxe5+

Simply brilliant! My Queen spears Black’s position. Now Black’s cannon (Rook) will be eaten.

3…Qe7

Black copies my plan of bringing out the Queen. My turn!

4.Qxh8

My Queen happily munches the trapped Rook.

4…Qxe4+

What’s this? The capture presents danger, but I can block the check and my Rook is safe.

5.Ne2

With this good move, I develop a piece and block the check.

5…Qxc2(?)

What a sly devil my opponent is! Now he is conducting his own raid. My goodness, how do I defend the threat of 6…Qxc1 Checkmate? A sudden panic overcomes me, followed by a sigh of relief. No! My brilliant fifth move with my Knight protects my c1-Bishop! Happily, I continue my own raid.

6.Qxg8

In a greedy (and good, I might add) move, a mighty Knight is slaughtered. My marauding Queen is picking apart Black’s army. Isn’t chess easy and fun? I’m sure such gleeful thoughts were printed on my face.

6…Nc6

Black makes a good move and develops a piece. Now, at the position shown in Diagram 4, I had a real think about what to do next.

By this time I was experienced enough to make a realization. I had a won position! I’ve grabbed enough loot—a Rook and a Knight—to have a big edge. Do I need to win more material? The h7-pawn is a very tempting grab as my raid on the Kingside would be completed. However, Black’s Queen is quite worrying and I must pay attention so that I don’t blow my win. Resisting my strong inclination to play 7.Qxh7, I instead decide to attack Black’s raiding Queen.

7.Na3!
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DIAGRAM 4.



In another surprisingly good move, and without understanding what I was doing, I’ve developed a Knight with tempo. That is, I mobilize one of my pieces and attack Black’s Queen at the same time. The realization that “Black’s Queen will have to move because I’ve attacked the Queen!” planted a seed that would take root and grow. This seed would lead me to reevaluate my new Queen strategy.

7…Qa4

This is a move I could fully understand and appreciate. Beginners like myself who have discovered the Queen strategy try to throw the Queen right into the middle of the battle. When the Queen is attacked, my natural reaction is to return the favor at once! As my Knight attacks Black’s Queen, the Queen responds by attacking my White Knight. Just what I would do! My admiration for my opponent’s play was growing.

I looked at the captured pieces to restore my confidence. I’m still a Rook and Knight ahead! I love what has just taken place. I’ve gobbled up nearly half of my opponent’s army and I had just attacked Black’s Queen. It felt so good that I only considered two moves: taking the h7-pawn or the move I chose.

8.b3!

Playing 8.Qxh7 was nearly irresistible. But attacking Black’s Queen had brought such pleasure previously, I just couldn’t resist. This time, the thought behind the move was correct. My c1-Bishop protects the Knight and the Black Queen is given another boot.

8…Qb4

Black tries to keep his Queen as close to the action as possible. Once more my opponent had completed the very move I would have played. At this stage of my chess career, I rarely saw more than one move ahead. My move always seemed to be spur of the moment and at this moment I was on a roll. Black’s Queen has had to react to my previous moves. Without hesitation I plunked down my next move.

9.Nc2?

What joy, attacking Black’s Queen
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Known Fiend versus Yasser Seirawan
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	7…Qxg2!
	8.Nc7+











	8…Kd8
	9.Nxa8 Qxh1
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	10.Kf1 Bh3+!
	11.Ke1??











	11…Qxg1+
	12.Ke2 Bg4+
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Destroying the Queen Raid


Yasser Seirawan versus Known Experienced Player



























	6…Ke7
	7.Qc4
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Danny Noble versus Allison Borngesser, 1998 National Elementary Championships







	1.e4 e5
	2.Qh5













	3.Qxe5+ Be7
	4.Bc4 Nc6!











	5.Qf4 O-O
	6.e5?





















	9…Ne5
	10.h5?
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	15.Qe2 Rxe2+
	16.Nxe2 g6
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