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Initial and Final Candidate Moves

Quote of the Month: The most important moves to consider —
for both sides — are the forcing moves.

A candidate move is any reasonable move that you should consider playing.
We can define two sets of candidates which occur as part of a normal thought
process during a slow game:

1. Theinitial candidate moves that serve some positive purpose, like
stopping athreat, starting a tactic, initiating/continuing a plan, or
improving the position of a piece, and

2. Thefinal set of candidate moves from which you must decide
“Which oneis best?’

Sometimes your analysis might add moves to the fina list that were not on
your initial list, but thisis not relevant to this month’ s discussion.

The moves that make it from theinitial list to the final list are the ones that
aretactically justifiable. These are moves for which every possible forcing
move by your opponent (check, capture, or threat) can be reasonably met.
When aninitial candidate move isidentified, one of the first things you must
ask yourself is, “If | make this move, what are all my opponent’s forcing
moves and can | safely meet each one?’ If thereis even one reply that cannot
be reasonably met, then that candidate move should likely be discarded.
Consistently failing to search for aforcing reply that could refute an initial
candidate is athought process that | have dubbed “Hope Chess.” Constantly
doing a safety check after forcing repliesiswhat | call “Real Chess.”

As noted above, forcing moves are generally checks, captures, and threatsin
roughly descending order of force. Therefore, to be most efficient, they also
represent the order in which you should search for candidate moves for both
sides: first checks, then captures, then threats, and finally all other moves. |
use this catch phrase so frequently that afriend designed a cap with the
imprint “Checks, Captures, and Threats’ and sellsit on the Internet!

While the phrase “ checks, captures, and threats’ is snappy, we can delve a
little deeper and create a more extensive list of candidate move ordering
criteria, roughly in decreasing order of importance:

1. Checks

. la Checkswhere there are few possible responses
. 1b. Checks which bring more piecesinto the attack
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. 1c. Checkswhich bring powerful pieces— especially the queen — closer
to theking

2. Moves which meet the opponent’ s threats to checkmate by force

3. Threats of mate in one or threats of aforced mating sequence — especialy if
the possibilitiesto parry it are limited

4. Captures

. 4a. Captures of unguarded or inadequately guarded pieces
. 4b. Captures of enemy pieces by pieces of |esser value

. 4c. Captures of enemy pieces by pieces of equal value

. 4d. Captures of enemy pieces by pieces of greater value

5. Non-Mate threats

. 5a. Threatsto pieces by pieces of lesser value

. 5b. Threats to pieces by pieces of equal value

. 5c. Threatsto pieces by pieces of greater value

. 5d. Threats to make an attack on the king

. 5e. Positiona threats: control files, ruin pawn structures, etc.

6. Moves which meet the opponent’ s non-checkmate threats

7. Moves which are not any of the above, but meet some type of positive god

or plan, like developing a piece in the opening, or making a piece better in the
middlegame or endgame, or stopping an opponent’s piece from getting better,

etc.

Let’s see how candidate move identification and selection worksin practice
viathree examples, in increasing order of criticality/difficulty.

Example 1: Black to Play

L
% /@/ /i In this position Black is up both in material
1 .

and position.
x

A
% ; / i / / ﬁ Thefirst level candidate moves are the
1T / 1 ﬁ % ones that carry out some plan or goal. In

_.-'__'?' i b ..
. &J v x”/ the above position Black has such a strong

% [%] // /% position th_at he might ha_ve s_e\{e?ral plans

or goals with corresponding initial

/% /éﬁ,/% candidate moves:

Plan 1: Push the white king into a possible mating net. Candidates: 1...Ra2+
1...Rd1+, 1...Nb1+

Plan 2: Get the black pawnsrolling. Candidates: 1...b3, 1...c5, 1...d4

Plan 3: Get the king into a better position to help the pawns. Candidates:
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1...Kd6, 1...Ke6

Plan 4: Stop the white pawns from creating counterthreats. Candidates: 1...h6,
1...Ke7, 1...Ke8, 1...Ke6

Of these choices, Plan 1 would be the most attractive, primarily if it resultsin
an immediate tactical win. Otherwise, the second, which can aso win right
away, and the fourth, which follows the dictum when winning easily, think
defense first, are the most attractive. If Black can stop White from mobilizing
his kingside pawn majority he should, with alittle care, be able to win as he
pleases on the queenside.

However, not al of theinitial candidates are viable, even the ones which
correspond to the most positive plans. For example, it should be easy to see
that although pushing the most advanced passed pawn 1...b3?? would be nice,
the immediate reply 2.Kxc3, which also stops 2...b2, puts an end to further
consideration and knocks 1...b3?? off the final candidate list. It does,
however, introduce a new candidate, 1...Na4, which would allow a safe 2...b3
next move. Another pawn push, 1...d4, initially looks refuted because of
2.exd4. However, that is superficial analysis, since after 1...d4 2.exd4 €3+ isa
winner as either the b-pawn promotes or the bishop is lost because of the
deflection of the king or afurther 3...€2. Missing this, and thus dismissing
1...d4 as aviable candidate moves, would be a quiescence error (see the
Novice Nook Quiescence Errors).

In the actual game Black spent three minutes on his move and played
1...¢5??, not checking to seeif it should have gotten onto the final list at all
(Hope Chessl). Black woke up quickly when White made the not-too-difficult
reply, 2.Bxb5+. This discovered attack won the exchange and a pawn after
2...Nxb5 3.Rxal, turning an easy Black win into a difficult fight!

Yet it should not have been. Why spend three minutes on amove if you are
not going to spend at least a few seconds on the most critical question of all: Is
my proposed move safe? i.e., if | make this move, what are all his checks,
captures, and threats, and can | meet them? All the other time spent may be
wasted if you don’t develop the discipline to ask this on every move. In this
case 1...c5 failsto the only check the opponent has in reply, which therefore
should have been the first reply Black considered when deciding if 1...c5 was
viable. But he missed it completely! With a proper thought process, 1...c5
should have been quickly eliminated and never placed on the final candidate
list! Thisfailure to consider even the most obvious reply isacommon
problem of weaker players, so it follows that they must not be consistently
asking themselves the most basic, required question.

By the way, Black has many winning ideas, but the computer’s choice for best
move isthe straightforward 1...Ra2+.
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% &% %/KE% White to Play
O IR i
,é ﬁ !, @ In this position Whiteisin check, and

w Y o ’f plays the “active” move 1.Kf5, without
ﬁ’i" » /ﬁ seeing if thisis safe. Why might it not be?

ﬂ/ ffﬁ/‘%’% Black replies by saving therook and
%ﬂ/ﬂ/ % attacking the c-pawn with 1...Rc6. This

/ ﬁ / ;j j;; % Ide:)a(rj]z \ts?our second example. What do you

J=¢ |

%f ,% %/E% Example 2: Whiteto Play
% fl& / /i Whit te 2.Rcl on hi esheet and
i | ite wrote 2.Rc1 on his scor an
g tfi/ 7 Jé: /% then did a sanity check, causing him to
ax f, 2 5 erase 2.Rcl and instead play 2.Rg1, with a
ﬂ / ﬁ / % total thinking time of about three minutes.
Thisindicated that White had a serious
% ﬂ / ﬂ / / error in his thought process. Why?
i

Although moves that guard the c-pawn like 2.Rc1 and 2.Re2 should make
your initial candidate list, you should immediately ook for forcing replies and
discover that they both fail to Black’s only check, 2...Rg5#! Therefore, only
moves which prevent mate should make the final candidate list. For the move
2.Rc1 to make White's scoresheet indicated he did not find 2...Rg5# until his
sanity check. Thiswas way too late for an efficient thought process. Much
better would have been to think:

1...Rc6, what does that do? It saves the rook and attacks the c-pawn,
but it also removes my king’s only flight square, e6. Suppose | save the
pawn on c2. What happens then? What are all Black’ s checks,
captures, and threats? His only check is 2...Rg5+. But that's
checkmate! Whoops! That means my only moves are ones that stop
checkmate. Which are those? 2.f4 and 2.Rg1. Now what would Black
do after each of those, so | can figure out which is better...?

With this correct thought process White would discover 2...Rg5# early in his
thought process and save lots of valuable time by quickly identifying his final
candidates as 2.f4 or 2.Rg1l, both preventing checkmate. Moreover, with a
good thought process, he would have seen 2...Rg5# on the previous move and
made sure he had a good defense, e.g.:

If I play 1.Kf5, Black hasto save hisrook. He will probably move
1...Rc6, also attacking my pawn on c2. Then suppose | try to save my
pawn. What would be all Black’ s checks, captures, and threats? His
only check would be 2...Rg5+. But that is checkmate! Whoops! That
means my only 2"d moves are ones that stop checkmate. If | don’t have
one, then 1.Kf5 isimpossible! Also, Black is threatening both
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checkmate and the pawn on c2, so | had better be careful about playing
1.Kf5 because even if | don’t get checkmated | am allowing a double
threat which may lose a pawn...

Thefirst two examples were from a weaker player, but, of course, even strong
players mistakenly eliminate initial candidate moves, often because of faulty
analysis.

Y Example 3: Whiteto Move — What
%@ﬁ would you do?

'
. / /:I:/i |
/ /Q/i% Blackhaswstplayed_l...R_bZ._Th_egam_e

A was played at a G/70 time limit with afive
1 5 A second time delay. White' s time was

ﬂ / % / % running short and he had seven + minutes

% / // ;ﬁ Fin |eft for the entire game! Let’s see what

White was able to do in the three minutes

f' f

or so he took to make this move, which he

AW
% E % % recognized as very critical.

Materia is unbalanced, but with al the hanging material and pins, the “plan”
is clear: Find which tactic — or forcing sequence — gets you the most material
(or loses you the least!). Thisis not the kind of position where you look for
something subtle!

Existing threats: White had threatened Bxd8 with his previous move, and
Black had countered by threatening white’' s queen with ...Rb2, so any move
that White considers should either save the queen, give check or checkmate, or
attempt to win equal or more material for the queen.

Initial Candidates;

. Checks: 2.Nf6+ and 2.Ne7+

. Captures: 2.Qxb2, 2.Qxab, and 2.Bxd8

. Threats: 2.Rel, 2.Rc2, 2.Nc7, 2.Nf4

. Movesthat save the queen: 2.Qd3, 2.Qel, 2.Qe3, 2.Qf4, 2.Qd1

Whew! How to proceed with such an array of potential tactics? Well, in
tactical positions almost always start with checks! One principleis“Always
check, it might be mate” but that’ s bogus. Better is“ Always consider a check
— it might be the best move.” The opposite principle “ patzer sees check, patzer
gives check” isalso not very helpful, although it describes the penchant for
weak players to give check, no matter how awful the result. Nevertheless, if a
check works, it is very forcing and perhaps no other move can match it. Soit’s
best to check those first (pun intended).

So the first check is 2.Nf6+ then 2...Qxf6 seems bad for Black because of
3.Qxd8+. Notice how the bishop guards the queen right through the opposing
queen! That’s easy to miss. After 3...Qxd8 4.Bxd8 White is up a piece. But
just because one line is good doesn’t mean they all are. We need to find
Black’s best reply to 2.Nf6+ and, of courseg, it isthe natural 2...Bxf6. Now
3.Qxd8+ Bxd8 4.Bxd8 is completely winning for Black. White's other third
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move try, 3.Bxf6, fails miserably to 3...R2xd2 4.Bxd8 Rxd8, but not the
monstrous 3...R8xd2?7? when 4.Rc8+ mates! And finally, 2.Nf6+ Bxf6
3.Qxb2 isjust a piece worse than the immediate 2.Qxb2, so 2.Nf6+ isa
terrible move.

How about the other check 2.Ne7+, does that make a difference? Moving the
king in response can quickly be eliminated as either king move allows arook
to be taken with check: 2...Kg77? 3.Qxb2+ and 2...Kf8?7? 3.Qxd8+. So Black
must play 2...Qxe7. After this capture, it may seem that recapturing the queen
is reasonable for White, but 3.Bxe7 losesto 3...R8xd2 since 4.Rc8+ Kg7 wins
for Black. So instead of capturing Black’s queen, White needs to look for
something better. Because White' s queen is also attacked, it makes sense to
look at capturing arook and capturing the black queen afterwards. White
considered 3.Qxb2 but he saw that 3...Qxg5 when Black is nicely up a pawn
and threatening White' s queen — not the bad 3...Bxb2? 4.Bxe7 Bxcl 5.Bxd8
when White is up apiece. That only left the capture of the other rook with
3.Qxd8+, which White, in time trouble, dismissed because of the superficial
guarding of the d8 by Black’s queen. That caused White to abandon the entire
2.Ne7+ line, dismissing this check from his candidate list. But that was the
fatal error! If White had more time, he would have seen that the g5 bishop is—
again — guarding the d8 square through the opponent’ s queen. So 3.Qxd8+
Qxd8 4.Bxd8 would leave White up a piece for a pawn. Thus 2.Ne7+! would
have been the winning move. Instead it was eliminated from the final
candidate list!

After that mistake, it turned out the less forcing candidate moves also failed.
The capture 2.Bxd8 is not very promising, as after 2...Rxd2 White has no
great continuation, e.g. 3.Ne7+ Kf8 or possibly even 3...Kg7 should work.

A counterattack with 2.Nc7 would allow Black to play 2...R8xd2 3.Nxe6
Rxg2+ 4.Kh1 and now the simple 4...fxe6 is more than sufficient. So thistype
of counterattack is out. Even the similar 2.Nf4 R8xd2 3.Rc8+ failsto
3...0Qxc8, while 3.Nxe6 transposes into the above losing line.

So White thought the checks and counterattacks did not work. However, he
also correctly concluded that saving the queen by moving it off the second
rank would allow combinations on d5, since then the rook on b2 would pin the
bishop on g2. For example, 2.Qxa5? allows 2...Qxd5 since the pinned bishop
is not able to capture. Therefore, White decided he could not check nor move
the queen, and thus had to settle for the purely defensive final candidate
2.Rc2?, even though he saw this would lead to adraw after the forced
sequence 2...Rxc2 3.Qxc2 Rxd5 4.Bxd5 Qxd5 5.Qc8+ Kg7 6.Qc3+ Kg8,
which iswhat quickly followed. After a short, but less than perfect time
scrambl e, the game was soon drawn with 17 seconds remaining for White and
13 for Black.

In this example White considered the candidates in the correct order, but came
to the wrong conclusion in his hasty analysis and the correct move was not
even on thefina list! Moral of the story:

Even if you find all the candidate moves correctly and analyze themin
the correct order, you can still make mistakes if you don’t do the
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analysis correctly!

By the way, | was the White player in this game and | was not a happy camper
when the overlooked tactic was discovered! Even though | am an “old master”
and my clock was running down, | should not miss something of thislevel of
difficulty. But it only takes one mistake to cost you a game and in this instance
| gave away a half point — let’ s attribute it to rust!

Finally, note that although a candidate move must pass the “Rea Chess’ test
to keep it under consideration, passing that test is not sufficient to make the
move. In order to play afinal candidate move, you should provethat itis
better than al the other final candidates, and doing so is adifferent story...

The Three Things You Should Do During a Chess Competition

. Havefun—it'syour hobby. If it's not fun, perhaps tiddlywinks would
be better? Don’t worry — play aggressively, etc.

. Try your best —one can’t ask for more. If you try your best that also
means you are taking ailmost all your time.

. Winor losg, act like a gentleman or lady — follow the rules and use
proper etiquette.

Reader Question: ...I"d like to contend with a more psychological aspect of
competing: My self-esteem is usually too low. Often | sit at the chessboard
with the thought: “He is much stronger than me, I’m going to lose respect. |
won't win anyway.”

Answer: When someone starts playing chess, they do so for the fun of the
game. However, along the way this gets lost as players start worrying about
their rating, their reputation, losing akey game, etc.

The key isto find what helps you play with enthusiasm, confidence, and, in
general, restores the fun.

Everyone plays against stronger opponents, and you should not worry about
losing, but rather trying your best and having fun. Thefirst time | played a
master | was rated 1600+ and everyone told me | would lose, but | replied |
wouldn’t worry about that — | would just do the best | could and be satisfied.

| won that game.

There are many self-help books written to improve confidence and self-
esteem. Within chess, there are afew books that deal with issues such as how
to play with more confidence, avoid unnecessary time trouble, treat stronger
opponents, etc:

. Chessfor Tigers— Simon Webb
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. Thelnner Game of Chess — Andrew Soltis
. The Seven Deadly Chess Sins — Jonathan Rowson

Dan welcomes readers’ questions; he is a full-time instructor on the ICC as
Phillytutor.
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