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Foreword: Master of Improvisation 

By Dana Mackenzie 
 
“Professor, Master of Business Administration, Chess Life-Master, Master Teacher … All these 
describe Mike Splane, but today I would like to add a new title: Master of Improvisation. 
 
“Mike sent around an e-mail yesterday with a game he had just played at the Kolty Club on 
Thursday night. It obviously had to be something special because he doesn’t usually do that. It 
is, indeed, a fascinating performance that perfectly shows a certain Jekyll-and-Hyde 
characteristic of Mike’s chess: He has a remarkable ability to save and win positions that are 
just plain bad. 
 
“In this game Mike, practically sleepwalks through the opening.  At one point White’s position 
already seems hopeless. Black threatens …f4 winning a piece, and White has no way to stop it. 
Or does he? In his moment of peril, just when it looks as if he is about to walk over the edge of 
the cliff, he comes up with an amazing series of sacrifices that throw the game into chaos. As he 
wrote, “I had to play the wildest moves I could find to keep everything imbalanced. I attribute the 
win to luck far more than to skill unless you call ‘keeping it complicated and setting problems for 
the opponent to solve’ a skill.” 
 
“So, was it luck or skill? If it were just one game, I would say luck. But Mike does this sort of 
thing so frequently that it must be skill. He just has a different toolkit than other players.”   
 
In this book Mike explains the unconventional and unique thinking processes that he uses to 
“Get Lucky” and teaches you how to acquire the same skills. This is the first part of the book.  
 
Then, in the second part, he shares over sixty amazing games demonstrating his special gift for 
generating counterplay and winning from positions that everyone else would give up on.  
 
If you love tactics, or new ideas in chess, or short stories about chess, you’ll love this book!! 
 

 
 
My games at the Kolty Club always draw spectators. I’m seated at the left. 
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About the Author 

 
Even after I became a titled player there were many gaps in my skills that prevented me from 
reaching the highest levels, I am not still very good at finding a plan in the early middlegame or 
in handling positions with closed centers.  
 
Despite these shortcomings I became a chess master and earned the US Chess Life Master 
title. Evaluating positions to find hidden possibilities is where I shine. In the course of my long 
career, I developed my own understanding of the secrets underlying sharp chess positions. 
These ideas, along with excellent calculation skills, were key factors in my success. My ideas 
were spectacularly successful; I won or tied for first place in over 70 tournaments and even 
defeated a few grandmasters, including Walter Browne.  
 
The book was written primarily for chess players with a solid understanding of classical chess 
theory who want to become better in the types of positions where classical chess thinking 
breaks down. Lovers of tactics, sacrifices, and combinations will find much to delight them. 
 
When I’m not playing chess, I teach computer application courses at San Jose State University. 
I have won over a dozen teaching awards and twice was a nominee for the University’s annual 
Outstanding Lecturer award. My teaching skills have carried over into my chess life; I have been 
giving lectures and conducting chess seminars for many years. In a similar way to Jeremy 
Silman’s approach I try to teach people new skills, based on thinking in words and ideas, so 
they don’t have to rely on calculating moves as their only tool. 
 
If I can tell a story to illustrate this difference, I once knew a very strong player who would 
describe his games by making a move on the demo board and saying, "here," Then he'd make 
another move and say, "here." All he ever said was, "here."  I wondered if he was using any 
conceptual thinking at all. Was he just thinking the way a computer would, working everything 
out through brute force calculations? In his tournament games he was often getting into severe 
time trouble, so I was pretty sure that is what he was doing. 
 
I bumped into him again many years later, and by then he had become a brilliant conceptual 
thinker. In virtually any position he could say, "… the main ideas here are..."  He'd become 
nearly unbeatable in speed and bullet chess. From having the worst thinking method, I had ever 
seen, he'd transitioned into having one of the best. He’d become a much stronger player. This 
book will guide you through the same transformational process. 
 
There’s much more to the book, theories by themselves are not enough. I reinforce the 
discussion of my new concepts by showing you many beautiful and exciting games where I 
successfully applied my ideas. Most of the games in the book are hard fights where both sides 
have real chances of winning. If you love tactics, you’ll love this book. 
 
There are also many stories in the book. Some are about me and how I developed my ideas. A 
few others talk about fun moments that occurred during a game. My games with Elliot Winslow 
and Jay Whitehead fall into this category.  
 
I hope you’ll enjoy these games as much as I did when I was playing them.  Even the two losses 
I’ve included were fun to play. 
 
Mike Splane, July 2021 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

As you read through the book you can look up any unfamiliar concepts or terms in this glossary.   
 
Bystanders: Pieces that can’t take part in the action in critical zone positions where tactics, 
time, and force matter most. They have zero present value. 

Candidate Moves: You can’t consider playing every move so you have to limit your thinking to 
just a small subset of the possible moves. We call that subset the candidate moves. 

Constructive Inactivity: In positions where neither side has any bad weaknesses, the policy of 
rearranging pieces to improve your position, while leaving the pawn structure untouched.  
This type of strategy has been referred to by other authors as “non-forcing play” and “do not 
hurry.”  

Critical Position: In most positions the choice of move is a matter of taste, there will be several 
options of roughly equal value. In a critical position the outcome of the game could be 
decided by the next move or set of moves. This is a good time to ask the Mike Splane 
Question to decide which way you want the game to proceed. Once you’ve committed to one 
line of play in a critical position, you can’t go back to pursuing the other options that were 
available.  

Critical Zone: The area of the board where the key struggle is taking place. In the opening it’s 
the center, in the middle game it can be anyplace on either side of the board.  It can be a 
positional struggle where both sides are attempting to fix the pawn structure to make their 
minor pieces more effective than the opponents’ pieces. But usually it involves positions 
where the initiative and tactics are the predominate factors.  
 
When a king is exposed to attack, that area usually becomes a critical zone. If the king is 
safe, pawn structure weaknesses and target squares are usually needed before an area can 
become a critical zone  
 
Tactics are the main method used to win critical zone battles so having an extra piece 
affecting play in the critical zone is an advantage. Having two or more extra pieces affecting 
play is a very big advantage. The extra pieces don’t have to be in the zone; bishops, rooks, 
and queens can be posted outside the zone on open diagonals or files that include squares in 
the critical zone.  
 
Knights have to be in the zone to be dangerous, When adopting a middle game plan, their 
location helps you identify which sectors of the board you can turn into a critical zone. 
 
Advanced pawns on the fifth or sixth rank can also strongly influence play in a critical zone by 
taking away key squares from the defender’s pieces.   
 
There are three primary defensive options when your pieces are outnumbered in a critical 
zone. First, bring more pieces into play in the zone. Second, counterattack in the part of the 
board where you have the more active pieces, Third, trade off the strongest attacking pieces. 
This may be the best strategy when your king is in danger of getting mated.  

Don’t Lose Principle: This is based on the observation that most games are lost by tactical 
blunders, so you must check for blunders before every move.   
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Exchange Sacrifices: Trading a rook for a bishop or a knight. This tactic is often used in the 
middlegame when minor pieces tend to have more value than rooks because having a lot of 
pawns tends to interfere with the mobility and usefulness of rooks. 

Fantasy Positions: A part of your thinking process where you answer the question, if I could 
magically pick up a piece and move it to any square on the board, where would I put it? You 
can ask this question about more than one piece. When you figure out what the best squares 
will be, you try to find a way to get the pieces there.   

Future Value: The traditional point count system used by beginners. Rooks = 5, Knights and 
Bishops = 3 etc. This system works well in positions devoid of tactics. 

Inexchangeable Minor Piece: A piece whose opposite number is no longer on the chess 
board. Usually this would refer to a bishop or a knight. Inexchangeable minor pieces make it 
harder for the side with a material advantage to force trades and reach an ending.  

King Paths: Bishops travel along diagonals. We could call the diagonals bishop paths. The 
set of squares the king must move through to reach a key square in another part of the board 
can be thought of as king paths. Sometimes, because the king can’t move through its own 
pawns, or move into check, there will be no available path that the king can use to reach the 
key square,    

Lasker’s Concept of “The Struggle”: Emanuel Lasker saw chess not as “a science” but as “a 
struggle.” According to Richard Reti, “Lasker would deliberately make bad moves” to tempt 
his opponent into a tactical battle, knowing that his opponent would eventually make a 
calculation error.   

Losing a Pawn but Gaining a Piece: The idea that long range pieces need open lines to be 
effective. This is especially true for rooks. Losing a pawn usually enhances the value of the 
rook or bishop that stood behind it. 

Mike Splane Question: How am I going to win this game? The answer is stated in words, is 
very general in nature, and may combine both short term and long term goals.  The goals 
guide your selection of candidate moves.  The answer does not include specific moves - that 
is part of the calculation process. 

Pawn Structure:  The setup of the pawns at the beginning of the middlegame. Locked and 
symmetrical pawn structures favor knights and positional play. Open centers and unbalanced 
pawn structures favor long range pieces and offer more opportunities for tactical play. Pawn 
structures slowly change over the course of the game as pawns are advanced, captured, or 
exchanged. 

Positional Overloading: A position with too many threats for the defender to cope with. Any 
one of the individual threats can be defended against, but the defender doesn’t have enough 
defensive resources to cope with all of them at the same time. 

Present Value: The short-term tactical value of a piece, based on its activity in a critical zone 
or in positions where tactics outweigh static considerations.   

Principle of Maximum Usefulness: In quiet positions, a candidate move that achieves two 
objectives is better than a move that achieves only one; a move that achieves three 
objectives is better than a move that achieves only two; and so on. 
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Principle of Two Weaknesses:  In general, endings where the inferior side has only one 
weakness are unwinnable. You need at least two weaknesses in the defenders position to 
have winning chances. In the endgame a weakness is “any square that needs to be guarded 
by a piece.” This definition tells you at a glance where the weaknesses are and gives you a 
guide for creating more. You win by Positional Overloading. 

Schematic Thinking:  A list of good questions to ask when you don’t know what to do.  This 
kind of thinking could be called “Schematic Thinking” to contrast it with analysis.  

Splane Middlegame: A position where one side has the bishop pair, doubled pawns, and a 
space advantage in the center. The dynamic possibilities easily outweigh the pawn structure 
weaknesses.  

Sting: An unexpected or startling winning move at the end of a long combination. Alexander 
Alekhine was famed for sting moves; the term was first used to describe his amazing 
creativity. 

Superpowers: When a piece can make two moves in a row it has superpowers because it can 
reach many more squares in two moves than it can in one. Usually this involves the first move 
being a check.  

Tension:  When pawns on adjacent files come into contact each side has the option to trade 
pawns. If neither side initiates a trade it is called tension. Pieces that can take their 
counterpart can also be in a state of tension. Taking “resolves the tension” and usually 
benefits the player who didn’t initiate the trade more than the one who did, so tension can last 
for many moves.  

Thinking Process:  What you think about while deciding what move to play next. This includes 
forming plans and short term goals, checking for threats, selecting candidate moves, 
calculating tactics, assessing the resulting position, and checking for calculation errors. 

Traitor Pawns: A pawn of the attacking side that blocks key attacking lines to the defender’s 
king.  For example, a White pawn on h7 with a Black king on h8 prevents checks on the h-file. 
Traitor pawns can’t be advanced or exchanged, so they provide a semi-permanent shield. 

The Index of Tactical Themes uses codes to classify the type of tactics found in each game. 

Games – Tactical Themes Index: 

T1 A Game with a Story 

T2 Amazing Surprise Moves 

T3 Back and Forth Struggles 

T4 Brilliancies 

T5 Counter Attacks 

T6 Long Calculations 

T7 Mike Splane Question 

T8 Model Games 

T9 Multiple Piece Imbalances 

T10 Opening Experiments 
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T11 Patient Play 

T12 Pawn Sacrifices 

T13 Piece Sacrifices 

T14 Queenless Tactics 

T15 Successful Attacks 

T16 Surviving Bad Positions 

 

Part 1: Thinking Outside the Box 
 
If you’ve been stuck in Class A or Expert class for years and want to become a master, this 
book will help you achieve that goal. It’s the story of the chess secrets I discovered during my 
journey to earning the US Chess “Life Master” title. Many of the ideas in this book are 
unconventional but they worked well for me. The first part of the book covers these ideas.  

Section 1: How to Win Games 

 

My early chess education, all from books, taught me that equal positions, with best play, lead to 
more equal positions. Because the starting position is equal, a perfectly played game should 
result in a draw. Winning combinations were only possible when one side had a big advantage, 
which you achieved by accumulating small advantages. The problem with this approach is if 
both sides play it safe you usually have to try to win a long endgame.  
 
I thought about this for a long time. Since both sides start out with equal forces and an identical 
piece set up, how does either player ever win? 
 
You can win if your opponent makes positional or tactical errors. With this in mind, you should 
try to reach complicated positions where it is easy for your opponent to make a mistake.  
 
You can take advantage of your opponent’s bad thinking processes: 

• Playing without a plan.  

• Trying to solve positional problems by brute calculation.    

• Making indiscriminate piece trades, not knowing which pieces to keep on the board, and 
not being able to judge which side will have the advantage in the resulting ending. 

• Not focusing play on one target, trying to play on both sides of the board simultaneously. 

• Playing with the wrong timing for the position, being too aggressive or too passive. 

• Clock mismanagement, moving too quickly and impulsively or too slowly.  

• Misjudging the strength of an opponent’s move. 

• Misjudging the relative value of the pieces in tactical situations.  

• Overly aggressive play in equal positions.  

• Making unnecessary pawn moves. If the move is a mistake you can’t take it back.  

• Neglecting king safety to capture material when you already have a won ending.  
 
You can win if imbalances exist that you can exploit. My method to create imbalances was to 
play openings that created an open center and make trades that created piece imbalances.  
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With an open center tactical opportunities become more likely to occur. With piece imbalances 
you can avoid trades into an endgame. You can maneuver and maneuver and maneuver until 
your opponent goes wrong. 

 
You can win if your pieces are more effective than the opponent’s. I’ll go into how to achieve this 
in the Section covering the Value of the Pieces. 
 
Gjon Feinstein avoids committal moves in the opening and early middle-games, preferring to 
keep his pawn structure flexible. He maintains tension if his pawns are in contact with enemy 
pawns. He avoids early piece exchanges. He is great at this patiently waiting style, knowing that 
he will eventually lure his opponent into making ill-timed pawn moves. He called these mistakes 
“Big Moves” because they fundamentally change the position and can’t be retracted.  

 
Alekhine’s “Sting” Alexander Alekhine approached the problem of how to win chess games from 
another direction. He learned to perfectly calculate extremely long and complex variations. At 
the same time he developed a great skill at finding creative and completely unexpected 
candidate moves. He won many games by ending a long series of forcing moves with an 
unexpected game winning killer. That killer move was described by Richard Reti as “the sting at 
the end of the combination.”   
 
I think this method of winning is inaccessible to most chess players; it requires special mental 
gifts that most of us just don’t have. I can spot “sting” moves better than most players but 
usually there is a hole or two in my calculations. On rare occasions this approach has won 
games for me. I have included some examples in this book. 
 
Here’s an example of Alekhine playing back-to-back “sting” moves: 
 

 
 
 
In Alekhine vs Hofmeister 1917 White deliberately sacrificed his queen to reach this position.  
The sting was d7!!  Black tried … Qg3+ and then there was a second sting with 35. Kh1!! 
 
Emanuel Lasker provided another answer. He saw chess not as “a science” but as “a struggle.” 
According to Richard Reti, “Lasker would deliberately make bad moves” to tempt his opponent 
into a tactical battle, knowing that his opponent would eventually make a calculation error.  
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Lasker was the strongest tactician in the world, so this strategy suited him well, since it played 
into his strengths.  
 
Today we know that Reti was wrong; Lasker’s moves were not bad. They were thought to be 
bad only because Lasker understood chess better than the other grandmasters of his era and 
they didn’t appreciate his brilliance.  
 
Like Reti, one modern player I know well doesn’t understand Lasker’s style. He runs a game 
score through a chess engine, finds a few mistakes by the loser, and then publishes a story in 
his chess blog, pointing out what was missed by Lasker’s opponent.  
 

  Personally, I think it is irrelevant what the computer says. We are not playing 
against computers that don’t make tactical errors. We are playing against humans who do. The 
point is there will always be mistakes: you can count on it happening in every game if you make 
the position complex enough. 

Section 2: Openings 

Opening Selection 

 

Should you play the openings you feel comfortable with, or should you steer into an opening 
your opponent doesn’t play well? The former leaves you easy to prepare for and vulnerable to 
surprise moves. The latter may earn you a few surprise victories. I started out with the latter 
approach, but quickly saw that I was earning victories, but my opponents were learning, 
patching holes in their opening systems, and getting stronger.  
 
I decided the other approach was right; I would play my own opening lines and if I got in trouble 
I could at least learn something. If I lost, I would go home and work on fixing the hole in my 
opening preparation. At first I lost more often than I wanted to but eventually the wins became 
more frequent as the holes in my opening repertoire were fixed. 
 
If an opponent played an opening line I didn’t know how to handle, I would temporarily adopt it 
myself.  My goal was to see how other players met it and find a line I could use against the 
problem variation. Today I would use a computer database to study and compare opening 
ideas, but that option was not available to my generation.  

Losing to Dead Grandmasters 

 
I hated to lose games to grandmaster analysis, where my foe was simply repeating main line 
moves. In the 1978 Michigan Amateur Championship I lost the decisive last round game on top 
board when my opponent, a weaker player, used the Marshall Gambit against my Ruy Lopez. I 
had never seen it before and fell into a book trap. He didn’t beat me; Frank Marshall beat me.  
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After that game I resolved to always be the first person to leave opening theory. That was not a 
good decision. Thirty years later, after decades of playing inferior junk openings, a wiser player 
told me, “the problem with junk openings is they’re unsound, so as your opponents learn how to 
meet them you constantly have to spend time finding something else to play.” Another advised, 
“If you just played regular openings you’d be unbeatable.”  
 
Darwin’s laws of evolution don’t just apply to biology, they also apply to:  

• technology, (Think about the first airplane, television, computer, cell phone.)  

• systems, (Think about how car production methods have been evolving, the system to 
put a man on the moon took a decade to evolve to reach the point where it worked, the 
way I teach my university courses changes every semester as I find better ways to 
teach,)  

• behaviors. (Think about walking, talking, reading, riding a bike, driving a car.)  
 

 It’s better to learn solid openings right from the start. You always start out badly 
and make lot of mistakes whenever you begin using a new process, but the process works 
better and better as it evolves. This is also true of chess opening play. Stick with solid opening 
systems and perfect them, don’t switch openings after a defeat.  
 
Because I played so many junk openings based on tactics, I never learned how to play slow 
solid positional chess as well as the top players and didn’t reach my full potential. When I would 
look at typical opening tabiyas reached from main lines I was completely at a loss. It seemed 
there were so many choices, but none of them were forcing variations, which was all I 
understood, so they all seemed equally good to me. There was nobody for me to go to for help. 
A good coach would have made a world of difference, but there were no coaches where I grew 
up. I was never able to overcome this handicap so, even though I had excellent tactical and 
endgame skills, winning over 70 tournaments, I didn’t reach IM or GM standing.  

Systems Approach 

 
To compensate for my lack of positional understanding, I adopted a systems approach to 
openings, trying to reach the same middlegame pawn structure from several different openings. 
By playing the same pawn structures again and again I would eventually learn what to do.  For 
example, as White I would play the King’s Indian Attack and as Black I would play the Pirc 
Defense or the King’s Indian Defense. This approach worked quite well.  I could easily get 
smooth development because I always knew the best location for each piece. Two good 
examples from Part 2 of this book are Vandivier-Splane. 
 
See Section 11: Early Years In Michigan 1973-82) and Smith-Splane (see Section 19: Kolty 
Championships 2016-2017). 
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Changing my Openings Approach 

 
Ultimately I gave up on the King’s Indian Attack. I was winning but the games were all going into 
long endings. During one tournament I beat Jim Kulbacki in an 80+ move game. Yes I won, but 
the effort exhausted me. In the next round I hung a piece right out of the opening. After that 
tournament I decided I had to play shorter games to conserve energy. I changed my answer to 
the pregame planning question (How am I going to win this game?) from “play it safe, don’t 
hang anything, and win in the ending” to “take risks, play sharply, and win in the middlegame.”  
 

 Positions with closed centers or symmetrical pawn structures don’t offer a lot of 
opportunities for tactical play, so I looked for openings where two pawn exchanges were made, 
and the resulting asymmetrical pawn structures provided half open files for the rooks. 
 
With that in mind, I switched to playing 1.e4, trying to reach an isolated queen pawn (IQP) 
position. I found sidelines against most Black defenses which would reach my goal. I played this 
type of position so often I learned several middlegame plans for White.  
 

 
 
Mike Splane vs Raphael Yelluas  
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 White has several standard methods for breaking through in these types of IQP 
positions. If Black plays g6 White will play h5 and swap pawns on g6 when the pawn triangle 
e6-f7-g6 is highly vulnerable to piece sacrifices. Another idea, when Black’s bishop is on b7 is to 
sacrifice on f7 and take on e6 or to take twice on e6. Another idea is to open the position with 
d4-d5 to take advantage of better development. A fourth idea is to post a knight on e5 and after 
Black trades knights recapture with the d-pawn to drive the f6 knight away from the kingside 
defense. And a fifth idea is a rook lift to the third rank and moving it to the g or h files. 
  
Most of these plans are not yet working because Black has not weakened the pawn structure in 
front of his king, so the d4-d5 idea looks the most promising. Because my queen is on the same 
file as his rook, opening the center right away could be a bit risky, so I moved the queen to a 
safer square, hoping to provoke 18 …g6. It worked.  
 
18. Qd3 g6 19. h4 Kg7 20. Qd2 Ng8 21. d5 Bxg5   22. hxg5 exd5 23. Rxe8 Bxe8 24. Nxd5 Qa5 
25. b4 wins. 
 
I couldn’t get into IQP positions in symmetrical king pawn openings or against the Pirc and 
Modern defenses. When faced with one of those defenses I would adopt weird variations, often 
getting into trouble.  
 

Opening Advice 

 
After one bad loss, Gjon Feinstein said. “You’re playing middlegame moves before you’ve 
completed the opening.  
 

Some moves are good in the middlegame but only hurt you if played too soon. If 
your development isn’t complete, you shouldn’t be focusing on anything else.”   
 
This idea, that there is a set of moves in the opening that all should be completed before playing 
aggressive middlegame moves was new to me.  Knowing this rule immediately caused a big 
improvement in my opening play.  
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The “Principle of Maximum Usefulness” 

 Mark Weeks wrote: “All other things being equal, a move that achieves two 
objectives is better than a move that achieves only one; a move that achieves three objectives 
is better than a move that achieves only two; and so on. We like to call this the 'Principle of 
Maximum Usefulness.’ 
 
“What do we mean by a move that achieves two objectives? • Let's say a move attacks one of 
your opponent's pieces. That's one objective. Then let's say the same move protects one of 
your own pieces. That's also one objective. A move that attacks an opponent's piece at the 
same time it protects your own piece achieves two objectives.” 
 
Would a pawn move ever achieve more objectives than a piece move? 
 
I can think of only one good example, taken from my game Splane vs Goetze 1979: 
  

 
 
19. e3! I liked this quiet pawn move for several reasons.  

• It’s flexible and noncommittal, waiting for Black to create more weaknesses.   

• Bg7-h6 will not come with tempo. 

• f5-f4 is harder for Black to achieve. 

• It takes the d4 square away from the c6 knight. 

• It prepares to advance the d3 pawn or the f2 pawn to challenge the center. 

• It opens the d1-h5 diagonal so my queen can switch over to the kingside if needed. 
 

You can read the full article here: https://www.mark-weeks.com/aboutcom/aa06b18.htm 

Dana Mackenzie pointed out that sometimes tactical considerations override this principle. 
 

https://www.mark-weeks.com/aboutcom/aa06b18.htm
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Other good pieces of advice I should have listened to were “don’t open the center when you are 
behind in development” and “don’t move the same piece twice in the opening” and “Don’t bring 
your queen out too soon.” Let’s see how Dana Mackenzie punishes an opponent who did all 
three. 
 
Edwin Straver vs Dana Mackenzie, 3/19/2005 
1. d4 Nf6  
2. c4 d5  
3. cxd5 Nxd5  
4. Nf3 Bf5  
5. Nc3 e6  
6. Nd2??  
 
Violating every opening principle in the books. 
 
6. …Bb4  
7. Qb3 Nc6  
8. e4 Nxd4 
9. Qa4+ c6   
 
If 10. exf5 Bxc3 The main point is that 11. bxc3 Nxc3 forces White to give up his queen to avoid 
checkmate. If 10. exd5 exd5. Though Black is a piece down, he has too many threats for White 
to deal with, starting with 11…Qe7.  The White king can’t go to d1 because …a5  and …b5 will 
trap the queen.  
 
10. Nxd5  exd5  
11. exf5 Qe7+  
12. Kd1 a5 
13. Bd3 O-O  
14. Nf3 b5  
15. Nxd4 bxa4  
16. Bf4 Qf6 
17. White resigns 

Section 3:  Candidate Moves and the Initiative 

Identifying Candidate Moves 

For most amateur players, their candidate move selection process involves three steps.  
1. They start by looking at checks, threats, and captures (often overlooking non-forcing 

moves they should also be considering.)   
2. They pick the move that looks the most promising and then calculate as many variations 

as they can.  
3. If it looks good they play it. (Often neglecting to calculate variations for any other 

moves.) If their first choice doesn’t look good, they pick another move and look at it, 
repeating the process until they either find a move they like, or run short of time and 
impulsively play a move they haven’t analyzed.   

 
If they are a better player, they might start by identifying the opponent’s threats before the first 
step and/or add a step at the end to make sure the move is safe before playing it.   
 
The problem with this approach is it is far too random.  
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Masters don’t think like this. In the movie “Bourne Supremacy” one character shouts, “He’s 
made his first mistake!”  Someone who knows Bourne better replies, “It wasn’t a mistake. They 
don’t do random. There’s always a purpose, always an objective.”  That’s a good description of 
the way masters play chess, giving their play its power, speed, and consistency. Clarity of 
purpose is always going to beat confusion. 
 
Now let’s take a look at the thinking process for a master (with thanks to Jeremy Silman in 
“Reassess Your Chess”) 
 

  First the master makes sure the opponent is not making any immediate threats. 
Next they assess the position to figure out the strengths and weaknesses for both sides. Next 
they figure out the key sector of the board where they want to play. Then they look for ideal 
positions that they can reach in a few moves. This part of the process requires thinking in 
words, not in moves. Once a goal is identified, they find candidate moves that help in achieving 
their short term goal. Only after this is done do they start analyzing candidate moves and 
calculating variations to find the best move to play. Finally, they make sure the move is safe 
before playing it.  
 
In my own experience it usually takes me in the range of four or five minutes to think my way 
through the process. The time I lose is made up for by minimizing blunders due to not 
understanding the position, and by eliminating analysis of candidate moves that don’t fit the 
plan. I know the position I want to reach so I don’t need to repeat the process for several moves.  
 

 Don’t forget the principle “Make Necessary Moves First.”  
 
Dana Mackenzie expresses this same idea as a question “Are there any time-sensitive moves in 
this position?” A time-sensitive move comes with an expiration date: Use it or lose it. Examples 
of such moves are: captures, checks, attacking a pinned piece, pawn advances and en passant 
captures. We can think of positions like this as “critical positions.” where the road forks and the 
game can be won or lost based on the quality of the decision. 
 
Here are a couple of examples from Dana’s chess blog:   
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In Ishkhanov vs Byambaa, 2012, White has a choice of candidate moves. He can win a pawn 
with 20 Qb7 or sacrifice a pawn with 20. d6 to open the diagonal for the bishop on g2. White 
would have a dominating position after 20. d6 cxd6 21. Nc3 Rc8 22. Nd5 but there is still a long 
way to go to get to a clear win.  
 
If White plays 20. Qb7 Rb8 21. Qxa7 he wins a pawn but Black is going to place a piece on d6 
so the move d5 – d6 must be played now or never. 
 
In the game White chose to put his queen out of play to win the a7 pawn. Black immediately 
launched an attack on White’s kingside (the critical zone) and eventually won the game. 
 
In the next game Benjamin vs Mackenzie 2006 White has the choice between 25 Rf3 forcing the 
knight to retreat, or 25. c3 to stop the threat to trap and win the bishop. If he saves the bishop, 
the opportunity to force the knight to retreat will be gone. In the game he played c3 to save the 
bishop and then changed plans and played Rf3 a move too late, He eventually lost the game. 
 

 
Benjamin vs Mackenzie 2006 
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One other idea when selecting your candidate move in a critical position is to not 
automatically recapture or respond to a threat. The best defense is offense. 
 
The safe response will be the correct move most of the time, but sometimes you can delay 
playing it. You might be able to play some stronger in-between (zwisch) moves. If you don’t look 
for them you’ll miss a lot of golden opportunities. to retreat,  
 

 
 
White has just played 14. b4. If Black reacts without thinking and automatically retreats the 
bishop he will miss the winning move 14 …Qf2+ 

The Initiative 

 
If your opponent has weaknesses you can threaten on your move, and no immediate threats, 
you have the initiative. Your opponent will have to reply to your threats and won’t have freedom 
to do what he wants to do. You can force him to move his pieces into places where he may not 
want them to be. Any weaknesses in your own position, even being behind in material, may not 
matter, as long as your threats are stronger than his. When you have the initiative your goal will 
be to transform the temporary advantage into something permanent. Dorsch vs Splane in the 
Caro Kann g6 section of the book as a good example of using the initiative. See the game in 
Section 22: Panov Botvinnik vs g6 Caro Kann   
 
If your opponent has seized the initiative:  

There are key moments in almost every game where the evaluation suddenly flips. When you 
can’t see anything forcing to play, you have lost the initiative. If you lose the initiative and don’t 
realize it you will play an aggressive move instead of a defensive one and will get into trouble. 
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If you don’t know what to play next, all moves seem to have roughly the same 
value, ask yourself, “what does my opponent intend to play next?”  
 
Don’t limit your thinking to the next move; your opponent may have a series of forcing moves in 
mind. If you can figure out the series of moves, he is threatening to play then you can often find 
a move to play that alters the position to make the opponent’s intended continuation into a bad 
one. If he isn’t alert, he will play his intended line and get into trouble. Even if he sees that his 
intended line doesn’t work, he might not be able to come up with anything better. 
 
I recall a game I played against a young master where this method worked beautifully for me. I 
was busy thinking about all the things I could do on my next move to improve my position, but 
then I noticed he was not moving in his seat.  My chess intuition told me “he’s too quiet” and I 
quickly spotted what he wanted to do: post his knight on the c5 square. I played a preemptive 
move that would turn Nc5 into a mistake. He almost immediately realized he couldn’t safely play 
Nc5 and started to squirm in his chair. He thought for twenty minutes and finally played the 
knight move anyway, even though it cost a pawn. He never regained his composure and his 
game quickly collapsed.  
 
Alex Levitan was the best player I’ve ever seen at utilizing this strategy. It seemed like he would 
set at least a dozen of these traps in every game. I got so scared of falling into one of his traps 
that I burned a lot of extra time double checking every variation. My caution was costly; I lost on 
time three or four times against him in positions I was otherwise completely winning.   
 
In the case where neither side has the initiative 
 

  If you have an idea which side of the board you eventually want to play on, start 
shifting the pieces towards that area. 
 
 I’ve seen this described in chess literature as ”Launching” when it is used as a prelude to a 
mating attack. The idea behind launching is to build up a larger number of attackers on the king 
than the opponent has defenders. You can read more about this by searching for the terms 
“Launching” and “Aggression Ratio.” 
 

  It is safest to avoid making any aggressive moves that can’t be retracted.  Look 
for moves that get your most inactive pieces onto better squares. Ask each piece “what job are 
you doing now? Is there a better job for you to be doing?”  
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I called this policy “constructive inactivity.” Shereshevsky called the same idea “do not hurry.” 
Lars Bo Hansen called it “non forcing play” and the Russians would call it “nichevo-ne-delanye“- 
not doing anything. Whatever you call it, you are waiting for your opponent to destroy his own 
position. Gjon Feinstein refers to it as remaining flexible.  
 
Why does this work? In positions where neither side has the initiative, the underlying reason is 
that the pieces and pawn structures, for both sides, work together in harmony. Any disturbance 
in the pawn structure creates some degree of disharmony. 
 
We are all trained in the importance of not wasting tempos. We have been taught to be 
aggressive, to “generate an attack.” This requires open lines, so expect your opponent to push 
pawns. The pawn pushes will create disharmony in his position. Your pieces and pawns are still 
working together in harmony so only your side will be able to generate meaningful threats.  
 
Even if your opponent refrains from damaging his position, he will be burning time on the clock 
on every move trying to find something active to do. As his time starts to run out he will play 
moves that he wouldn’t normally consider.  
 
Dana Mackenzie’s wrote a good article about Constructive Inactivity in his blog where he 
discussed my game against Alexander Levitan. I had the Black pieces. 
 
 
Before: 31 …Ng6 Black to move 
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After: 36… Ke7, White to move 
 

 
 
31. …Ng6 32. Rc5 Kf6 33. g3? Rh8 34. Ng1 Ne5 35. Rc2 Rd8 36. Rc3 Ke7 
 
Dana wrote, “Comparing the two diagrams we see that in six moves Mike has not done 
anything. He has moved his pieces back to exactly the same positions they were on move 30!  
[Not quite, I have greatly improved the position of my rook- Mike ] But meanwhile, White’s 
position has gotten dramatically worse, with the weak pawn on h3 and the knight buried on g1. 
Amazing!” 
 
After a few more moves Black traded his bishop for White’s knight, giving him the superior minor 
piece, centralized his king on e5, giving him the better placed king, and then putting his rook on 
b8 and pushing the b-pawn to open the b-file, giving him the more active rook. White’s position 
quickly collapsed. 

Section 4: Pawn Structures 

 A pair of games in the Benoni Defense taught me a valuable lesson. Pawn 
structures are neither good nor bad; they should be evaluated based on how they affect the play 
of the pieces!  
 
In the first diagram Harry Golombek won as White against Puid Polido. He wrote up the game 
for inclusion in the book “The Art of the Middlegame” as an example of how to form a plan 
based on the pawn structure. Black was unable to put up any resistance and got overwhelmed.  
 
 



 

24 
 

 
Harry Golombeck vs Puid Polido 
 
 

 
Vladimir Tukmakov vs Mikhail Tal 
 
In the second diagram, with the identical pawn structure, Mikhail Tal played Black against 
Vladimir Tukmakov. This time it was White that was unable to put up any resistance and 
alternate moves for White were also shown in the notes to be losing.     
 
Why were the results so different? Could the principle that the pawn structure determines which 
side was better be wrong? The only real difference in the opening of the two games was the 
minor pieces being developed to different squares. 
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Unconventional Pawn Structures 

 

The conclusion I came to was that pawn structures are not inherently good or bad.  
 
This opened a world of new possibilities. A pawn structure that provided open lines for your 
rooks and bishops, safe outpost squares for your knights, and protection for your king was a 
good pawn structure, even though it might look flawed. It could contain doubled pawns, isolated 
pawns, backward pawns, or even be missing a pawn or two. The weaknesses in the pawn 
structure were compensated for by increased tactical opportunities.   

Inexchangeable Minor Piece 

 
These flawed pawn structures might be exploitable in the endgame, so your opponent will likely 
strive to exchange pieces. But what happens if he can’t force you to trade?  In that case 
adopting a “flawed” pawn structure is safe. In positions where your pawn structure has flaws you 
want to avoid trading like pieces, but it could be helpful to allow trades that imbalance the types 
of material remaining on the board. Why? It’s harder to simplify when the remaining pieces 
move in different ways. When I could trade a knight for an enemy bishop I would think of my 
now unopposed bishop as an “inexchangeable minor piece.” The present value of an 
unopposed piece was usually higher than normal. Jesse Kraai calls an unopposed bishop a 
golden piece.  
 
Flawed pawn structures can also be useful in endings. In endings with rook + bishop versus 
rook+ knight, the more unbalanced the pawn structure the better it is for the side with the 
bishop. More open lines favor the side with the long-ranging pieces. Of course that’s not the 
only factor affecting who is better. For example, a safe outpost square for the knight in the 
center of the board favors the side with a knight.      

The Splane Middlegame 

 
One unorthodox structure I experimented with a lot was called “the Splane middlegame” by my 
housemate. It had three components: doubled pawns, the bishop pair, and a space advantage 
in the center.  
 
To reach a Splane middlegame I would allow an enemy bishop to take a knight on a6 or f3 and 
double my pawns. This freed up lines through the b2 square for use by the long-range pieces, 
my a8 rook and f1 bishop. This structure was highly effective when I also held a space 
advantage in the center to keep the enemy knights from their best squares.  
 
Here’s an example: 
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The first game I played with this idea came out of the Pirc Defense. The opening moves were:  
1. e4 g6 
2. d4 Bg7 
3. Nf3 d6 
4. Nc3 Nf6 
5. Be2 O-O 
6. O-O Na6 
7. h3 c5 
8. Bxa6 cxd4 
9. Nxd4 bxa6 
 

 
 
With one notable exception, I won every game where I reached this position. The exception 
came in the final round of the 1979 Michigan Amateur (under 2000) Championship I offered a 
draw to clinch the title. 
 
 

I would also reach it from the Alapin Sicilian 
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1. e4 c5 
2. c3 d5 
3. exd5 Qxd5   
4. d4 Nc6  
5. Nf3 cxd4 
6. cxd4 Bg4 
7. Nc3 Bxf3  
8. gxf3 Qxd4 
9. Qxd4 Nxd4 
10. Nb5 
 

 

Bad and Traitor Pawns  

 
When should you sacrifice pawns and when should you hang on to them? If you plan to win in 
an ending your pawns have much higher value to you than if you plan to win by a mating attack 
or by winning material in middlegame complications.  
 
Five factors affect a pawn’s value. It has positive value when it is providing protection for your 
king, when it is restricting enemy piece activity, when it can be exchanged for vital enemy 
pawns, or when it is a passed pawn in an ending. It has negative value when it is blocking the 
activity of your pieces. 
 

 Traitor pawns. Sometimes an enemy king will blockade one of your pawns on 
the seventh rank and use it as a shield to attacks along a file. I started to think of these pawns 
as “traitor pawns.” They have no value to their owner and immense value to the opponent.  
 
Later on I expanded the use of this term to describe any pawn which interfered with the activity 
of my pieces. However, as Richard Koepcke pointed out, it would be more accurate to call them 
“bad pawns” with “traitor pawns” only referring to pawns that sheltered the enemy king, since 
these are two separate concepts.   
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Losing a Pawn but Gaining a Piece 

 
One of the most important things you can do with a bad pawn is simply to give it away. Very 
often your opponent will conspire to help you by taking the pawn, thinking that he is winning 
material so it must be good. In reality, you are “gaining material” by opening lines for the pieces 
that were formerly blocked. 
 
 

If your opponent captures one of your bad pawns, or exchanges it off, the activity 
of your formerly restricted pieces will increase substantially, making those pieces more valuable. 
I called this type of transformation in value “losing a pawn but gaining a piece.”  
 
The Benko Gambit is a good example, in which Black deliberately gives away his a- and b-
pawns to activate both rooks and influence the critical zone on the White queenside. Another 
example is the Danish Gambit, where White gives away two pawns to get his bishop to b2. 
From b2 the bishop influences both the critical zone in the center and the critical zone on the 
Black kingside.  
 
The idea that being a pawn down might actually be advantageous revolutionized my play. 
Deliberately losing a bad pawn could actually be good! I started giving away pawns to enhance 
piece activity, without worrying about the endgame consequences.   
 
Here is an example of a bad pawn restricting the activity of White’s pieces.  Dana Mackenzie 
asked a question about this position from one of his games, which we discussed at one of my 
chess parties. 
 

 
 
He said, “Here’s the position after Black’s 17th move, Bxe6. How should White recapture?” 
 
In the game, Dana recaptured with the rook because he thought the pawn might be vulnerable 
on e6. He was greatly surprised that ALL of the masters disagreed with his choice.  
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The pawn on d5 is a bad pawn, interfering with the activity of three White pieces. What makes 
the issue even a little bit complex is that the pawn on d5 also performs a useful function, 
restricting access of the enemy knight to c6.  
 
Dana writes: “Mike phrased his reasoning very succinctly. ‘18. dxe6 activates all of your pieces,’ 
he said. ‘It gives you a new queen, a new bishop, and a new knight. By comparison 18. Rxe6 
activates only one piece, the rook. Instead of worrying about how weak the pawn might be on 
e6, think instead of how badly placed it presently is on d5. On d5 it gets in the way of everything 
— the knight, the bishop, the queen. White would in fact be glad to sacrifice that pawn just to 
open the lines for his pieces. The fact that he doesn’t even have to sacrifice it, but instead can 
make it into a potentially dangerous passed pawn on e6, is icing on the cake!’” 
 
Richard Koepcke gave an argument in favor of taking with the rook, adopting a “restriction 
strategy” and winning in the endgame. He said the pawn recapture gave Black’s knight access 
to the c6 square and turned a bad piece into a good one so the decision was not an open and 
shut case. After some discussion Richard did come down in favor of taking with the pawn. 
 
The masters didn’t need or use the calculation of variations to decide on which move to play; 
they knew at a glance what the right move was: 18. dxe6. There’s a huge advantage to thinking 
in concepts compared to relying on calculations to justify every move. Dana spent over five 
minutes trying to decide based on calculations and then made the wrong move.  Don’t fall into 
this trap. Try thinking in words instead of moves. It takes practice but it can be done. And don’t 
fall in love with your bad pawns.  
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Section 5: Lessons from my Chess Parties  

 

Prior to moving to San Jose California in 2003 I had been living in Palo Alto, which had a very 
active chess scene. I could go to a coffee shop any night of the week and play speed chess for 
as long as I liked. When the café closed, some of us would stand around in the parking lot and 
chat, often for an hour or more. The discussions were great; we got to know each other as 
people and as friends. 
 
When I moved to San Jose, I was disappointed at the local chess scene. The only place I could 
find to play chess was the Kolty Chess Club. The club’s main activity was tournaments, played 
at the rate of one game per week. A short lecture aimed at beginning players preceded the 
tournament game. Talking, playing casual chess, and speed chess were all frowned upon.  
When players finished their games they were asked to quickly and quietly make for the exits. 
There was no social component. 
 
Eventually I decided to take steps in my new city to recreate the Palo Alto coffee shop 
experience. I invited several of the better players in the Kolty club to come to my house for a 
series of chess parties. We met once a month. To qualify for an invitation the person had to be 
adult, friendly, and rated at least 1700. The first activity in the party was to have each person 
introduce themselves to the rest of the group. My goals were to build a community of mutual 
friends and to help the other players get better. I think I succeeded in both.  
 
During the parties we took part in different activities that were group-oriented which included 
speed chess competitions, problem solving as a group, and rotation/team chess. We avoided 
activities that you could do alone on your own time. Here’s a fun example of a team game.  
 
1. e4 e6  
2. d4 d5  
3. Nc3 Nf6  
4. Bg5 Be7  
5. e5 Nfd7  
6. h4 c5 
7. Nb5 O-O 
8. Nd6 Qa5+  
9. c3 Bxd6  
10. exd6 f6 
11. Qg4 fxg5  
12. Qxe6+ Kh8 
13. hxg5 Nf6  
14. Qe7 Re8 
15. gxf6 Rxe7+  
16. dxe7 Bd7  
17. f7 and Black resigns 
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Eventually chess discussions took over as our primary activity. Attendees were invited to bring a 
recent game of their own to present to the group. The presentations were interactive, with the 
audience fully involved with making suggestions or asking questions. The presenter would ask 
for advice for positions he didn’t understand and learn how to avoid similar mistakes in the 
future.  Grandmaster games were not allowed, and computer analysis was banned, the focus 
was on improving our individual chess skills through analyzing our own games.  We promoted 
an atmosphere where everybody could offer their opinions and comments without fear of being 
ridiculed.  
 
About a year after I started the group, I added Craig Mar as a regular invitee. Craig was much 
stronger than the other masters in the group, and he took it upon himself to prepare and present 
a game for each party. By discussing his games, we started tackling more complex issues. 
Some of the weaker players couldn’t keep up and stopped attending, so I gradually raised the 
minimum rating limit for new invitees and added a few more masters to the group.  
 
I noticed we had some bad habits that were hindering our progress; we didn’t practice thinking 
the same way you would during a game and those bad thinking habits carried over into our 
tournament games. One bad habit was moving pieces around while analyzing. When I saw this 
happening, I would ask the offender to, “Please analyze with your eyes, not your hands.” 
 
Another bad habit was quickly moving the pieces three or four moves ahead and only then 
pausing for deep thought. We assumed captures would always be met by recaptures, and 
threats would always force a defensive move, ignoring the need to search for and identify other 
candidate moves.  
 
Our choices of candidate moves were often lacking in imagination or didn’t fit the needs of the 
position. Playing too much bullet and speed chess caused an overreliance on analyzing sharp 
moves that were easy to calculate, while quieter and stronger moves were often missed or 
ignored. Here are two examples: 
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Position after 23. Kc4. Black to move. 
 
In Jain vs Mackenzie, Black rejected 23 …Qe2 + as a candidate move because there are no 
follow up checks after 24.  Kb3. He didn’t consider 23 …Na6!  Instead, he analyzed a line with 
all checks and played 23… Qa2+ 24. Qb3 Rf4+ 25. Rd4 Qa6+ 26. Kc5 Rf5+ 27. Kd6 c5+ 28. 
Kc7 Qc6+! 29. Kxb8 Rf8+ 0-1   
 

 
 
In Cihan vs Splane, 2002 I found the subtle move 23…Bc8! 24 Qd3 Ba6!!  25. Qa6 Qc2+ and 
Black has a long series of checks which result in mate in nine or ten moves. Working out this 
long series of moves before playing Bc8 cost me twenty or thirty minutes. After the game my 
opponent showed me the simpler win with 24 Qd3 a5.  
 
In both examples, Black went down a rabbit hole of calculating lengthy forced variations, when a 
quiet move would have been just as effective and much easier. 
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Evaluating Your Position 

 

At one of the parties, we reached a quiet position around move 17-20, and the presenter, Dana 
Mackenzie, said, “And here I didn’t know what to do.”  We decided to try and create a list of 
good questions to ask when we didn’t know what to do. You could also use the questions when 
the game undergoes a major transition, for example after queens are exchanged. 
 

 Here’s what we came up with: 

• Who has the initiative? 

• Where are the pawn breaks? 

• What are the best and worst-placed pieces for both sides? 

• What are the targets? 

• What are the possible trades, and which ones are good for me? 

• Who would be winning the endgame? 

• Who has the safer king? 

• Which side of the board should I play on? 

• What does my opponent want to do? 

• If I could pick up my pieces and magically put them anywhere on the board, where would 
I place them?  

• The Dana Mackenzie Question. Are there any time-sensitive imbalances in this position? 
A time-sensitive imbalance is one that comes with an expiration date: Use it or lose it.  

 
There were some problems with the list but the key one is its length. We never did find a way to 
apply this list in a systematic practical manner.  
 
Fortunately, Jeremy Silman did something similar, but he did a much better job. In his book 
“Reassess Your Chess”, he came up with a better set of questions and provided his readers 
with a well designed structure for using them. Here is a brief recap: 
 
Step one – List all the imbalances (differences) between the two sides, in these seven 
categories: Material, Space, Pawn Structure, Superior minor piece, Control of a key file or 
square, Lead in Development, and Initiative. 
 
Step two – Based on your favorable imbalances, figure out which side of the board you want to 
play on.  
 
Step three – Don’t calculate yet. Dream up fantasy positions you would like to achieve if you 
could pick up pieces and place them on better squares. 
 
Step four – Figure out if there is a way to reach your dream position. If there isn’t, repeat steps 3 
and 4. 
 
Step five – Calculate from the candidate moves that lead to your dream position to choose the 
best sequence.  
 
I personally found the first step to be very difficult to get used to applying. 
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Dana correctly pointed out that you can’t do this kind of positional thinking every time it’s your 
turn to move, you’d lose on time. How do you find the time during the game to think like this? 
Botvinnik’s solution to this problem was to split his thinking into two parts. When it was his 
opponent’s turn to move, he would think in general terms. When it was his turn to move he 
would focus on calculation.  
 
How do you practice thinking in general terms at home, when you’re not playing a human 
opponent with a tournament time control?   
 
Work your way through annotated grandmaster games. You can take any position and ask your 
clarifying questions before moving on to look at the succeeding moves. If the annotations are 
good, (not simply showing variations) you can compare your assessment to the grandmaster’s 
and get some idea of the types of things you are overlooking, An alternative is to play training 
games with a partner to practice this skill together.   
 

The Mike Splane Question 

 

My main contribution to the list was the question “How am I going to win this 
game?” 
 
The answer to this question should be expressed in words, not in moves. It tells you your 
ultimate goal without providing a lot of specific details of how to get there. It should tell you 
where you have the better winning chances, in the middlegame or in an ending.  
 
There could be multiple good ways to answer the question. Based on variations in strengths and 
playing styles, different players might answer the question differently:  

• A good answer might say: “His king side looks vulnerable so an attack against his king 
should either checkmate or win enough material to win an ending.”  

• Or “I should trade queens to go into an ending where my better pawn structure and his 
isolated weak pawns will give me an advantage. Eventually I’ll win a pawn or two.”   

• A bad answer might say, “Sacrifice the knight and win with a checkmate on g2, or if he 
doesn’t take the knight, win with a checkmate on h2.” This is a tactical idea, not a 
strategy.   

 
Dana labeled this “the Mike Splane Question.” He started using the Mike Splane Question 
during his tournament games and his results got much better. He often mentioned my question 
in his chess blog and introduced the phrase “the Mike Splane Question” to his many readers. 
 
What makes the question so important and useful? Once you’ve answered the question, you 
have a long-range plan (strategy) to follow which provides guidance when you are selecting 
candidate moves. If you are going to win by attacking his king, then you shouldn’t be looking at 
picking off a stray queenside pawn. 
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The answer to the question may change as the game progresses and better options for winning 
become available. In one game my answer was “I will win this rook versus bishop ending by 
combined action of my king and rook to force his king to the back rank and then use my more 
active king to pick off a few pawns. This might require an exchange sacrifice.”  
 
A few moves later my opponent blundered into a rook fork of his king and bishop. I was so 
focused on executing my plan that I didn’t see the opportunity to win the piece. All of the 
spectators did, and one of them gleefully pointed it out to me after the game. He was very proud 
of spotting a tactic that a master missed.  

Pregame Use of the Question  

 
My question “How am I going to win this game” has one other valuable component. Sometimes 
the answers have nothing to do with the position on the chess board. My pregame answer is 
often based on my knowledge of the opponent. 
 

• For player A I know he can outplay me in rook and queen endings, so I avoid them. 

• For player B I know he is vulnerable in multiple piece endings with the queens 
exchanged so I head for that kind of position. 

• For player C I know he lacks confidence in playing endgames, so I can push him around 
by offering piece trades. 

• For player D I know he is not very creative so I try to get him out of his usual opening 
lines and into middle-games he may not understand. 

• For player E I know that he plays as if the value of the pieces is constant so I try to find 
ways to unbalance the material with a pawn or exchange sacrifice to reach a position 
where the normal values do not apply. 

• For player F I know he calculates well but has trouble making positional decisions so he 
takes a lot of time on each move. I avoid tactics until he gets low on time. 

 
Note that there are no variations above, just general goals that tell me what to avoid and what to 
aim for. That is all the Mike Splane Question is intended to do. The specific implementation of 
the steps required to meet the goal will vary based on the opponent’s moves, so they are not 
part of your answer. 
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Section 6: The Value of the Pieces 

Fixed Points System 

 
Like all beginners, I relied on a point system for evaluating trades. Pawns were worth 1 point. 
bishops and knights worth 3, rooks worth 5, queens worth 9. I used the point system to evaluate 
trades. If you gained points, the trade was good for you. 
 
In the Danish Gambit 1. e4 e5 2. Nf3 Nc6 3. d4 cxd4 4. c3 dxc3 5. Bc4 is played. To my surprise 
White was winning every game after 5…cxb2 6. Bxb2 and Black was successfully defending in 
the games where he did not capture on b2. Here’s an example. 
 
Mike Splane vs Lindell Brady 1982 
1. e4 e5 
2. Nf3 Nc6 
3. Bb4 a6 
4. Ba4 Nf6 
5. d4 b5 
6. Bb3 exd4 
7. e5 Ne4 
8. Bd5 Bb4+ 
9. c3 dxc3 
10. O-O cxb2 
11. Bxb2 Nc5 
12. Nd4 O-O 
13. Nf5 Ne6 
14. Nc3 Qg5 
15. Be4 g6 
 

 
 
16. h4 Qd8 
17. Qg4 Ne5 
18. Nh6+ Kg7 
19. Nf5+ Kh8 
20. Nd5 f6 
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21. Qh3 Bd6  
22. Nxd6 cxd6 
23. f4! 
 

 
 
 
23…Nc4 
24. h5 Kg7 
25. hxg6 hxg6 
26. Qg3 Qe8 
27. Nxf6 Rxf6 
28. Bxf6+ Kf6 
29. f5! 
 

 
 
29…Nd2 
30. Qc3+ Ke7 
31. Qxd2 Ra7 
32. fxe6 dxe6 and White won 
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It looked like being down two pawns was better than being down one. How can that be true? 
Why isn’t the point count system working in this case?   
 
Then I met Joe Matuzak.  

Present and Future Values 

 
First he shook my belief in the saying “win a pawn, win a game” We got into an argument over 
the Benko Gambit. I insisted White must be winning because he was a pawn ahead, with good 
pawn structure, and with everything in his position protected. We agreed to play a short match 
to decide who was right. He won every game.   

Values are Constantly Changing 

 
In our next game Joe sacrificed a rook for just two pawns. The sacrifice created holes in the 
pawn cover around my king; I had pawns on d6, g7 and h6. He put his knights on e6 and g6 and 
then brought up his remaining pieces for an assault on my king. I lost very quickly. 
 
I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t understand it at first and then the explanation hit me.  
 

The value of the pieces isn’t constant. Their values change based on how well 
posted and active a piece is.  
 
The principal lesson I took away from this game is that pieces have two values simultaneously. 

The beginners’ point system works in quiet positions. The values are based on what pieces are 

worth in the ending, where king safety is not a concern, and the board is open enough that long 

range pieces can reach their full potential. We can call that their “Future Value.” By contrast, 

their “Present Value” is based on their activity in the middlegame and in tactical situations.  

Rooks usually have less value than minor pieces in the early middle-game because the pawns 

block their activity.  

 
The beginner’s point system we use to evaluate potential trades is based on how valuable 
pieces will be in an ending with greatly reduced material. The exception relates to passed 
pawns, which increase in value as they get nearer to the queening square. If you are "down 
material" in the future values scale, you have fewer options when answering the Mike Splane 
question: you must win in the middlegame. If the queens are exchanged then the future values 
tend to become dominant.  
 
With more pieces on the board the future value scale misrepresents the present value of the 
pieces. This is particularly true in sharp middlegame positions. Not understanding this concept 
can cause severe misinterpretations when you evaluate positions. You will find yourself willingly 
making disastrous trades, overlooking good sacrifices and combinations, and wasting tempos 
grabbing pawns that have zero present value.  
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Added Value 

 A piece that is on a square where it can’t be attacked has more value than one 
that can be driven away. A piece that can capture something has added value, even if that 
capture is not yet a real threat. In the ending rooks increase in value and knights become less 
valuable. 
 
Tension arises when a pair of pawns can take one another. In many cases only one person will 
benefit from this trade, so he has “good tension” and his opponent has “bad tension.” Having 
good tension adds value. 
 
An example would be an ending with White’s rook on a1 and pawns on a5 b5 and c4, Black’s 
rook on a8 and pawns on a7 b6 and c7. If Black trades on h5 he is left with weak pawns on a7 
and c7, so he has bad tension. White’s typical plan in this type of position is to maintain the 
good tension, double rooks on the a-file, and then trade pawns on b6 to gain control of the file. 
In all three cases you have the option to initiate tactics whenever you want and your opponent 
doesn’t.  
 
 

 
 

If Black trades on a5 he is left with weak pawns on a7 and c7. That means he doesn’t want to 
exchange, so he has bad tension. White has good tension, because he can afford to wait for the 
most favorable moment to take on b6. For example, if White has a second rook, he would 
probably want to double rooks on the a-file and then trade, thereby taking over the a-file. I can 
even imagine positions where White might want to play c4-c5, creating two good tensions and 
increasing the pressure on b6.  
 
The main point is that White has the option to initiate tactics when he wants. So the value of 
White’s three pawns is distinctly greater than the value of Black’s. 
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Are there other factors that affect a piece’s present value besides the level of its activity, its 

affect on play in the critical zone, and the stage of the game? Yes.  

• Having the initiative always increases the present value of your pieces. 

• The elimination of a piece’s opposite number makes it very difficult to contest the lines 
controlled by the now unopposed piece and increases its present value.   

• The farther advanced a knight is safely posted in the center, the stronger it gets.  

• Control of key diagonals or files can increase a piece’s value.  

• Exposed enemy king. Pieces that can make moves that give check get to move twice in 
a row and their value is greatly increased.  

• Pawn exchanges enhance the power of the long range pieces and often decrease the 
relative value of knights. 

• Rooks without open lines are often less valuable than minor pieces.  
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Section 7: The Critical Zone  

 

I learned the concept of the critical zone from an article Craig Mar wrote for the California Chess 
Journal in1993. His article is on page 26   Here’s a link: 
http://www.chessdryad.com/articles/ccj/1993ccj7_5.pdf 
 

The critical zone is the area of the board where the key struggle is taking place. In 
the opening it’s the center. In the middle game it can be anyplace on either side of the board.  
Pieces affecting play in the critical zone have added value, 
 
The struggle in a critical zone can be a positional one where both sides are attempting to fix the 
pawn structure to make their minor pieces more effective than their opponent’s pieces. As the 
game proceeds usually the critical zone involves positions where initiative and tactics are the 
predominate factors.  
 
When the opponent has too many pieces on one side of the board, he must be weak on the 
other side. When adopting a middle game plan, the location of the enemy knights and bishops 
helps you identify which sectors of the board you can potentially turn into a critical zone. 
When the pawn structure in front of one king has been weakened, and a king is exposed to 
attack, that area usually becomes a critical zone. If the king is safe, pawn structure weaknesses 
and target squares need to be created before that area can become a critical zone.  
 
Tactics are the main method used to win critical zone battles so having an extra piece affecting 
play in the critical zone is an advantage. Having two or more extra pieces affecting play is a very 
big advantage. The extra pieces don’t have to be in the zone; bishops, rooks, and queens can 
be posted outside the zone on open diagonals or files that include squares in the critical zone. 
For example, in the Benko Gambit the Black bishop on g7 and rooks on a8 and b8 are exerting 
pressure on the a1-c3 squares. Advanced pawns on the fifth or sixth rank can also strongly 
influence play in a critical zone by taking away key squares from the defender’s pieces.   
 

 Pieces affecting play in the “Critical Zone” have a much higher value than normal, 
while pieces that can’t affect play in the zone have little or even no value. I call them 
“bystanders.” The player with more material affecting in the critical zone has the advantage, 
even if he’s behind in material overall.  
 
Pieces become bystanders when the pawn structure prevents them from ever reaching the 
critical zone, usually the case with bishops, or when it takes too many tempos to bring a 
bystander into the zone, usually true of rooks and knights, or when a piece is playing a key role 
in its present location, like a pinned piece or a knight on f3 preventing a checkmate on h2. In the 
first case the present value won’t exceed zero until the battle in the critical sector is resolved. 
Bystanders still have their normal future value. 
 

http://www.chessdryad.com/articles/ccj/1993ccj7_5.pdf
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If one player can force a tactical confrontation in a region where he has the material advantage, 
that is often enough to win the game. 
 
There are three primary defensive options when your pieces are outnumbered in a critical zone. 
 
First, bring more pieces into play in the zone, just getting the queen into the zone is often 
enough to save the position.  Second, counterattack in the part of the board where you have the 
more active pieces. Third, trade off the strongest attacking pieces.  
 
The third option may be the best strategy when your king is in danger of getting mated. The 
other two strategies will be most effective if you can use them before your opponent has 
completed the preparations for launching his own attack.  
 
Here are some good examples of critical zone play where the defender has too many bystander 
pieces to successfully defend. 
 

Critical Zone - Example #1 

 

 
Tal vs Larsen 1965 White to play 
 
17. Nd5!  exd5   
18. exd5   
 
Now the critical zone is the area around the black king and half of Black’s pieces are spectators, 
out of play on the wrong side of the board. White can play Qe4 or Qh5 force Black to advance a 
kingside pawn and weaken the dark squares when a mating attack must succeed. Notice also 
that White’s king is completely safe, so Black has no chance of creating a counterattack. Black’s 
position looks hopeless.  
 
17 … f5   
18. Rde1 Rf7 
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White has a lot of good moves to choose from here, and his choice was very surprising to me. 
When you have a wide range of equally attractive moves to choose from it’s usually very useful 
to ask yourself, “What would my opponent play if it was his move now? “19 …Bb7 is probably 
the move he will play, putting pressure on the d5 pawn and clearing the back rank so his queen 
can go to the defense of the kingside.  Tal realizes he can play a combination if the bishop goes 
to b7 so he leaves his pieces right where they are and makes a quiet move, bringing up more 
force.  
 
19. h4 Bb7 
20. Bxf5 Rxf5 
21. Rxe7 Ne5 
22. Qe4 Qf8 
23. fxe5 Rf4 
24. Qe3 Rf3  
25. Qe2 Qxe7 
26. Qxf3 dxe5 
27. Re1 Rd8 
28. Rxe5 Qd6  
29. Qf4!  
 

 
 
This sets up a neat tactic that Dana Mackenzie wrote about in Chess Life, calling it the “Hook 
and Ladder Trick.” If Black plays 29. … Bxd5? he loses his queen to 30. Re8+! It’s even 
possible that Larsen overlooked this and thought he would get back the d-pawn, with drawing 
chances. The wizard from Latvia won’t allow that to happen. The game ends with a flourish. 
 
29…Rf8 
30. Qe4 b3   
31. axb3 Rf1+ 
32. Kd2 Qb4+ 
33. c3 Qd6  
34. Bc5 Qxc5 
35. Re8+ Rf8 
36. Qe6+ Kh8 
37. Qf7     1-0 
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In the next example I had Black against Elliot Winslow. 

Critical Zone - Example #2 

 

 
Winslow vs Splane 1983, Black to move 
 
The critical zone is the kingside. The rook on a1 is a spectator piece because it takes too many 

moves to bring it into the critical zone, so it has no present value.  The queen on c7 can’t easily 

get to the kingside, so its present value is not optimized. I took advantage of this situation to 

deliberately sacrifice the queen and bishop to eliminate his three most active pieces and reach a 

position where the present value of my pieces greatly exceeded the present value of his.  

The diagram is correct; the pawn on h7 is a white pawn. Note that White would be better off if it 
was a black pawn, since in some lines he could capture it. I call a pawn like this a traitor pawn, 
because it has value for Black, providing a safe shelter for his king, and no value for White. 
Even so, Black looks like he is in trouble, 24. Bh6 is threatened and 23…Ng4 is met by 24 Qf5 
winning material 
 
23. …Qc5! 
24. Rd8+ (?) Rd8 
25. Qc5 Bd5  
26. Kh2 Rg2+ 
27. Kh3 Rc2 
 
Before deciding to take on c5 I evaluated this position as completely winning for Black: I didn’t 
see how his king could possibly survive the onslaught of so many minor pieces. All of my pieces 
have added value due to their effect on the critical zone, the location of the White king. The rest 
of this game is included in the “Santa Cruz Years” section. 
 
See the complete game in Part 2. Section 12 Santa Cruz Years 1982 
 

Critical Zone - Example #3 
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In Splane vs Arne the critical zone is the kingside. Here is what I wrote on move 13. 
 
How am I going to win this game? I assessed the position as good for White. My queenside 
pieces are all badly placed but can be quickly repositioned. The pawn structure is quite 
favorable. The pawns on c3, d4, and f4 prevent his queenside pieces from attacking my king.  
All he can do is pawn storm and after I beat back his attack his king will be too exposed. 
 
Fifteen moves later we reached this position, with White to move. 
 

 
 
Even though the combined value of the pieces in the standard points system is the same for 
both sides, they are far from equal. My pieces have far greater current value because all of my 
pieces can affect critical zone play, two of his cannot. The bishop on a7 is an example of a 
bystander due to pawn structure, the knight on c6 is a bystander because it takes too long to get 
it into the critical zone I have an immense advantage and quickly won.  
 
27. Bxf4 Qh3+ 
28. Kg1 Nh5 
29. Rh6+ Kg7 
30. fxg4 fxg4 
31. Bf1 Qh4 
32. Qd3 Nxd4 
33. cxd4 1-0 
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Section 8: Defending 

The “Don’t Lose Principle” 

 
Many years ago, I was having drinks in a bar with four friends. One of them said, “I bet 
everybody at this table thinks they are the best chess player in Flint.” 
 
We all laughed because it was true. We decided to hold a tournament to see who was right. We 
invited a few more players and played a one-game-per-week round robin. Lindell Brady, who 
was not with us in the bar, won the tournament. We never did settle the question as to who the 
strongest player at the table was that day.   
 
I directed the tournament, collected all the game scores, typed them up in a weekly bulletin, and 
distributed copies to each competitor. At the time I thought that games between players of my 
level, class A, would be decided by positional and endgame skills. Tactical blunders would be 
rare. I was wrong; the exact opposite was true. Almost every game was decided when one 
player would miss a 2 or 3 move tactic and would lose a piece. 
 
Eventually I figured out why we were all making so many tactical blunders. We were usually 
thinking in “chunks” of moves, analyzing a series of “forcing” moves, and then playing the series 
of moves quickly, without stopping for thought. At the end of the sequence we would repeat the 
process. If we missed an opponent’s candidate move during the analysis period we didn’t have 
the chance to spot it until it was too late; we were already committed to playing out the 
sequence. Basically we were playing speed chess for 80% of the moves. 
 

I drew what seemed to be the obvious conclusion – if I didn’t hang any pieces, 
eventually my opponent would. All I needed to do to win all my games was to be extra careful 
before making a move, to make sure I wasn’t missing anything tactical. 
 
At first, I had a hard time breaking my old habits. Then I came up with an idea. I started 

recording the times on the clock after each of my opponent’s moves and before each of my 

planned moves. This forced me to pause before making my replies. When I began playing this 

way, my results got much better. I called this double checking method the” Don’t Lose 

Principle.” 

 
The “Don’t Lose Principle” was very useful as long as my game followed this simple five-step 
formula: 

1. Play safely,  
2. Don’t give away any material,  
3. Win material through a combination, a blunder, or an attack on the king.  
4. Trade down, and  
5. Win the end game.  
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The “Don’t Lose Principle” really only addressed one issue - hanging pieces. It just wasn’t broad 
enough to rely on to win most games. My plan didn’t work for steps three and four unless my 
opponent cooperated. What if he doesn’t hang anything?  
 
What if he avoids trading down into an ending? I didn’t have a backup plan. I had no tools to 
deal with players who didn’t make blunders or players who wouldn’t trade pieces.  
 

 Despite its flaws I knew I was onto something big with the “don’t lose principle” 
but it took me awhile to sort it out in my head. Instead of just “don’t lose material,” the concept 
could be expanded to include “don’t cooperate with your opponent’s plans.”  
 

General Principles of Defense 

 

• Defend with the least force possible.  

• Avoid unnecessary moves of the pawns in front of your king.  

• Be prepared to make small material sacrifices to regain the initiative.  

• Rooks are bad defenders. Exchange sacrifices often the key to survival. 

• Keep your pieces active. Passive defense is usually hopeless in the long run.  

• Exchange the key attacking pieces while avoiding exchanges of key defensive pieces.  

• Have a plan to generate counterplay. Whatever the cost, avoid the capture of the pieces 
you’ll need in your counterattack.  

• Whenever you can, defend against a threat with a move that makes a counter threat. 
Your opponent will often miss that your “forced” move is dangerous. 

 
If your opponent already has a crushing attack, or has forced you into a lost ending, it may be 
far too late to save the game. You have to see it coming earlier in the game and do something 
immediately to disrupt the momentum of the game.   
 
As I gained more experience, I found I could predict both what my opponent would do if I gave 
him 5 or 6 free moves, and what I would do with 5 or 6 free moves. This is not move by move 
calculation; it’s short-term planning. The key question is “where are the potential critical zones? 
If his position would be better than mine in the critical zone he dominated, with better attacking 
chances or a better end game, normal play would result in a loss.   
 
Sometimes the simplest method of defense is to move your king out of the critical zone. More 
often the key to survival is to shift more of your pieces into the critical zone. A third strategy is to 
create a second critical zone This often requires pawn exchanges or sacrifices to open lines for 
your rooks.  
 
Here’s one example. Poor opening play has Black in a desperate situation. White is going to 
attack on the kingside where Black has no defenders, so Black must break open the center to 
activate his pieces, even at the cost of some material. 
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Black has just played 16…e6  
 
The game went 17. dxe6 fxe6 18. Ndb5 d5 9. Nd6 d4 20. Ncb5 Nf8!   
 

 Rooks usually have less value as defenders than minor pieces do, so a timely 
exchange sacrifice is often the key to a successful defense. 
 
21. Nc8 Bc8 22. Bd3 Bb7  
 
White’s attacking chances were gone.  
 

Editors’ Note: There appears to be a mistake in Mike’s recording of the moves, and we have not 
been able to reconstruct the proper sequence. In the next diagram, he has managed to make 5 
moves (Bf6, h5, Kg7, Qd7, Rd8) while his opponent has made only 4 (b3, Qf2, Bg3, h4), and yet 
it is Mike’s move. Somehow he gained two whole tempi!  Unfortunately, because this is a 
posthumous book, we cannot ask Mike to resolve the discrepancy for us. We will simply 
proceed from the next diagram. 
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With the advanced passed d-pawn, open diagonals for both bishops, and the e and g pawns 

safely defended Black’s position is now totally safe and he was free to improve the activity of his 

pieces. The pawn on d4 will be a major asset in any ending. White’s g3 bishop is useless unless 

he can play f4-f5. I think Black is better here.   

The remaining moves were: 
31. …Bc6 
32. Kh2 Nxd3 
33. Rxd3 Bxb5 
34. cxb5 Qxb5 
35. Qd2 Rd5 
36. Bf2 Qd7 
37. g3 Kf7 
38. Re4 Qd6 
39. Re1  
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Editors’ Note: Here we will interject that there is nothing wrong with 39. Bxd4. Both sides were 
seeing ghosts. For example, if 39. Bxd4 e5 (attempting to exploit the pinned bishop) 40. fxe5 
Bxe5 41. Bxe5! Rxd3 42. Qf4+ is a key zwischenzug, getting the queen out of harm’s way. Or if 
39. Bxd4 Nd7 (hoping to play … e5 or … Nc5), 40. Qe3! is an effective response. It’s only after 
White’s retreat 39. Ree1? that the position definitely swings in Mike’s favor. 
 
We believe that this example was probably a last-minute addition by Mike, who was revising the 
book right up until his death, and we regret that it wasn’t thoroughly checked out. 
 
39…Nd7 
40. Qc1 Nc5 
41. Rd2 Qd7 
42. Qc2 Rd6 
43. a3 Qb5 
44. Rb1 d3 
45. Qc4 Qxc4 
46. bxc4 Ne4 
47. Rxb6 Rxb6 
48. Bb6 Nxd2 
49 c4 Nc5     
 
0-1 
 

Have a Counter-Attacking Plan 

When your opponent has the initiative and is able to create a strong attack your longer term 
goal is to eventually flip the initiative. First you must survive, of course. If your pieces are on 
safe squares your opponent can’t gain tempos by attacking them. That can often be the key to a 
successful defense. 
 
Passive defense may keep you alive for a longer time than striving to create counterplay, but 
then the best outcome you can hope for is a draw. You are giving your opponent a free hand to 
“torture” you for fifty moves. Eventually you make a mistake.  
 
Admit to yourself that you’re going to have to give up something to get your remaining pieces 
and pawns back into a state of harmonious cooperation, so they are working as one unit. This is 
not the time to worry about losing a pawn or two.  
 
If your opponent will have a winning ending and he gives you a choice between trading pieces 
and losing pawns, happily give up more pawns. You must stay in the middlegame at all costs. 
 
Don’t lose heart. Nobody plays flawlessly. If you can hold out long enough your opponent will 

make mistakes and hand over the initiative to you. The point is there will be mistakes; you can 

count on it happening in every game if you make the position complex enough and keep putting 

up maximum resistance.  

If you honestly think your position is hopeless in the long run, that frees you up to play very risky 
moves that are clearly losing against best play.   
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When making defensive moves, it is critical to have a plan to generate counterplay. For that you 
need to find or create targets, ideally in the vicinity of the enemy king and then shift play into this 
new critical zone. That often requires disrupting the enemy pawn structure by pawn exchanges.  
 

When making a defensive plan you can often expect to get at least two or three 
tempos for executing it.  
 
This may surprise most people. Where do these tempos come from?  
 

• If you can defend the area under the strongest enemy attack, your opponent will usually 
settle for winning pawns on the other side of the board. This is great for you. Taking a 
pawn costs your opponent three moves: one to threaten the pawn, a second to take it 
and a third to return the capturing piece to the critical zone. Each captured pawn opens 
lines your cramped pieces might be able to use if you can flip the initiative. 

• Your opponent will probably need to make a few moves to bring more pieces into the 
critical zone.  

• Your opponent may waste tempos by making non-forcing moves. 
 
Pinto vs Splane 1992 is a good example of a counter-attacking plan that succeeded, thanks to 
one bad move by White. 
 
1. e4 g6 
2. Nc3 Bg7 
3. f4 c5 
4. Nf3 Nc6 
5. Bb5 Nd4 
6. Bd3 d6 
7. Nxd4 Bxd4 
8. Ne2 Bg7 
9. c3 Bd7 
10. O-O e6 
11. Bc2 Ne7 
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After the game Mark told me he had been playing this line as White quite often. I had never 
seen anything like it and didn’t come up with a good plan. He has all the space and no 
weaknesses.  
 
I have arranged my minor pieces poorly; the plan of e6 and Ne7 was a really bad set up.  The 
dark squares on the kingside are weakened, the knight has no future, the light square bishop is 
locked in, and there is no pressure on the d4 pawn, so White has a free hand to expand in the 
center. 
 
12. d4 O-O 
13. Be3 cxd4 
14. Bxd4 e5 
15. Be3 Bb5 
16. f5 f6  
17. Bb3+ Kh8 
18. c4 Bc6 
 
How am I going to win this game?  
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Here I formed a clear plan – priority one is to stop his threats without losing material. Then I 
must find a way to free my position with d6-d5. My candidate moves must be aimed at driving 
away or exchanging the White defenders of d5.  
 
19. Nc3 gxf5 
 
Removing one of the guards on the d5 square and giving me one active piece. The pawn on f5 
will serve as a “traitor pawn”, helping to block access of his pieces to my king.  
 
20. exf5 Qd7 
21. Qh5 Qe8 
22. Qh3 Rg8 
23. Rf2 a5 
24. Rd1 a4 
 
Continuing with my plan. The bishop had to be forced back to c2 to pave the way for an 
eventual d6-d5. 
 
25. Bc2 Qf7 
26. Ne4 Nc8 
27. b3 d5 
28. cxd5 Bxd5 
 

 
 
Now I have some counterplay, so Mark decides to get rid of my best piece He still has all the 
attacking chances. 
 
29. Rxd5 Qxd5 
30. Qh4 Rf8 
31. Rd2 Qf7 
32. Bc5 Ne7 
33. Nd6 Qg8 
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34. Nxb7?  
 
I was very happy to see this move. The b-pawn was of no use to me; it just got in the way of my 
rooks. Taking it allows too much counterplay. I call this kind of exchange “losing a pawn but 
gaining a rook.” 
 
Ever since his exchange sacrifice I’d been playing forced moves so maybe Mark’s sense of 
danger was dulled a bit.  
 
My chess engine recommends 34. h3 Rad8 35. Be4 axb3 36. axb3 Qb3 37. Rd3 Qb1+ 38. Kh2 
Qa2 39. Qh5 and claims an advantage for White. 
 
34. …Rfb8  
35. Nd6 axb3 
36. Bxb3 Rxb3 
37. axb3 Qxb3 
38. h3  
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38. …Nxf5! 
 
With the knights coming off, a pawn up, and a safer king, Black should draw at worst. Mark 
looked shocked and immediately blundered. The knight on f5 is indirectly protected by a queen 
check on b1.  
 
39. Qe4??  
 
A time pressure error. The queen move looks logical, forking the knight and rook and getting the 
queen out of danger.  Unfortunately for Mark, it allows checkmate.  
 
39 …Ra1+ 
40. Kf2 Qg3+ 
41. Ke2 Re1 # 

Section 9: Cashing In  

 
Ok, up to now you’ve done everything right. Your pieces and pawn structure work together in 
harmony, and the present value of your pieces exceeds your opponents. It’s time to ask the 
Mike Splane Question, How am I going to win this game?  How do I convert the present value 
advantage into something permanent, either into a checkmate or into a material advantage? 

Direct Attacks on the King  - Superpowers 

 
To be successful in attacks on the king you need to have more force in the attacking zone and 
you need to create holes or weak squares in the pawn structure protecting the enemy king. 
Usually this is achieved by pawn exchanges but sometimes you’ll need to sacrifice pawns or 
pieces. 
 

 Why do sacrifices work? Because they expose the king to checks, giving an extra 
move option (superpowers) to other pieces that can gain tempos with checks. The superpower 
is the ability to make two (or more) moves in a row with the same piece and threaten squares 
that were not threatened from its initial location. That extended range of motion is its 
superpower. 
 
When your pieces have superpowers, your opponent has the added burden of defending all the 
threats super pieces can generate from checking squares as well as the threats they generate 
from their starting points. These secondary moves can often be used to capture material that 
was not threatened from the super piece’s starting square. Clearly this increases their actual 
value far beyond their normal point count value. This increase in value compensates for the 
value lost by sacrificing the piece.  
 
Here’s an excellent example. 
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Black has an overwhelming material advantage by the usual point counting system, but White’s 
two minor pieces can continuously generate checkmate threats that will eventually become 
unstoppable. Their actual value is far greater than eight points. 
 
If 35. Rf1 g5 36. Rf5 g4 37.c5 Qd8 38. c6 Qe7 39. c7 1-0 
If 35. Rf1 Qc5 36. Kh1 Qe7 37. c5 Qc5 38. Rf7 Qa3 39. Rd7 1.0 
 
Another example, Tal vs Simagin 1956 
 

 
 
12. Nf7 Kxf7 13. f5 dxe5 14. fxe6+ Kxe6 15. Rb1 Qxb1 16. Qc4+ Kd6 17. Ba3 Kc7 18. Rxb1 
Bxa3  
 
Positions with a queen against several weaker pieces are notoriously difficult to evaluate. Here 
Simagin may have thought that he had a material advantage, with a rook, bishop and knight for 
a queen (a 2-point edge). But in a position like this, where Black’s king is wide open to queen 
checks, the queen has superpowers and is worth much more than 9 points. 
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19. Qb3 Be7 20. Qxb7+ Kd6 21. dxe5 Nxe5 22. Rd1+ Ke6 23. Qb3 Kf5 24. Rf1 Ke4 25. Re1+ 
Kf5 26. g4+ Kf6 27. Rf1 Kg6 28. Qe6+ Kh7  
 
With the Black king finally in safety, the pieces resume their normal values. Tal took the knight 
and eventually won in his inimitable Tal style. 
 
 

 
 
Perhaps the most impressive example of a super piece is the rook in a “windmill” type of 
position. This attacking theme became famous after the game Torre-Lasker 1925, where the 
Mexican master stunned the former world champion with a queen sacrifice to set up the 
“windmill.” The fanciful example above is the most extreme possible case, where White’s rook 
goes back and forth like a pendulum, devouring the entire Black army. 
 
White will play:  
 
Rb7+   Rb6+   Rb7+   Rb5+   Rb7+   Rb4+  Rb7+   Rb3+  Rb7+  Rb2+   
Rb7+   Rd7+  Rb7+  Re7+  Rb7+  Rf7+  Rb7+  Rg7+  Rb7+  Rh7+  Rh2  
with a won ending. 

Tactical Solutions 

 
If you can’t win by a direct attack on the king you should be looking for a tactical solution that 
leaves you with a material advantage, as measured in future value. Then you need to trade 
down and convert the ending into a win. Tactical solutions can take many forms. You will see 
dozens of examples in the Chess Wizardry part of the book.  

Opponent Missing a Threat 

 
Blunders happen when your move makes a threat, your opponent doesn’t notice, and allows 
you to execute your threat. This is usually caused by your opponent moving too quickly or 
getting fatigued.  The other main cause is when a forced reply to an opponent’s threat creates a 
counter threat.  Because the reply was forced, there is a tendency to assume it is harmless.  
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Simple Combinations  

 
Simple combinations are based on the idea of making two threats at once. The simplest type is 
based on forking, when one piece makes two threats. Pins and skewers would fall into this 
category. Combinations based on sacrificing and on overloading are the other basic types  

Sacrificial Combinations 

 
We are all familiar with sacrificial combinations. They start with a material sacrifice followed by a 
forced series of moves that recover the sacrificed material with a profit or that lead to 
checkmate. 

Overloading Combinations 

 
Simple overloading is where two threats are being defended by one piece. One of the threats is 
executed. If the defender reacts to the attacker’s move then the second threat is executed. A 
simple example is in king and pawn endings when the defender’s king has to leave the defense 
of the kingside pawns to stop a rapidly advancing queenside passed pawn. 

Positional Overloading 

 

 In endgame theory there is a well-known idea, called “the principle of two 

weaknesses.” I discuss that principle in the next Section. What is new is the idea that this is not 

just an endgame principle. In the middlegame you can think of this as “positional overloading.” It 

occurs when threats are being made in different parts of the board. Each threat ties down a 

portion of the defender’s forces. The attacker uses his superiority mobility to make more and 

more threats. Eventually the defender’s position collapses as his defensive resources get 

stretched past the breaking point.  

Positional Sacrifices 
Giving up material, with no guarantee that you will regain it, in exchange for long-lasting 

pressure. I’ve gone over this in detail in the earlier chapters. 
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Section 10: Endgame Thinking 
 

When you don’t know what to do in the ending, the position is quiet and neither side has an 
obvious advantage, the general rule is to look for moves that increase your space. 

Paths 

 

 In the ending bishops need open diagonals to reach other parts of the board. We 
call these open lines, but we could also think of the diagonals as “bishop paths.”  
 
Capablanca’s recommendation for when your opponent has the only bishop is to put your 
pawns on the same color that the enemy bishop moves on. This seems silly, wouldn’t they be 
safer on the opposite color?  
The point is your pawns will be used to restrict the mobility of the enemy bishop, depriving it of 
paths. Then he goes on to say, if you both have a bishop, ignore the first rule and put your 
pawns on the opposite color of the squares your bishop moves on. Activating your own bishop 
trumps restricting his.   
 

 Kings also need paths. For the king, a path is a connected set of squares that it 
can move through to reach a critical square in another part of the board I call that set of squares 
a king path. 
 
In this position, Splane – Feldman 2005 king paths and bishop paths play a key role. White 
manages to take away the Black king’s path into the kingside while creating a path for the White 
king to penetrate on the queenside. 
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35. g4  
 
Following Capablanca’s advice and putting all my pawns on the opposite color of my bishop. If I 
can somehow block any paths his king might use to get active on the kingside I will have 
enough time to capture the a3 pawn. With best play by both sides I think the position will be a 
draw so I should have played something else on this move, possibly 35. h5. 
 
35 …fxg4 
36. fxg4 cxd5 
37. cxd5 Ke7?? 
 
Wasting a critical tempo.  
 
After 37 …h5! the h4 pawn will become a target and Black has enough counterplay to hold the 
position. If I trade all of the kingside pawns he can attack the d-pawn with his king and I won’t 
have time to take the a-pawn.  If I trade one set of pawns on h5 he can post his bishop on the 
e1-h4 diagonal, put his king on f7 and hold the position.  
If I keep all the pawns on and blockade with 38. g5 he can defend by bringing his king to a5 
when I can’t make progress. If his king gets to a4 when my king is on c4 he has a stalemate 
defense by posting his bishop on the e1 square. If I don’t capture it he will win the h4 pawn. 
 
38. h5 Kf7  
39. Kd1 gxh5 
40. gxh5 Ke7 
41. Kc2 Kd7 
42. Kb3 Be1 
43. Ka3 Kc7 
44. Ka4 Kb7 
45. Kb5     
 
Next we have a really spectacular example where the king’s path takes ten steps! 
 
(There’s no defense to the move sequence a4, a5, a6, Bb6 and Kc6 so Black resigned.) 
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Black looks like he should easily be winning but he has one major problem. In endings with 
opposite-colored bishops the weaker side can draw if the bishop can use one diagonal to stop 
the passed pawns. In this position that would be the c4, e2 and f1 squares. To win, Black will 
have to capture the h3 pawn. That requires getting the king to g3.  Luckily, there is a king path 
to get there: Kd6 c7 b6 a5 b4 c3 d2 e3. Now the f2 pawn is guarded and the bishop can retreat 
and clear g3. Black played e4, Bf4 and Bg5.  
 

  
 
White can’t allow Kf3 Kg3 P-e3 Kh2 so he had to play Bg4. He missed this move and let Black 
finish his king walk. 
 

 Sometimes, because the king can’t move through its own pawns, or move into 
check, there will be no available path that the king can use to reach the target square, If a king 
path doesn’t exist it will be much harder to win. You usually need to trade a few pawns to open 
a king path. 
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In this position from Splane vs Stilwell 2002 I could check on h7 and trade rooks before taking 
on g5 or leave the rooks on. If I had traded rooks, I would have a king path via b1 c1 d2 and d3 
when White is clearly winning. 
 

 In general, when you have superior winning chances in both the middlegame and 
in the endgame, you would not simplify because you cut your winning opportunities in half.  
 
Here the endgame is clearly winning but I chose to keep the rooks on because Black was 
almost out of time, I thought I could always trade rooks later on if I couldn’t make any progress 
in the middlegame. I was hoping to win tactically or to run him out of time instead of playing a 
long endgame.   
 
The game went: 
 
46. Bxg5 Kd6 
47. Rd1 Rd7 
48. Be3 Ke7 
49. f4?  
 
Weakens the king side pawns and creates targets for Black to use to create counterplay 
 
49. ...Bg7  
50. a4 Kf7 
 
There are no king paths to activate the White king and he can’t win without one. Of course, 
taking the knight would open a king path but it would also lead to a difficult-to-win opposite color 
bishop endgame. I eventually did win this game, but only because my opponent ran out of time 
and his flag fell.  
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Two Weaknesses 

 

 “The principle of the two weaknesses” says the defender can usually draw the 
game if they only have one weakness. If there are two weaknesses the defender usually loses. 
 
Why? Because the attacker can use his king to penetrate on the side of the board opposite to 
the side where the defensive forces are concentrated. If he succeeds he can attack and win a 
pawn or two.  
 
If you have an extra passed pawn, you generally get nowhere by trying to queen it directly. The 
usual winning plan is to use your pieces to tie down the enemy forces to passive defensive 
roles. Once that is achieved you can maneuver as long as you like, with the goal of creating a 
second weakness. Once that is achieved you can give up the extra pawn to divert the enemy 
pieces, and then break through on the other side of the board with your king. You can think of 
the set of squares in front of your passed pawn as a single weakness. Your opponent will have 
to guard at least one of them.  

Weakness Definition 

 
Shereshevsky defines a weakness as “a positional defect.” I found this definition far from useful. 
If I told you “a jerb is a shog” have you learned anything besides vocabulary?  
 

 I needed a definition that I could use to quickly and easily identify weaknesses, 
one which would give me clues as how to create more of them. I came up with; “a weakness is 
“any square that needs to be guarded by a piece.”  
 
This definition tells you at a glance where the weaknesses are. It gives you an idea of what to 
aim for when you try to create more. It forces you to think in terms of squares and not pawns.  
 
The squares in front of a passed pawn (the pawn path) are weaknesses. For example, in a King 
and Pawn versus King ending, with the White king on e5 and pawn on e4 the weaknesses are 
d6, e6 and f6. The Black king has to be on e7 to guard all three weaknesses. If he is already 
there, the result of the ending is based on who has to move first. 
 
Squares stopping an enemy’s king penetration need to be guarded so they are weaknesses. 
Unguarded pawns that can be attacked by enemy pieces are weaknesses. Squares on the back 
rank or on open files can also be weaknesses in positions with rooks, if their occupation would 
be fatal. 
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 Some unguarded, isolated, or doubled pawns may look like weaknesses, but if 
they can’t be attacked, they are not. Repeat, nothing is a weakness if it can’t be attacked. An 
eyesore maybe, but not a weakness. 
 
Comments on pawn structure. If the most backward pawn in a pawn chain can’t be attacked, 
none of the squares in the chain are weaknesses. In general, the farther advanced the rear 
pawn in the chain is, the more exposed it becomes to enemy attack.  Pawns that are side by 
side usually don’t need piece protection; if attacked either one can safely advance. They also 
create a barrier to the advance of the enemy king.  
 
As the stronger side, you are always looking for ways to force or trick your opponent into foolish 
pawn advances, creating additional weaknesses. If all his pieces are tied down to defending a 
weakness, he may be forced by zugzwang to make pawn moves.  
 
Speaking of zugzwang, here’s a funny position. W king on h4 and pawns on h3 h5 f4 g3 B king 
on f6 and pawn on h6. Black wins by playing …Kf5.  
 

 
 

Process of Creating a Second Weakness 

 
I have the methodology of handling positions with 2-3 minor pieces per side, where the 
opponent is saddled with just one weakness, down to a science.  

 Different stages of the winning process, creating a second weakness, require 
different steps. Follow them in the right order and you have a complete recipe for success.  
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A. Stop counter-play first!  Do not hurry, just keep building and building while restricting 
counterplay. The game will win itself. Kasparov supposedly said, ” An IM will spend 7 
consecutive moves building his position and then initiate tactics. A GM will spend 12 
moves.” 

B. Centralize your king and other pieces. To recognize at what point the king should rush 
forward is pretty easy. My rule of thumb is it’s usually safe when the queen and two or 
more sets of minor pieces have been exchanged.  

C. Attack the weakness and tie pieces down to its defense. 
D. Maximize the location of your pieces. This requires imagination. Ask yourself, “if I could 

magically put my pieces anywhere on the board, where would I put them?” Then try to 
get them there. Silman refers to this as “Fantasy Thinking.” 
 

An excellent example of fantasy thinking is the game DaCruz vs Splane 2016. 
 Kolty Championships 2016-20176). On move 29, I figured out that the optimal position for my 
dark-squared bishop was on f4, and it took eight moves for me to get it there – an eternity in 
chess time! After it got there, the game ended in just six more moves. 
  
 
 
  

http://bus91l.altervista.org/Chess/ChessBook/KoltyChampionships2016.docx
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E. Repair any small positional defects you may have while your opponent is tied down. 
Generally, you want to be gaining space. If you are planning to win a pawn race don’t 
touch your pawns on the opposite side of the board from your potential passer. You want 
to make the enemy’s king path to capture those pawns as long as possible, so his 
counterplay will take extra tempos.  

F. Bring up the king on the side opposite the first weakness and then push pawns to force a 
breach in the enemy pawn wall.  

G. Penetrate with the king to the sixth rank and attack the enemy pawns. This is the second 
weakness. The weaker side’s defense will collapse from being overloaded. 

 
 

 
 
The White king goes to g5, and then the White pawns go to f4 and g4.  
The h-pawn advances to h6 creating a hole on f6. If Black plays h7-h6 to stop the White h pawn 
advance, the White king moves to f5 and then the advance of the g-pawn wins 
 

H. Win material and queen a pawn. 
 
Editors’ Comment: White has a more conventional winning plan simply by playing 1. Kd3 and 
gradually shouldering back the Black king. Black can delay it with pawn moves, but eventually 
he will have to allow White’s king to d4, and then d5, and then the roof caves in. Mike’s idea of 
moving the king to g5 undoubtedly works too, but it’s more baroque than necessary. 
 
The Two Weaknesses Principle is a fundamental part of any master’s endgame knowledge. 
Unfortunately, Mike picked a flawed example, because in this case (atypically) one Black 
weakness was enough to decide the game. But you can think of this as a great example of his 
“out-of-the-box” thinking, perhaps a bit too far out of the box in this case. 
  



 

67 
 

Costs and Benefits 

 

 Knowing this recipe and understanding what constituted a weakness gave me 
powerful weapons for the middlegame; I could accurately judge the upcoming ending and often 
knew exactly what pieces to trade well in advance of reaching the ending. My opponents, 
lacking these skills, wouldn’t know what hit them until it was far too late. 
 

 
 
In this position from Splane vs Wang 2017 White had just played a pawn on b3 to b4, closing 
the queenside pawn structure and not even trying to guard the e5 pawn,   
 
Dana Mackenzie wrote “Mike’s comment on this move at the chess party was totally 
characteristic of him. Why did he play this move?  
 
“I’m winning the endgame!” he said. 
 
“On the one hand, this is totally nuts. We all laughed at him. Black has lots of chances after this 
move to equalize or even stand better. On the other hand, it’s so Mike. Remember the Mike 
Splane question: “How am I going to win this game?” He asks it in almost every game, whether 
his position is better or worse. Here, how he is going to win the game is very simple. He’s going 
to trade down into an ending, win Black’s two weak queenside pawns at c4 and a6, and then 
he’s going to run his connected passers to pay dirt. To our amazement, that’s exactly what 
happened. “ 
 
See the next diagram. 
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Splane vs Wang 2018 

 
 

Black thought he was winning two pieces for a rook and played 39…Rc5 40. Bc5 Nd7 and then 

had to resign after 41. Rd1. 

Words of warning 

 If you get good at endings you may become overly reluctant to give up pawns for 
open lines in the middlegame and your play will become too static and risk averse. 
 
If you have good winning chances in both the middlegame and in the ending, don’t be in a hurry 
to trade down into the ending. You’d rather have two ways to win than have all of your eggs in 
one basket.  
 
With all this talk about endgame planning and strategy, you might think tactics and calculation 
play only a minor role in endings. The opposite is true. Always keep alert! One bad move can 
easily turn a win into a loss.: 
 
Here are two memorable examples where the endgame came down to tactics, not strategy. The 
full games can be found in Part 2. 
 
WhiteHead vs Splane: Section 12 Santa Cruz Years 1982 to1989 
Splane vs Patterson: Section 11 Early Years in Michigan 1973 to 82 
 
 
  

http://bus91l.altervista.org/Chess/ChessBook/SantaCruzYears1982.docx
http://bus91l.altervista.org/Chess/ChessBook/EarlyYearsInMichigan1973.docx
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Whitehead vs Splane 1992 

 
 
My opponent, an International Master who was no doubt annoyed by the uppity National Master 

who was torturing him in this queen vs. rook endgame loudly complained, “I have a fortress 

draw. You’re just trying to run me off the clock!” 

 

I said, “No, Jay. I’m planning to sac my queen for your rook on e3 and win the king and pawn 

ending.” Jay looked at the board for a moment, nodded and smiled, and said. “Oh, yeah. You’re 

right.” Then he resigned. 

 
Mike Splane vs Dan Patterson 

 
 
In this game, from early in my career, I had been dead lost for a very, very long time, but I just 
kept on fighting. Finally my opponent gave me the opportunity I had been dreaming of: 
 
31 …Be4??   
32.Qa8!   
 
Boom! 
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32…Rg8?? 
33. Qg8+  
 
Boom! 
 
1-0.  
 
After the game I had a ninety-minute drive home from the tournament. All the way back I kept 
repeating “Boom!! …  Boom!!” and laughing like a maniac. 
 

Isn’t Chess Great! 

Part 2: Chess Wizardry 

 

This part of the book, Chess Wizardry, is a collection of games from my career.  
As you read through the game notes you can look up any unfamiliar concepts or terms in the 
glossary. This index of themes classifies the types of tactics occurring in each game, so you can 
look up any kind of game that interests you.   

Games – Tactical Themes Index: 
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TI A Game with a Story 

T2 Amazing Surprise Moves 

T3 Back and Forth Struggles 

T4 Brilliancies 

T5 Counter Attacks 

T6 Long Calculations 

T7 Mike Splane Question 

T8 Model Games 

T9 Multiple Piece Imbalances 

T10 Opening Experiments 

T11 Patient Play 

T12 Pawn Sacrifices 

T13 Piece Sacrifices 

T14 Queenless Tactics 

T15 Successful Attacks 

T16 Surviving Bad Positions 

 
All of the games are sharp tactical battles where both sides had good winning chances. My 
game against Jeff Alson is a perfect example. 

Mike Splane vs Jeff Alson June 22, 1980 

1. d3 d5       
2. g3 c5       
3. Bg2 Nf6       
4. Nf3 Nc6       
5. 0-0 e6       
6. Nbd2 Be7       
7. c4 0-0       
8. e3 (?)  
 
Wasting a tempo and creating white square weaknesses on d3 and f3 for no good reason. 
Today I would play something like Nbc3, a3, b3, Ra2, Rd2 and Bb2, remaining flexible and 
preparing for opening the center with d4.   
 
8. …b6       
9. b3 Bb7       
10. Bb2 Qc7       
11. Rc1 (?) Nb4  
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I asked the Mike Splane question here, “how am I going to win this game?” My opponent had 
been moving slowly so I decided my best chance of winning this game was to aim for 
complicated positions where he would have to make choices. Hopefully he would run short of 
time and blunder.   
 
My choice of target was his king so my plan was to shift my pieces to the kingside and then 
push pawns to open lines. Any candidate moves that don’t fit into this plan will be ignored, 
unless they win substantial material. 
 
12. cxd exd       
13. Be5 Qd7       
14. Qe2 Nxa2       
15. Ra1 Nb4       
 
When you lose a queenside pawn, the resulting half-open file is often of great use to your rook, 
and it may actually improve your position. I call this phenomena “losing a pawn but gaining a 
rook.” In this game I simply blundered away the a-pawn.  
 
16. Ng5  
 
My knight move is a good example of the defensive idea of figuring out what your opponent 
wants to play next and then figuring out a way to make it a bad idea. I saw that Black could play 
Qf5 but was pretty sure he’d play the bishop to a6, since it wins another pawn. The idea behind 
Ng5 is to sacrifice the exchange on a6, winning the two bishops and create an inexchangeable 
minor piece, and then to activate the g2 bishop on h3, turning the kingside into the critical zone.  
The knight on a6 and rook on a8 will be spectator pieces and will have no present value for a 
very long time. 
 
16. …Ba6? 
 
I am in a lot more trouble after 16…a5 or 16...Qf5 
 
I often comment that when you are up material you don’t need to win more material, you just 
have to stop counterplay. My opponent ignored this principle several times in this game. The 
opposite also holds true. If you are down material you can’t allow the opponent to trade down 
into an ending.  
 
17. Rxa6  
 
This capture puts the initiative back into White’s hands. The endgame is now lost but I don’t 
plan to reach an endgame. I have an inexchangeable minor piece, the bishop on g2, and will 
soon have overwhelming force in the critical zone around the Black king. 
 
17. …Nxa6       
18. Bh3 Qc6       
19. f4 h6?      
 
I was glad to see this. A key defensive principle is not to move pawns in front of your king. Gjon 
Feinstein would call the pawn on h6 a “hook.” When your opponent has a hook in his pawn 
structure you can push pawns to force a trade and open a line for your rooks. 
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20. Ndf3 
 
Too late to retreat into safety. I’m committed to an attempt to mate him.  
 
20. …hxg5        
21. fxg5 
 
I’d been studying a lot of Mikhail Tal games and from them I learned that an attacking pawn in 
the critical zone in front of the enemy king was often worth the value of a piece.  
 
21. …Nh7       
22. d4  
 
Not just to attack the knight on a6, the hidden idea is to clear the b1 h7 diagonal to play 22. … 
Nb4 23. Bf5 g6 24. Bb1 followed by h4 and h5.  
 
22. …Ng5  
 

 
 
Good idea. He offers the a6 knight to divert my queen and give him a couple of tempos to 
strengthen his kingside defenses. If I trust in my answer to the Mike Splane question, I shouldn’t 
even look at taking it, but I did anyway. My analysis showed to take it is a mistake.  
 
If 23. Qxa6 Nxf3+ 24. Rxf3 f6 25. Bf4 g5 26. Qd3 Kg7 or 23. Nxg5 Bxg5 24. Qxa6 Bxe3+  
25. Kh1 Bxd4 
 
23. Bf5 g6     
 
If 23. …Nxf3+ 24. Qxf3 g6 25. Qg4 (threatening Bb1 and Qh3) Bf6 26. Bxg6 Bxe5 27. Bxf7+ 
Kh7    28. Qf5+ and White picks up the bishop with check.  
 
 24. Nh4 Nh3+ 
 
A desperate attempt to simplify. I was confident of winning after seeing this move. Does he have 
something better?  
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If 24…gxf5 25. Nxf5 Bf6 26. Qg4 Bxe5 27. Qg5+ Kh7 28. dxe5  
If 24…Ne4 25. Qg4 threatens both 26. Bd7 and 26. Nxg6 fxg6 27 Bxe6+ 
 
25. Bxh3 Bxh4     
26. gxh4 f6       
27. Bf4 Nc7     
28. Qg2 Kh7 
 
If 28. …f5 29. Rf3 followed by 30. Rg3 and 31 h5 
 
29. h5 g5       
30. Qc2+ Kh8       
31. Qg6 Qe8 
 
If 31…gxf4 32. Kh1 with the idea of 33. Rg1 and 34. Bf5 wins. 
 
32. Qh6+ Kg8       
33. Bf5? 
 

 
 
I missed the stronger line 33. Bxc7 Qxe3+ 34. Kh1 Qxh3 35. Qg6+ Kh8 36. Rxf6 and wins  
 
33. …Rf7  
34. Bc7 
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Cashing in and winning back some of my sacrificed material at the cost of briefly surrendering 

the initiative. I have the safer king and my bishop is more useful than his extra rook. Often it is 

more advantageous to have two pieces of different types rather than having a pair of pieces that 

duplicate the same function, so I knew I would quickly be back on the attack. The h5 pawn is far 

more valuable than any of his pawns. and its advance will win material. 

34. …Rc7       
35. Qxf6 Qxe3+       
36. Kh1 Re8       
37. Bg6 Rec8       
38. h6 Qxd4       
39. h7+ Rxh7       
40. Bxh7+? 
 
This wins both rooks but allows counterplay; 40. Qe6+ was an even stronger move. 
 
40. …Kxh7       
41. Qf5+ Kh6       
42. Qxc8 Qe4+       
 

 
 
43. Kg1 Qe3+       
44. Kg2 Qe4+       
45. Rf3 Qe2+ 
 
If 45. …g4 46. Qf8+ Kg5 47. Qf6+ Kh5 48. Qf5+ simplifies into a won ending. 
 
46. Kg3 Qe1+ 
47. Kh3 Qe4       
48. Qh8+ Kg6       
49. Rf6# 
 
After the game Jeff complained, “You played against me like I was a fish!” I didn’t know what to 
say in reply that wouldn’t sound condescending or insulting, so I kept quiet. I’d just played the 
best game of my young life and I wasn’t going to allow anything to ruin the way I was feeling.  
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A few days after this game a player who didn’t see how the game ended asked, “Did you lose 
that game, or did you draw?”  

When I told him I won, he looked shocked and blurted out, “HOW????” 

I just smiled. 

That was the moment when I first thought I should someday write a book. 

Section 11: Early Years in Michigan 1973-82 

Note: After Ctrl+click to go to a destination, you can return to the link using Alt+Left Arrow. 

Valentin Kavnatsky 1979 
Opening: King’s Indian Defense 
My Color:  Black 
My Result: Won 
Moves:  31 
Theme:      T1 T3 T8  

Jon Goetze 1980 
Opening: English 
My Color:  White 
My Result: Won 
Moves:  37 
Theme:   T1 T3 T5 T16 

Lindell Brady 1982 
Opening: Ruy Lopez 
My Color:  White 
My Result: Won 
Moves:  37 
Theme:   T4 T6 T10 T12 T15 

Mike Smith 1979 
Opening: Pirc 
My Color: Black 
My Result: Won 
Moves:  25 
Theme:  T1 T5 T13 T16 

Section 12: Santa Cruz Years 1982-1989 

Eleuteria Alsasua 1983 
Opening: Sicilian - Alapin 
My Color:  White 
My Result: Won 
Moves:  30 
Theme:   T1 T3 T8 T15 

Aaron Stearns 1983 
Opening: French 
My Color: White 
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My Result: Won 
 Moves:  35 
 Theme:   T1 T5 T6 T12 T13 T16 
Elliott Winslow 1983 
 Opening: Pirc 
 My Color: Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  63 
 Theme:   T1 T3 T9 T11  T13 
John Bidwell 1984 
 Opening: Scandinavian 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 T9 T12 T15  
Walter Browne 1989 
 Opening: Sicilian Alapin  
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  35 
 Theme:   T1 T6 T8 T12 T15 
Igor Ivanov 1989 
 Opening: Sicilian Alapin 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  55 
 Theme:   T1 T2 T6 T8 T9 T15     
Gina Finegold 1989 
 Opening: Petroff 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  39 
 Theme:   T2 T6 T12 T15   
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Section 13: Palo Alto Years 1991-1993 

Alan Bishop 1992 
 Opening: Sicilian Defense 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  26 
 Theme:   T3 T5 T6 T8 T9 T12 T13   
Mark Gagnon 1993 
 Opening: Grob 
 My Color: Black 

My Result: Loss 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 T9 T12 T13 
Steve Schonhaut 1993 
 Opening: Alekhine’s Defense 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  35 
 Theme:   T3 T5 T6 T9 T16    

Section 14: Lockheed Brilliancy Nominees 1992-1993 

Jeff Washburn 1992 
Opening: King’s Indian Attack 

 MyColor:  Black 
My Result: Won 

 Moves:  38 
  Theme:   T6 T8 T11 T14 T15 

  
Vitali Kanzavelli 1992 
 Opening: Alekhine’s Defense  

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  45 
 Theme:   T2 T4 T6 T8 T12 T15 

Agnis Kaugars 1993 
 Opening: Alekhine’s Defense 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  56 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T4  T5 T6 T13 T16   
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Section 15: College Years 1994-2004 

Terri Lagier 1997 
 Opening: Alekhine’s Defense 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  30 
 Theme:   T2 T6 T8 T10  T15 
Peter Thiel 2001 
 Opening: Modern Defense 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Draw 
 Moves:  46 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T5 T6 T13 T16 
Robert Chan 2002 
 Opening: Sicilian 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  28 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T4 T6 T9 T12 T13 T15 
Peter Thiel 2002 
 Opening: Sicilian – Alapin Variation 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Draw 
 Moves:  31 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T6 T13 T16 
Gary Lambert 2002 
 Opening: Alekhine’s Defense 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  28 
 Theme:   T2 T6 T8 T10  T15 

Section 16: Kolty Chess Club 2005–2010 

Mark Kokich 2005 
 Opening: Benoni 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  31 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T6 T9 T13 
Alex Levitan 2005 
 Opening: Belgrade Gambit 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  56 
 Theme:   T1 T3 T5 T6 T9  T10  T12  T13  T15 
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Serge Bierhuizen 2008 
 Opening: Sicilian 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  24 
 Theme:   T2 T3  T4  T5 T6  T12  T13  T15 
William Johns 2008 
 Opening: English 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  28 
 Theme:   T4  T6  T8  T14  

 

Section 17: Kolty Chess Club 2011-2012 

Alex Levitan 2011 
 Opening: Queen’s Gambit Semi Tarrash 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  1-0 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 T13   
Goldfinger 2011 
 Opening: French Defense – Fort Knox Variation 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  13 
 Theme:   T6  T8   T10  T13 T14 T15 
Richard Yi 2012 
 Opening: Sicilian - Alapin 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  44 
 Theme:   T6 T8  T12 T15   
Michael DaCruz 2012 
 Opening: Irregular King Pawn 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  33 
 Theme:   T2 T3 T6 T12 T13 T16 
Jose Chau-Lee 2012 
 Opening: Sicilian 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  28 
 Theme:   T2 T4 T6 T8  T9  T13 T15 
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Section 18: Kolty Chess Club 2013-2015 

Gaudenci DelaCruz 2013 
 Opening: Alapin Sicilian 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T3  T5  T6  T9  T10  T12  T13 T16 
Austen Green 2014 
 Opening: Scandinavian 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  63 
 Theme:   T2  T3   T5  T6  T7  T10  T12   T13  T14    
Vadim Smelanski 2015 
 Opening: Scandinavian 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  40 
 Theme:   T2  T6  T8  T14  T15 

 

Section 19:  Kolty Championships 2016-2017 

Michael DaCruz 2016 
 Opening: Sicilian Dragondorf 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  42 
 Theme:   T3  T5  T6  T7  T9  T12   T16 
Roman Paparoff 2016 
 Opening: Caro Kann 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  34 
 Theme:   T2  T5  T6  T9  T12   T16 
Milosz Zielinski 2016 
 Opening: English 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Draw 
 Moves:  37 
 Theme:   T5  T13  T16 
Henry Wang 2017 
 Opening: King’s Indian Attack 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Win 
 Moves:  45 
 Theme:   T1  T3  T5  T6  T7 T12   T14   
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Section 20: Kolty Chess Club 2017-2020 

Richard Roubel 2018 
 Opening: King’s Indian Defense 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T2  T3  T4  T6  T12   T13  T14  T15 
Alex Korottchenko 2018 
 Opening: Irregular Queen Pawn 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  23 
 Theme:   T3  T8  T12   T13  T15  
Frisco Del Rosario 2018 
 Opening: King’s Indian Attack 
 My Color:  White  

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  33 
 Theme:   T1  T2 T4  T5  T6  T13  T15   

Section 21: JL DeJong Games 

JL DeJong 2006 
 Opening: French 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T2  T3  T6  T8  T11  T15   
JL DeJong 2009 
 Opening: Benoni 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  37 
 Theme:   T6  T8  T12   T15   
JL DeJong 2010 
 Opening: French 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: 34 
 Moves:  Won 
 Theme:   T2  T4  T5  T6  T8  T9  T12   T13  T15 
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Section 22: Panov vs g6 Caro Kann  

Tom Dorsch 2002 
 Opening: Modern 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won  
 Moves:  51 
 Theme:   T2  T6  T7  T8   T14   
Mark Pinto 1992 
 Opening: Panov Attack against the Bg7 Caro Kann 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Draw 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T3  T6  T9  T10  T13  T16 
Albert Rich 2006   
 Opening: Panov Attack against the Bg7 Caro Kann 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  32 
 Theme:   T2  T3  T4  T5  T6   T10   
Ashik Uzzaman 2014 
 Opening: Panov Attack against the Caro Kann 
 My Color:  White 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  28 
 Theme:   T8  T10  T15   

Section 23: Sicilian O’Kelly Variation   

Mihir Kumar March 2018 
 Opening:  Sicilian O’Kelly Variation  
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  36 
 Theme:   T5  T6  T7  T8   T13  T15  T16 
Mihir Kumar May 2018 
 Opening: Sicilian O’Kelly Variation 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Loss 
 Moves:  43 
 Theme:   T2  T4  T8  T9  T10  T12   T13  T15   
Mihir Kumar October 2018 
 Opening: Sicilian O’Kelly Variation 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  52 
 Theme:   T3  T5  T6  T7 T16 
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Roger Buland 2019  
Opening: Sicilian O’Kelly Variation 

 My Color:  Black 
My Result: Won 

 Moves:  48 
 Theme:   T2  T3 T5  T9  T10  T12   T13  T16 
 

Section 24 San Jose Defense 1. e4 a6 2. d4 c5 

 
Cameron Wheeler 2010 
 Opening: Sicilian - San Jose Defense  
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  29 
 Theme:   T1  T6  T8  T10   
Dharim Bacus 2012 
 Opening: Sicilian – Santa Cruz / O’Kelly Variation 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  21 
 Theme:   T6  T8  T10  T15    
Baran Cihan 2012     
 Opening: Sicilian - San Jose Defense 
 My Color:  Black 

My Result: Won 
 Moves:  27 
 Theme:   T5  T9  T10  T13   
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Games Sections 

Section 11 Early Years in Michigan 1973 to 82 

Mike Splane vs Lindell Brady 

Flint Chess Club 
May 25, 1982 
 
When I joined the Flint Chess Club as an unrated teenager, the two best players were Larry 
Harrison and Lindell Brady. They could not have been more different from each other. Larry was 
young, brash, a flashy dresser, and fancied himself as a lady’s man. The Reverend Brady was 
older, always wore a suit, and was unfailingly polite – a family man and a real gentleman. My 
first victory against each player was memorable for me. 
 
1. e4 e5 
2. Nf3 Nc6 
3. Bb4 a6 
4. Ba4 Nf6 
5. d4 b5 
6. Bb3 exd4 
7. e5 Ne4 
8. Bd5 Bb4+ 
9. c3 dxc3 
10. O-O cxb2 
11. Bxb2 Nc5 
12. Nd4 O-O 
13. Nf5 Ne6 
14. Nc3 Qg5 
15. Be4 g6 
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I was glad to see this weakening move, which gives me lots of targets on the kingside. I did not 
think I had gotten enough compensation out of the opening for my sacrificed pawns. Now I do. 
 
16. h4  
 
It may be even stronger to play 16. f4 Nxf4 17. h4, adding an open f file to the attack. I was 
worried that 17...Bc5+ 18. Kh1 Qh5 would force me to allow the exchange of queens, but this is 
one of those rare situations where the exchange actually helps the attacker. After 19. Rxf4 
Qxd1+ 20. Rxd1 gxf5 21. Rxf5 the Black position is falling apart.  
 
16...Qd8 
17. Qg4 Nxe5 
18. Nh6+ Kg7 
19. Nf5+ Kh8 
20. Nd5 f6 
21. Qh3 
 

 
 
Now if 21...gxf5 22. Qxf5 Ng6 23. Nxb4 Rb8 24. h5  
 
Now the bishop on b4 is hanging in a lot of lines, so it makes sense to retreat it. c5 is the best 
square, pinning the f-pawn, when I think Black is ok.  
 
21....Bd6??  
 
This huge blunder lets me force open the long diagonal and exchange my hanging piece. The 
computer evaluation switched from -5 to +2 for White.  
  
22. Nxd6 cxd6 
23. f4 Nc4 
24. h5 Kg7 
25. hxg6 hxg6 
26. Qg3 Qe8 
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27. Nxf6 Rxf6 
28. Bxf6+ Kxf6 
29. f5!  
 
I am not distracted by the free rook on a8. Opening the f file is killing.  
 
29...Nd2 
30. Qc3+ Ke7 
31. Qxd2 Ra7 
32. fxe6 dxe6 
 

 
 
Today I would play 33. Rac1 here without much thought, activating my only inactive piece, and 
keeping his king trapped in the center. I saw a forcing line to win his rook so I played that 
instead.  
 
33. Qg5+ Kd7 
34. Bg6 Qh8 
35. Rf7+ Kc6 
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36. Rc1+ Kb6 
37. Qe3+ 
 
1-0 

Mike Smith vs Mike Splane 

Genesee County Invitational 
June 17, 1982 
 
One of my first home-made opening ideas was a pawn sacrifice in the Pirc Defense, 7…c6 
 
1. e4 d6 
2. d4 Nf6 
3. Nc3 g6 
4. f3 Bg7 
5. Be3 O-O 
6. Qd2 e5 
7. d5 c6 
8. dxc6 bxc6 
9. O-O-O Ne8?  
 
I had prepared this line and got good results with it in 3 or 4 games. Black gets free 
development for all his pieces and the open b-file can play a huge role. Another key idea is the 
e5 and c6 pawns are poison pawns. Capturing either one opens too many lines for Black’s 
pieces.  
 
Too passive. Be6 right away, as I played in the next game, is better. In this game, my first with 
this opening, I simply missed his next move - the gambit of the pawn was an accident.  
 
10. Bc5 Be6 
11. Bxd6 Nxd6 
12. Qxd6 Qa5 
13. Kb1 Nd7 
14. Qxc6 Rab8 
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With five pieces ready to attack his two queenside defenders, and his kingside undeveloped, 
this position must be winning. The immediate threat of Rfc8 wins the knight, so his next move is 
understandable, but it opens the door to fireworks.  
 
15. Nd5 Rxb2+!  
 
This move forces mate.  
 
16. Kxb2 Rb8+ 
 
Interpositions do not help.  
 
17. Ka1  
 
Losing quickly. 17. Kc1 was a better try but still losing after Bh6+ 18. f4 Bxd5 19. Qxd5 Bxf4+ 
20. Rd2 Qa3+ 21. Kd1 Rb1+ 22. Ke2 Qe3 #.  
 
17...Bxd5! 
 
 

 
 
Both Bc6 and Qa2 are threatened so the bishop must be captured but …. 
 

• If 18. Rxd5 Qe1+ 19. Rd1 Qxd1 # 

• If 18. Qxd5 Qc3 #  

• If 18. exd5 e4+ 19. c3 Qxc3+ 20. Qxc3 Bc3 # 
 
White resigned. 
  



 

90 
 

 

Don Vandivier vs Mike Splane 

Genesee County Invitational 
July 1, 1982 
 
Here is another example. 
 
1. e4 d6 
2. d4 Nf6 
3. Nc3 g6 
4. f3 Bg7 
5. Be3 O-O 
6. Qd2 e5 
7. d5 c6 
8. dxc6 bxc6 
9. O-O-O Be6 
 
Improving on the 9...Ne8 I played in my previous game in this line. White’s queenside is 
defendable with the bishop on b3, so it’s important to prevent Bf1-c4.  
 

 
 
10. Qxd6 Qa5 
11. Qc5 Qc7 
12. Nb5 Qb7 
13. Nd6 Qc7 
14. Qc3  
 
Declining the draw just gets him into trouble.  
 
14…Rd8 
15. Bc5  
 
Maybe this is where he starts to go wrong - now my g7 bishop can check on h6. For now I 
continue developing. 15. Nc4 makes more sense.  
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15...Nbd7 
16. Ba3 Nb6 
17. Bb5 Rac8! 
 
 
 

 
 
If 18. Nxc8 Bh6+ wins thanks to the back row mating threat and if 18. Ba6 Bh6+ 19. Kb1 Rxd6 
20. Rxd6 Qxd6 wins a piece 
 
18. Ne2 cxb5 
 
After the game I asked Don why he let me capture his bishop on b5. He said that after he took 
the rook on c8 I only had one good way to recapture. Don did not have a high opinion of my play 
because he had convincingly won a four-game mini match against me a few years earlier. This 
game changed his mind. 
 
19. Nxc8 Qxc8 
20. Qxe5  
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Here I stopped and thought for thirty-five minutes, working out all the complications. This was 

the deepest combination I had ever analyzed and was more than double the longest amount of 

time I had ever spent on one move. When I eventually spotted the tempo gaining 23...Bf5 

everything fell into place.  

 
20…Nfd5 
21. Qg5 Bf6 
22. Qh6 b4 
23. exd5 Bf5 
24. Nc3 bxa3 
25. Ne4 Bxb2+ 
26. Kb1 Nxd5 
27. Rd3 Bxe4  
 

 
 
0-1 
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Mike Smith vs Mike Splane 

Flint Chess Club 

June 26, 1979 
 
I have always had a knack for finding tactical shots to escape defeat in what looked like 
hopeless positions.  
 
1. e4 d6 
2. d4 g6 
3. f4 Bg7 
4. Nf3 Nf6 
5. Nc3 O-O 
6. Be3 c5 
7. dxc5 Qa5 
8. Bd3 dxc5 
9. O-O Rd8 
10. Qe2 Nc6 
11. e5 Ng4 
12. Bd2 Nd4 
13. Nxd4 cxd4 
14. Nd1 Qb6 
15. h3 Nh6 
16. g4 Bd7 
17. Qe1 f5 
18. Ba5  
 

 
 
I completely missed this threat.  
 
18...Qc5 
19. Bxd8 Rxd8 
20. g5 Nf7 
21. e6 Bc6 
22. exf7+ Kf8 
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I often used the idea of hiding my king behind an enemy pawn. I called these enemy pawns 
traitor pawns. 
  
23. Qe2 e5 
 

 
 
Here I left the playing hall to get a drink of water. Another player, Randy Zandstra, asked me 
how I was doing. I replied, “I’m a rook down… and I’m KILLING HIM !!!” 
 
He gave me this weird look; I could tell he thought I was crazy. 
 
24. fxe5 Bxe5 
25. Nf2 Bh2+!  
 
0-1.  Mate is forced after 26. Kxh2 Qd6+ 27. Kg1 Qg3. 

 

Mike Splane vs Dan Patterson 

Ann Arbor Michigan 

May 13, 1978 
 
1. e4 Nf6 
2. e5 Nd5 
3. c4 Nb6 
4. d4 d6 
5. f4 dxe5 
6. fxe5 Nc6  
7. Be3 Bf5 
8. Nc3 e6 
9. Nf3 Be7 
10. d5 exd5 
11. cxd5 Nb4 
12. Nd4 Bd7 
13. e6 fxe6 
14. dxe6 Bc6 



 

95 
 

15. Qg4 Bh4+ 
16. g3 Bxh1 
17. gxh4 Qf6 
18. O-O-O O-O 
19. Be2 Bc6 
 
This is all book up to here.  
 

 
 
20. Bg5 Qe5 
21. e7 Rfe8 
22. Nf5 Kh8 
23. Rf1 N6d5 
24. Nxd5 Nxd5 
 
If 24...Bxd5 25 Nxg7 Nxa2+ 26. Kb1? loses to Be4+ 27. Ka1 Qa5 but 26. Kc2 Be4+ 27. Kd1 
Qd4+ 28. Ke1 Qb4+ 29. Bd2 Qxb2 30. Nxe8 Qb1+ 31. Bd1 wins.  
 
25. Bc4 Bd7 
26. Bxd5 Qxd5 
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Here I triumphantly played the crushing  
 
27. Bh6  
 
I thought I was winning after the “forced” 27…g6 28. Ne3 Bxg4 29. Nxd5 Rxe7 30. Nxe7 but … 
 
27…Qc6+  
 
I completely missed this check! The main point is the pin of the knight allows him to take the 
bishop with his queen and win a piece. I was ready to resign until I spotted a trap. If he is not 
careful I have a surprise queen sacrifice.  
 
28. Kb1 Qxh6 
29. Qb4! Qg6 
30. Qxb7 Bxf5+ 
31. Ka1 
 

 
 
31…Be4??  
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He was not careful. 
  
32.Qxa8!! Boom! 
 
and he cannot recapture with either piece, due to Rf8+. His best try is 32...Bf5 when he is still 
winning. Instead he panicked.  
 
32…Rg8?? 
33. Qxg8+ Boom! 
 
1-0.  
 
After the game I had a ninety minute drive home from the tournament. All the way back I kept 
repeating “Boom!!... Boom!!” and laughing like a maniac. 
 

Valentin Kavnatsky vs Mike Splane 

Detroit, Michigan  
November 26, 1981 
 
My first win against a Master. 
 
1. c4 Nf6  
2. Nc3 g6  
3. e4 d6  
4. g3 Bg7  
5. Bg2 e5  
6. d3 Nc6  
7. Nge2 O-O 
8. h3 h6  
9. Be3 Be6  
10. Nd5 Kh7  
11. g4  
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How am I going to win this game?  

• I need to get in f5 to open the center.  

• I want to play Nd4 so I can play c6 and evict his knight.  

• My queen can then get active on a5, or I can play for the d6-d5 pawn break.  

• His king looks unsafe in the center and his pieces don’t coordinate well so there could be 
a tactical solution.  

 
11...Nd7!  
12. Ng3 Nd4  
13. h4 c6  
14. Nc3 f5  
15. gxf5 gxf5  
 

 
 
16. Bxd4? 
 
Maybe he thought he was attacking me! Trading pawns on f5 was much stronger. He never 
recovers from this loss of a tempo. 
 
16...exd4  
17. exf5 dxc3  
18. fxe6 cxb2  
19. Be4+ Kh8  
20. Rb1 Nc5  
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Black has too many threats. My first priority is to eliminate his bishop to ensure my king safety. 
He also must watch out for Qa5+ and Qa2, Bd4, and Ne6. Since passive defense is hopeless, 
he goes in for a counterattack.  
 
21. Qh5 Nxe4  
22. Nxe4 d5!! 
 
Opening the center and creating a second passed pawn, the key idea is to get the Black queen 
to d3 where it controls the whole board. I had to see a long set of variations to justify this move.  
 
23. Ng5 dxc4  
24. Rxb2 Qxd3  
25. Qe2  
 
If 25. Rd2 Qb1+ 26. Rd1 (26 Ke2 Qxh1 27. Qg6 hxg5) 26…Qf5! threatens mate on f2 and also 
semi-pins the knight on g5. If White plays 27. Nf7+, Black wins with 27…Rxf7! 28. Qxf7 Qe4+ 
29. Kd2 Qd3+ with forced mate.  
 
Alternatively, White could defend the mate with 27. Rd2, inviting a draw by repetition. Now, the 
quiet move 27…Kg8 activates the threat to take White’s knight and turns the semi-pin into a real 
pin. I do not see a way out for White. If 28. Rg1 hxg5 29. Rxg5 Qxe6+ I do not think White can 
break through on the kingside. A more adventurous try for White is 27. Rd7, giving White’s king 
a flight square, but Black still mates with 27…Bc3+ 28. Kd1 Qb1+ 29. Ke2 Qc2+ 30. Ke3 Qxf2+ 
31. Ke4 Qf4 mate. 
 
25...Bxb2  
26. Qxb2+ c3  
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For a moment I thought I had missed 27. Qxb7 but then I saw Qd2+ and Qxf2 # 
 
27. Qc1 Qd2+  
28. Qxd2 cxd2+  
29. Kxd2 hxg5  
30. hxg5+ Kg7 and Black wins (37 moves). 
 
0-1 
 
Here Valentin reached out and stopped the clock. He stretched out his hand to me, smiled, and 
said, “You deserved it.” I never forgot that lesson in sportsmanship; he taught me how a 
gentleman resigns with class. I have tried to emulate his example ever since. 
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Mike Splane vs Jon Goetze 

Pontiac Michigan 
May 10, 1980 
 
In 1979 I won the Michigan Amateur (defined as players rated under 2000) Championship. Jon 
Goetze won the tournament the following year. I was lucky enough to play him a few weeks 
after he inherited my crown. The game did not disappoint the spectators. In the heat of battle we 
both played some second-best moves but I still like the game as an example of fearless chess.  
 
1. Nf3 f5 
2. g3 Nf6 
3. Bg2 g6 
4. b3 Bg7 
5. Bb2 O-O 
6. O-O d6 
7. c4 e5 
8. d3 Nc6 
9. Nc3 Bd7 
10. b4?! 
 
If 10 a3 a5 and White has a free hand to attack on the kingside so I gambitted a pawn. 
 

 
 
10…Nxb4 
11. c5 Nc6 
12. cxd6 cxd6 
13. Ba3 Qe7 
14. Qb3+ Be6  
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15. Qa4  15. Qb5 a5 Qb6 is better 
 
15…Ne8   15...a6 threatening 16…b5 is better  
 
16. Rac1 g5 
17. h4 gxh4?  
 
My knight will be well placed on h4, unblocking the g2-b7 diagonal for the bishop, and 
potentially hopping in to f5 at some point. I was not worried about 17...g4 blocking lines on the 
kingside and giving me a free hand on the queenside. 17...h6 is better. 
 
18. Nxh4 Rc8 
 

 
 
19. e3!  
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I liked this quiet move for several reasons.  

• It is flexible and non-committal, waiting for Black to create more weaknesses.  

• Bg7-h6 will not come with tempo 

• f5-f4 is harder to achieve. 

• The d4 square is taken away from his c6 knight, 

• Prepares to advance the d3 pawn or the f2 pawn to challenge the center. 

• Opens the d1-h5 diagonal so my queen can switch over to the kingside if needed.  
 
19...Bh6 
20. Qd1?  
 
This just wastes a tempo. 20. Rfe1 is a good positional idea that I did not consider, with the idea 
of opening the e file if Black ever plays ...f4.  
 
20...Bg5 
21. Nf3 f4 
22. exf4 exf4 
 

 
 
23. Re1  
 
23. Qe2 is an improvement, threatening Rce1  
 
23...fxg3 
24. Rxe6 gxf2+ 
25. Kf1  
 
The pawn on f2 becomes a “traitor pawn,” shielding my king from attack.  
 
25…Qxe6 
26. Nxg5 Qg6 
 
26… Qe1+ was better. 
 
27. Qb3+? 
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This misplaces the queen and lets him unpin the c6 knight. The immediate Nce4 was right. 
 
27...Kh8 
28. Nce4 Nd4 
29. Qd5 
 

 
 
29. Qb7 saves a tempo over the game. 
 
29...Rxc1+ 
30. Bxc1 Nf5 
31. Nxf2 Nf6 
32. Qxb7 Ng3+ 
33. Ke1 h6 
 

 
 
34. Ne6 Re8 
35. Bh3 Nf5 
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35…Nf5 was a time pressure mistake. He missed the mate threat on g7. 
 
36. Bxf5 Qxf5 
37. Qg7# 
 
There were a lot of small inaccuracies in this game, but I was still quite happy with my play. I 
was growing as a player, understanding dynamic positions better, and was willing to take on a 
lot more risk.  

Mike Splane vs Gina Finegold  

Lansing Michigan 
November 1989 
 
In 1989 I returned to Flint for a one-week visit. That weekend I played in the Michigan 
Masters/Experts Tournament. I drew with both IM Ben Finegold, the favorite to win the event, 
and NM Bob O’Donnell. They tied for first; I finished third. I beat Ben’s then wife, Gina, in the 
fourth round. Earlier in my career I had defeated Ben’s father Ron and his brother Mark, so I 
think I played all of the chess-players in his family. Both of my games with Ben were drawn. Ron 
beat me once. 
 
1. e4 e5 
2. Nf3 Nf6  
3. Nxe5 d6  
4. Nf3 Nxe4  
5. c4 Be7  
6. Nc3 Nxc3  
7. bxc3 O-O  
8. d4 Bf5  
9. Bd3 Bxd3  
10. Qxd3 Nc6  
11. Rb1 b6  
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How am I going to win this game? I have a space advantage and control of the center, so can 
play on either side of the board. The kingside seems to have the most targets. If I can force him 
to weaken his kingside pawns, I should be able to push pawns, open lines, and develop a 
strong attack. For that, the rook on h1 is already well posted, so I am not going to castle. The b1 
rook needs to help, so Rb1-b5-h5 must be considered.  
 
12. Rb5 g6  
13. h4 a6  
14. Rd5 Bf6  
 
Temporarily trapping my own rook, but the threat of 15 h5 Ne7 is a tempo too slow. 16 hxg6 
Nxd5 17. g7 and if 16. hxg6 hxg6 17. Rg5 Bxg5 18. Bxg5 and 19 Bf6.  
 
15. h5 Re8+  
 

 
 
16. Kd1?  
 
Allowing a later Qa4+. The king should go to f1.  
 
16...Ne7  
17. hxg6 hxg6  
18. Rg5 Qd7  
19. Rg3 Qa4+  
20. Qc2 Qxc2+? 
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The analysis from here was easy:  

• After I take the queen, she will play...Nf5 to gain a tempo and open the e file.  

• I must play Rgh3  

• She will play...Re2 with check; forking two pawns.  

• I can move my king to either d1 or d3 to gain a tempo on the rook. After Kd1 she will 
take the f2 pawn and after Ke1 Ra2 the bishop on c1 is pinned because a check on a1 
wins the endgame, so the king must go to d3,  

• She will take the f2 pawn forking the g and a pawns.  

• I have to push the g pawn with tempo on the knight, 

• The knight has to retreat to e7; all other squares lose a piece. 

• My h3 rook is tied to defending my knight, so I must play Be3 to force her rook to move. 

• She will take the a2 pawn.  

• I will play Bg5 when her bishop is overworked. It cannot be guarded; it must stay on the 
f6-h8 diagonal to prevent the check on h8 but can’t retreat without losing the knight.  

• She must give up the exchange by taking on g5 and allowing the rook check.  
 
The tough part came here, seeing that instead of taking the rook check, I could recapture g5 
with the knight and get a mating attack or a killing skewer on h8. I could not see a good defense 
for her.  
 
21. Kxc2 Nf5  
22. Rgh3 Re2+  
23. Kd3 Rxf2  
24. g4 Ne7  
25. Be3 Rxa2  
26. Bg5 Bxg5  
27. Nxg5 
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28....Kg7  
 
Forced. If 28...Rc8 29. Ne4 and if 28...Kf8 29. Rh8+ Ng8 30. Rf1 Kg7 31. Rxf7+ Kh8 32. Rh7 
mate.  
 
28. Rh7+ Kf6  
29. Ne4+ Ke6  
30. d5+ Nxd5  
 
When I was analyzing back on move 20, I missed this candidate move, thinking that 30…Kd7 
was forced. Then White would win with 31. Rxf7 Re8 32. Nf6+ Kd8 33. Nxe8 Kxe8 34. R1h7 
which leads either to checkmate or to the win of Black’s knight. 
 
31. cxd5+ Kxd5  
32. Rxf7 Ra4  
 

 
 
33. Rxc7! 
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Threatening mate after 34. c4+ Ke5 35. Re7+ Kf4 36. Rf1+ Kg4  
37. Rg1+ Kf5 38. Rg5+ Kf4 39. Rf7. or 34. c4+ Ke6 35. Rf1 when 36. Rf6+ mates quickly.  
 
33....Rf8? 
 
33...b5 was the best try, preventing c4+, when the winning idea is hard to find. The solution is 
34 Nf6+ Ke6 35 Nd7! (Threatening Re1.) and 35...Ke7 36. Nb6+ Kd8 37. Nxa8 leads to mate.  
 
34. c4+ Rxc4  
 
King moves lose the f8 rook to a knight fork on h7 or a rook skewer on f1.  
 
35. Rxc4 Rf3+  
36. Ke2 Rf4  
37. Ke3 Kxc4  
38. Rc1+ Kd5  
39. Kxf4  

 

 
 
1 – 0 
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Section 12 Santa Cruz Years 1982 to1989 

I left Michigan and moved to California in the summer of 1982. There were no jobs in Flint and 

after over a year of unemployment I finally decided I had to look for greener pastures. I had a 

sister in Santa Cruz, so that is where I ended up. 

 

I quickly realized I was in a chess paradise compared to Michigan. Pergolesi’s Café on the 

Pacific Garden Mall was stocked day and night with chess players, many of them quite talented. 

Speed chess games went on all day long and late into the evenings.  I was finally facing players 

who were my equals or betters on a regular basis. I played constantly and my chess benefitted 

immensely.  

 

I also frequently spent Tuesday nights at the Kolty Chess Club playing rated tournament games.   

A year after my arrival my rating reached the Master level for the first time.    

Mike Splane vs John Bidwell 

Santa Cruz Chess Club 
March 29, 1984 
 
The first master I got to play against on a regular basis was John Bidwell. He had a wild tactical 
style, and it was always a challenge to see if I could out-calculate him. I usually came out on 
top, but the games were never easy.  My success really helped to boost my confidence. 
 
1. e4 d5 
2. exd5 Qxd5 
3. Nc3 Qa5 
4. d4 Nf6 
5. Bd2 Nc6 
 
Neither one of us knew any opening theory.  Starting from here we are improvising. 
 
Gjon Feinstein called my next move “trying to play middle-game ideas before the opening is 
completed.” It’s a flaw in my play that I was frequently guilty of.   
 
6. Nb5 Qb6 
7. Bf4 Nd5 
8. Qf3 Nxf4 
9. Qxf4 e5 
10. dxe5 a6 
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11. e6 Bb4+ 
12. c3 O-O 
13. Nxc7 fxe6 
14. Nxa8 Bxc3+ 
 

 
 
15. bxc3 Qb2 
16. Qxf8+ Kxf8 
17. Rd1 Qxc3+ 
18. Rd2 e5 
19. Bd3 Nb4  
20. Bh7 b5 
21. Ne2 Qc6 
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22. O-O Bb7 
 
This does not turn out well. He should have captured the knight on a8.  
 
23. f3 g6 
24. Rc1 Qf6 
25. Nc7 Bxf3? 
 

 
 
26. gxf3!  
 
The queen is lost if he checks and takes the rook. 
 
26…Qg5+ 
27. Ng3 Qxd2 
28. Ne6+ Ke7 
29. Rc7+ Kxe6 
30. Bg8+ Kd6 
31. Ne4+ Kxc7 
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32. Nxd2 Nd3 
 

 
 
33. h4 a5 
34. Bf7 Nf4 
35. Be8 a4 
36. Ne4   
 
1-0 

John Bidwell vs Mike Splane 

Santa Cruz Chess Club 
March 8, 1984 
 
1. c4 Nf6 
2. Nc3 g6 
3. e4 d6 
4. d4 Bg7 
5. Nf3 O-O 
6. Be2 Nbd7 
7. O-O e5 
8. Re1 c6 
9. Bf1 a5 
10. h3 exd4 
11. Nxd4 Re8 
12. Qc2 a4 
13. Bf4 Nc5 
14. Rad1  
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14...Nh5 
15. Be3 Qa5 
16. Nde2 a3 
17. b3 f5 
18. Rxd6 Nxe4 
 
Taking advantage of the pin on the c3 knight. I thought I was easily winning here, but John 
manages to get strong counterplay. 
 
19. Nxe4 Qxe1 
20. Ng5 h6? 
 

 
 
It is this greedy move that gets me into trouble. I had never read the advice that when defending 
do not move pawns in front of your king.  There was nothing wrong with playing 20…f4 and 
21…Bf5. 
 
21. Nf3 Qb4 
22. Rxg6 Kh7 



 

115 
 

23. Nh4 Qe7  
24. Nxf5 Qe4 
 

 
 
Forcing the queens off the board but even with this resource I was clearly losing.  
 
25. Qxe4 Rxe4 
26. Nfg3? 
 
White is winning after 26. Nxg7 Kxg6 27. Nxh5 Re3 28. Nf4+ or 26. Nxg7 Nxg7 27. Rxh6+ Kg8 
28. Bd4. 
 
26…Rxe3 
27. Rxg7+ Nxg7 
28. fxe3 Nf5 
29. Nxf5 Bxf5 
30. g4 Bc2 
31. Kf2 Bxb3 
32. Nc3 Bc2 
33. Be2 Rd8 
34. Ke1 Kg6 
35. Bd1 Bxd1 
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36. Nxd1 b5 
37. cxb5 cxb5 
38. Ke2 b4 
 
0-1 

Mike Splane vs Eleuteria Alsasua 

San Jose, California 
September 4, 1983 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. c3 e6 
3. d4 d5 
4. exd5 exd5 
5. Bb5+ Nc6 
6. Qe2+ Qe7 
7. Bg5 f6 
8. Be3 Bd7 
9. dxc5 O-O-O 
10. Nf3 Nh6 
11. Bxc6 Bxc6 
12. Nd4 Qd7 
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I thought I was much better here. I have an extra pawn, a great knight on d4, and a clear 
middle-game plan – advance the queenside pawns and expose his king.  
 
13. b4 a6 
14. Nd2 Re8 
15. N2b3 f5 
16. Qf3 g5 
17. Nxc6 f4 
18. Na7+ Kb8 
19. c6 bxc6 
 

 
 
I thought that after I castle I should have no problems exploiting his exposed king. The knight on 
a7 can be protected with tactics. I was overly optimistic.  His counterattack against my kingside 
was stronger than I expected.    
 
20. Na5 fxe3 
21. N7xc6+ Kc7 
22. O-O Bd6 
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Now 23… Ng4 is hard to meet. I saw that getting my queen to a7 (or b7) would mate Black. One 
path is 23. Qf6 attacking the h6 knight, and planning Qd4 to threaten mate, but Black could play 
23…Bxh2+ giving his king a flight square and eliminating the Qa7+ mating idea.  So, I chose 
another route.  
 
23. Qe2 Ng4 
24. f3  
 
After 24. Qxa6 Bxh2+ 25. Kh1 Nxf2+ 26. Rxf2 exf2 27. Kxh2 Qg4, White may still be winning, 
but it looked too dangerous. The idea behind 24. f3 is to prevent knight checks on g4 after  
24… Bxh2+ 25. Kh1 Nf2+ 26. Kxh2   
 
24…Nxh2 
25. Qxa6 Bg3 
26. Qa7+ Kd6 
 

 
 
I wasted a lot of time looking at 27. Qc5+ Ke6 28. Nd4+ and could not find anything. Trading 
queens also looks bad, what am I going to do about the threat of e3-e2? Then I found a study-
like checkmate idea. 
 
27. Nb7+!  Kxc6 
 
If 27…Qxb7 28. Qxb7 Nxf1 29. Nd4 e2 30. Qc6+ and 31. Nxe2 
 
28. b5+   Kc7   
 
If 28…Kxb5 29. Rab1+ Kc6 30. Qc5 # 
 
29. Nc5+ Kd6 
30. Qxd7+ 
 
If 30…Kc5 31. Qc6#  
1-0 
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Mike Splane vs Aaron Stearns 

Berkeley, California 
October 22, 1983 
 
In this game my opponent, a teenager rated over 2300, took me too lightly. When he sacrificed 
a piece for a seemingly overwhelming attack, I had to find about twenty “only moves” in a row to 
survive.  Even though there were a few mistakes by both sides, I was very pleased with this 
game. It showed me I could compete with 2300+ players.   
 
1. e4 e6 
2. d4 d5 
3. Nc3 Bb4 
4. Ne2 Ne7 
5. a3 Ba5 
6. b4 Bb6 
7. e5 a5 
8. b5 a4 
9. Ng3 c5 
10. bxc6 Nbxc6 
11. Nb5 O-O 
12. c3 Ng6 
13. h4 
 

 
 
Today I would know not to play middle-game ideas before completing your development and 
would play Bd3 here.  I thought I could afford this luxury because I had complete control of a 
blocked center. Aaron quickly showed me how wrong I was.  
 
13…f6 
14. h5 Ngxe5 
15. dxe5 fxe5 
16. Ra2 Qf6 
17. Qe2 Bd7 
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18. Be3 Ba5 
19. Qd2 h6 
 

 
 
Threatening 20…d4 to win the bishop 
 
20. Ne4 dxe4 
21. Qxd7 Nd4 
22. Bxd4 Rad8 
23. Qxb7 exd4 
 

 
 
24. Qxe4 was tempting, but after 24…dxc3 25. Rc2 Qxf2+! 26 Rxf2 c2+ Black is winning.  I 
decided I was lost unless I could get my king out of the center, so I need to give up the c3 pawn 
to gain the needed tempos.  
 
24. Bc4 d3? 
 
This is too slow. He had better moves-either Rc8 or e3 would be tough to meet. 
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25. Qxe4 Bxc3+ 
26. Nxc3? 
 
Returning the favor. White is ok after 26. Kd1. 
  
26…Qxc3+ 
27. Rd2 Rd4 
28. Bxe6+ Kh8 
 

 
 
29. Qe5?? Qc1+?? 
 
Both of us missed the killing shot 29…Rh4. I lost a lot of my pride at the way I had played this 
game when a chess engine showed me this move.  
 
30. Rd1 d2+?  
 
Creating a traitor pawn – the pawn on d2 now helps to shelter the white king. For the first time I 
felt sure that I would survive.  
 
31. Ke2 Qc3 
32. Rh3 Qb2 
33. Rg3 Rf6 
34. Bc4 Kh7 
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35. Rxg7+! 
  
After this move the crowd watching this game quickly dispersed. My young opponent slumped 
back into his chair as his face got redder and redder. Then he suddenly lunged across the 
board, grabbed my score sheet, crumpled it up, and hurled it against the wall. Not saying a 
word, I calmly got up, walked over, picked up my score sheet, smoothed it out, and sat back 
down. Then he stormed out of the room, without resigning. I had to call the tournament director 
for help.  After hearing my story, he credited me with the win.  
 
1-0 

Elliot Winslow vs Mike Splane 

San Jose, California 
December 18, 1983 
 
I wrapped up my great year with another fine result in a San Jose tournament.  In the last round 
I faced a senior master and won!   
 
1. e4 d6 
2. d4 Nf6 
3. Nc3 g6 
4. f4 Bg7 
5. e5 Nfd7 
6. Nf3 O-O 
7. h4 c5 
8. h5 cxd4 
9. Qxd4 dxe5 
10. Qf2  
 
This came as a surprise to me. We were following a main line up to this point. I took my time 
and figured out what was wrong with the move, there is a potential pin if I can get my bishop to 
g3. 
 
10…e4 
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11. Ne5 Nxe5 
12. fxe5  
 

 
 
12…Qc7 
13. hxg6 Bxe5 
14. gxh7+ Kh8 
 
I use the term “traitor pawn” to describe positions like this, where the defender’s king is safely 
hidden in front of the attacker’s pawn. The traitor pawn is even better for Black than having a 
black pawn on h7.   
 
15. Nxe4 Be6 
16. Bd3 Nd7 
17. O-O  
 
If 17. Bh6 f5 18. Ng5 Rf6 
 
17…f6 
18. c3 Bh2+ 
19. Kh1 Ne5 
20. Bc2 Rf7 
21. Nc5 Bc4 
22. Rd1 Rg7 
23. Rd4 
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23…Qxc5!!  
 
This was a deliberate queen sacrifice, but I could not resist quickly pulling back my queen after 
it had touched the knight, acting like I had suddenly realized it was a blunder. Elliot got excited 
and started yelling, “You touched it! You touched it! I’ve got witnesses! I’ve got witnesses!” 
 
24. Rd8+ Rxd8 
25. Qxc5 Bd5  
26. Kxh2 Rxg2+ 
27. Kh3 Rxc2 
 
This is as far as I got in my analysis after deciding on the queen sac; I did not see how his king 
could possibly survive the onslaught of so many minor pieces.  
 
28. Bf4 Be6+ 
29. Kg3 Rd3+ 
30. Be3 Re2 
31. Kf4  
 

 



 

125 
 

 
31…Rdxe3?? 
 
Both here and on the previous move I missed the immediately decisive ...b6. Now I must win a 
long ending.  
 
32. Qxe3 Rxe3 
33. Kxe3 Kxh7 
34. Kd4 Kg6 
35. b4 Kf7 
36. a4 Nc4 
37. a5 f5 
38. Rh1 Nd6 
39. Rh7+ Ke8 
40. Rh8+ Kd7 
41. Rh7 
 

 
 
I wanted to play e5 at some point, so the pawns could support each other in their march up the 
board, but I could not find a good way to untangle my pieces. His pieces are all at their best 
locations, so all I need to do is give him a free move.  
 
41…f4 
42. Rh2 f3 
43. Rf2 Bg4 
44. c4 Ke6 
45. c5 Nb5+ 
46. Ke4 Kf6 
47. Kf4 Bh5 
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48. a6 bxa6 
49. Rh2 e5+ 
50. Ke3 Kg5 
51. Ra2 Kg4 
52. Kf2 Nc7 
 

 
 
53. Rd2 Kf4 
54. Rd7 Nb5 
55. Rh7 Bg6 
56. Rh4+ Kg5 
57. Rh8 e4 
58. Rf8 Bf5 
59. Ke3 Nc7 
60. Rg8+ Kf6 
61. Rd8 Ke5 
62. Rd6 Nd5+ 
63. Kf2 Nxb4  
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0-1 

Mike Splane vs GM Walter Browne  

San Mateo, California 
September 22, 1989 
 
My final tournament in the Santa Cruz area was the World Action Championship. I faced 13 
masters and senior masters in this event and more than held my own, playing several great 
games, which included wins over two grandmasters  
 
The highlight of any player’s career must be a win against the strongest player in his country. 
This game was played in the first round, on board two. In mutual time pressure Walter did a bit 
of his famed nervous fidgeting. The game was of intense interest to spectators; I could not see 
the walls of the room; our table was completely surrounded. 
 
The game was published in Chess Life, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the San Jose Mercury 
News, all showing the correct result. In their story Chess Life implied that Walter deliberately 
lost this game. What do you think?  
 
It has been a major disappointment that the online chess databases all have the result reversed, 
showing the game as a loss for me. I do not know how to get that fixed. 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. c3 Nf6 
3. e5 Nd5 
4. d4 cxd4 
5. Nf3 Nc6 
6. cxd4 d6 
7. exd6 Qxd6 
8. Nc3 g6 
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 9. Nb5 Qd8 
10. Bc4 a6 
11. Bxd5 axb5 
12. Qb3 e6 
13. Bxc6+ bxc6 
14. Bg5 Qa5+ 
15. Bd2 Qa4 
16. Qe3 Qc4 
17. Ne5 Qd5 
18. Qf4 f5 
 

 
 
The opening has gone well for White. He is ahead in development, Black has a bad bishop, and 
his position is full of holes on the dark squares.   
 
19. O-O! c5? 
 
If 19…Rxa2 20. Rxa2 Qxa2 21. Nc6 Qxb2 22. Qc7 wins.  
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After the game Walter said advancing the c pawn was his key mistake. At the time I did not 
understand this remark. Now I do. The point is my bishop is limited in scope by the d4 pawn; its 
removal turns a bad piece into a monster. I also get control of the open d file. I thought he 
should have played Ra7.  
 
20. dxc5 Bxc5 
21. Bc3 Bb7 
22. Nf3 Rf8 
 
I do not know why he did not castle. 
 
23. Rad1 Qe4 
24. Qc7  
 
Forking c5 and h7. Now his position quickly collapses.  
 
24…Qc6 
25. Qxh7 e5 
26. Bxe5 Rf7 
27. Bg7 Qc7 
28. Rfe1+ Be4 
29. Qxg6 Qb6 
 
He has been desperately playing for traps. I am guessing he saw my next move but decided to 
gamble that I would miss it.  
 

 
 
30. Rxe4+ fxe4 
31. Qxe4+ Re7 
32. Qxa8+ Kf7 
33. Qf8+ Kg6 
34. Bd4 
 
Short of time, I chose to simplify and missed 34. Nh4+ Kh5 35. Qf5+ Kh4 36. g3 #   
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34…Bxd4 
35. Qxe7  
 
1-0 

Mike Splane vs GM Igor Ivanov  

San Mateo California 
September 23, 1989 
 
A few rounds later I faced another grandmaster. My confidence was sky high after my win the 
previous day and so I played as boldly as I could. 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. c3 Nc6 
3. d4 d5 
4. exd5 Qxd5 
5. Nf3 e6 
6. Be2 cxd4 
7. cxd4 Bb4+ 
8. Nc3 Nf6 
9. O-O Bxc3 
10. bxc3 O-O 
11. c4 Qd6  
12. Bb2 Rd8 
13. Qb3 Na5 
14. Qe3 b6 
15. Ne5 Bb7 
16. Rad1 Rac8 
17. f4 
 

 
 
17…Re8 
 
After the game 17…Rc7 was suggested by a spectator as being more logical, preparing to 
double rooks. He missed 18. Ba3 in response. 
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18. Bd3 h6 
 
I do not know why he played this.  
 
19. f5 exf5 
20. Rxf5 Ba6 
21. Qc1 Rc7 
 

 
 
How am I going to win this game?  
 
I have so many pieces aiming at his kingside, with his two queenside minor pieces out of play 
there must be a combination.  White would like to double rooks on the f-file and sack the 
exchange on f6. 
 
Opening the b2 –g7 diagonal with d4-d5 runs into a tactical sequence – the c4 pawn is pinned 
by the c7 rook. I played it anyway.  
 
22. d5! Nxd5! 
23. Nxf7 Rxf7 
24. Rxd5 Qc6 
25. c5!  
 
This looks like a blunder; after 25…Bb7 the rook will be pinned thanks to the mate threat on g2 
and will lack pawn protection.  I was setting a trap.  
 
25…Bb7  
26. Bb1 Rd7  
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27. Qc2!  
 
Guarding g2 and freeing the rook to move and capture on d7, while simultaneously threatening 
a devastating check on h7. White wins material.  
  
27…Qxd5 
 
Only move. 
 
28. Qh7+ Kf8 
29. Rxd5 Bxd5 
30. c6 Nxc6 
 
I could have played 30. cxb6, with the same idea of clearing the a3-g8 diagonal, but that 
allowed counterplay with 30…Re2.  
 
31. Ba3+ Ree7 
32. Bxe7+ Nxe7 
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How am I going to win this game?  
  
Black has material compensation for his queen and a solid fortress-like position, but his king is a 
little bit too exposed and now his pieces do not coordinate well to create threats. I should try to 
keep his pieces tied down and gradually advance my kingside pawns to break down his fortress. 
If I can get a passed pawn, it will be a winning advantage.  
 
Time was also a big factor. I was well behind on the clock and the time control was Game/30. 
Black just needs to play safe for thirty or so moves and I will lose on time. 
 
Let’s see what happened. 
 
33. Qd3 Ke8 
34. Qg3 Nc6 
35. Bg6+ Kd8 
36. a3 Be6 
 
I saw 36 Bf5 was winning right after I touched the a-pawn.   
 
37. Be4 Na5 
38. Qb8+ Ke7 
39. Qe5 
 

 
 
The threat of 40…Bf5 wins a pawn.  It takes a while, but the rest is technique. 
 
39…g5  
40. Qg7+ Kd6  
41. Qxh6 g4 
42. Qf4+ Ke7 
43. Qg5+ Kd6 
44. Bf5 g3 
45. Qxg3+ Ke7  
46. Bxe6 Kxe6 
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47. h4 Nb7  
48. h5 Nd6 
49. Qg6+ Ke5 
50. h6 Nf7 
51. h7 Nh8 
52. Qe8+ Kd6 
53. Qxh8 Kc7 
54. Qe5+ Kb7 
55. h8=Q Rc7 
56. Qd5+ Ka6 
57. Qb2 Rc5  
58. Qe2+ Ka5 
59. Qdd2+  
 

 
 
I had eight seconds left on my clock. 
 
1-0 
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Section 13 Palo Alto Years 1991 to 1993 

Jay Whitehead vs Mike Splane  

US Masters Class Championship  

September 28, 1991   

 
I lost a pawn in the early middle-game but managed to keep just enough counterplay to hold the 
balance for a long time. Eventually he got a little careless and missed a tactic.  
  

1. d4 d5   

2. Nf3 e6   

3. c4 c5   

4. cxd5 exd5   

5. g3 Nc6    

6. Bg2 Nf6    

7. 0-0 Be7    

8. Nc3 0-0    

9. Bg5 cxd4    

10. Nxd4 Re8    

11. Qa4 Qb6    

12. Nxc6 Qxc6    

13. Qb3 Be6    

14. Rad1 Ne4    

 

 
 
 
This was my second game playing this opening. I did not know what I was doing.  
 
15. Be3 Nxc3    

16. bxc3 Bf6    

17. Bxd5 Bxd5    

18. Rxd5 Qxc3    
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19. Qxb7 Qc4    

20. Rd2 Rad8    

21. Rxd8 Rxd8    

22. Qxa7 Qxe2    

23. Bb6 Re8   

 

 
 
If it was not for the a-pawn, we could call it a draw. My only hope to avoid an endgame loss is to 

somehow generate counterplay against his king. 

   

24. Qd7 h5    

25. a4 h4    

26. a5 Re7    

27. Qd5 Re5    

28. Qg2 Re6    

29. g4 Qb5    

30. h3 Bc3    

31. Rc1 Qb2    

32. Rd1 Qe2    

33. Rd8+ Kh7    

34. Qd5 g6    

35. Kg2 Rf6    
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I am completely lost here after Qd1 or Rf8 or Rd7. 

 
36. Be3? Be1! 

 

With the threat of 37…Rxf2+ 

 

37. Qd4?  

 

37. Qc5 holds everything. 

 
37…Qf3+    

38. Kg1 Bxa5    

39. Rb8 Bc7    

40. Rb7?  

 

 
 

40...Rd6!   
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I think he was hoping for 40…Qxb7 41. Qxf6 Bb8 42. Bd4.  

This move wins the queen since he cannot allow 41…Rd1+ 

   

41. Rxc7 Rxd4    

42. Bxd4 Qd1+    

43. Kg2 Qxd4    

44. Rxf7+ Kg8    

45. Re7 Qd5+    

46. Kg1 Qf3    

47. Re3 Qd1+    

48. Kg2 Qd5+    

49. Kh2 Kf7    

 

 
 
With my king getting into play I now have very good winning chances. 

 

50. Kg1 Qd1    

51. Kg2 Kf6    

52. Rc3 Qd5+    

53. Kg1 Ke5    
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Jay angrily exclaimed, “I have a fortress draw. You’re just trying to run me off the clock!” 

 

I smiled and calmly replied, “No, I’m planning to sac my queen for your rook on e3 and win the 

king and pawn ending.” 

 
Jay looked at the board for a moment, smiled and said “Oh, yeah. You’re right.” 

  

54. Rc8 Ke4    

55. Re8+ Kd3    

56. Re3+ Kd2    

57. Kh2 Qd6+    

58. Kg2 Qf4    

59. Re8 Qf7    

60. Re5 g5    

 

 
 
61. Rxg5 Qb7+    
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62. Kg1 Qf3    

63. Rf5 Qxh3    

64. Rg5 Qf3    

65. Ra5 h3    

66. Ra2+ Kc1     

 

 
 
0-1 

Alan Bishop vs Mike Splane 

March 21, 1992 
 
1. e4 e6 
2. d4 c5 
3. Nf3 cxd4 
4. Nxd4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 d6 
6. g4 h6 
7. h4 Be7 
8. g5 hxg5 
9. Bxg5 Nc6 
10. Qd2 a6 
11. O-O-O Bd7 
12. f4 b5 
13. Bg2 Rc8 
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14. Ndxb5? axb5 
15. Nxb5 d5!  
16. exd5 Nb4 
 
Now Black has threats all over the place. White decides to sacrifice the queen rather than 
retreat his knight to a3. He is already down one piece so that decision makes practical sense. 
The next four moves are forced for both sides.  
 
17. d6 Rxc2+ 
18. Qxc2 Nxc2 
19. dxe7 Qa5 
20. Nd6+ Kxe7 
21. Kxc2 Qxa2 
 

 
 
Black has a queen versus White’s extra rook and bishop, but isn’t his queen trapped by 22. 
Ra1? Yes, but 22…Ba4+ gives Black control of the b3 square and the queen escapes with 
check.  
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22. Rd4 Ba4+ 
23. Kd3 Rb8 
 
Playing for mate. 
 
24. Be4 Qxb2 
25. Ke3 Rd8 
 

 
 
The knight is pinned and now White loses even more material. If 26. Rd2 Qb6+  
 
26. Rxa4 Qb3+ 
 
0-1  
 

Mark Gagnon vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
August 16, 1993 
 
A great fighting game, I love this beautiful game, even though I lost. Dana Mackenzie called this 
game “chess from Mars”  
 
1. g4 e5 
2. h3 Bc5 
3. c4 b5 
4. b4 Bxf2+ 
5. Kxf2 Qh4+ 
 
5…Qf6+! 6. Nf3 e4 saves a critical tempo. In the game we reached this same position but with 
the white pawn on d3. 
 
6. Ke3 Qg3+ 
7. Nf3 Qf4+  
8. Kf2 e4 
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9. d3 Qf6 
10. Bg5 Qxa1 
11. Qc2  
 

 
 
11…exf3?  
 
after 11…a5! The a-file is opened, and the Black queen escapes the trap. 
 
12. Nc3 Bb7 
13. Bg2 Qxc3 
14. Qxc3 fxg2 
15. Qe5+ Kf8 
16. Rc1  
 

 
 
16…d6 
17. Qxb5 Bc6 
18. Qa5 f6 
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I could not find any way to defend the queenside and if I lose the b7 bishop the g2 pawn falls. I 
decided my only chance was to open the h-file and get my rook to h1, no matter what it cost. 
 
19. Bf4 g5 
20. Bg3 h5 
21. Qxc7  
 

 
 
21…hxg4 
 
If 21…Ne7 22. Qd8+ wins  
 
22. Bxd6+ Ke8 
23. Qg7 Rxh3 
24. Qxg8+ Kd7 
25. Bxb8  
 

 
 
Threatening 26. Qf7+ and 27 Qc7+, so Black is forced to give up the exchange on b8.  
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25…g3+ 
26. Ke3 Rxb8 
27. Qxb8 Rh1 
 

 
 
28. b5!! Rxc1 
29. bxc6+ Ke7 
 
I cannot put my king on any squares that allow a queen check on the long diagonal, when the 
g2 pawn falls. I cannot allow him to capture on f6 with check. I must keep my king within the 
square of the c6 pawn. As it turns out, I cannot do all three. Mark had to have seen all this when 
he let me take his rook. 
 
30. Qc7+ Ke8 
31. Qd7+ Kf8 
32. Qd6+ Kg7 
33. Qxg3 g1=Q 
34. Qxg1 Rxg1 
35. c7 1-0 
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Mike Splane vs Steve Schonhaut 

Chess Academy of Palo Alto 
January 30, 1993 
 
1. e4 e5 
2. f4 d5 
3. exd5 c6 
4. Nc3 exf4 
5. Nf3 Bd6 
6. d4 Ne7 
7. Bc4 O-O 
8. O-O Bg4 
9. Qe1 Ng6 
 

 
 
Steve knew this variation quite well and I was improvising. I knew just enough to not capture on 
c6, helping Black to develop his problem b8 knight.  
 
10. Ne5? Bxe5 
11. dxe5 Qe7 
 
This was an unpleasant surprise. I had missed the threat of 12. ...Qc5+ winning a piece. 
 
12. Bb3 f3 
13. gxf3 Bh3 
14. Rf2 Nxe5 
15. Bf4 Nbd7 
16. Qe4 Rae8 
17. dxc6 bxc6 
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18. Re1? Nxf3+ 
 
I simply missed this. Luckily, I am not completely dead. The next moves are all forced. 
 
19. Rxf3 Qc5+ 
20. Ree3 Rxe4 
21. Nxe4 Qh5 
 
Now I saw that my intended 22. Rxh3 does not win a piece because of 22…Qg4+ I was not 
having one of my better days. 
 
22. Bd6 Be6 
23. Bxf8 Nxf8 
24. Bxe6 Nxe6 
 

 
 
At least I have material equality, but Black’s queen and pawn should outweigh the rooks. My 
king is too exposed, and I will have trouble holding on to all of the queenside pawns. The only 
way to win this game is to generate a kingside attack. 
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25. Nd6 f6 
26. Nf5 Ng5 
27. Rf1 h6 
28. Re7 Qg4+ 
29. Kh1 Nf7 
 

 
 
Now I have hope! 
 
30. Nxg7 Qb4 
31. Nf5 Qxb2 
32. Rxa7 Qxc2 
33. Rg1+ Ng5 
34. Nxh6+ Kf8 
 

 
 
If 34…Kh8 35. Nf7+ is equal. My next move looks like a blunder but is a trap. The time control 
was game in an hour and both of us were blitzing out our moves. 
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35. Re1 Nf3 
 
If it was not for the checkmate threat this move would have won the game for Black. 
 
36. Rf7 # 
 

Section 14 LERA Brilliancy Nominees 1992 to 1993 

Jeff Washburn vs Mike Splane 

Lockheed Employee Center  
March 7, 1992 
 
I am including this game because of the highly original combination starting with 30…Ra1 and 
ending in a neat mating net. I was proud of my positional play in this game and nominated it for 
a brilliancy prize, which of course it did not win. Coincidentally, I played a real brilliancy prize 
winner type game later that same day. I will show that next. 
 
1. e4 e6 
2. d3 c5 
3. Nf3 Nc6 
4. g3 d5 
5. Bg2 dxe4 
6. dxe4 Qxd1+ 
7. Kxd1 b6! 
 

 
 
I had some development problems, but after this move all my pieces will coordinate with each 
other. The idea is to put the bishop on b7 and exert pressure on the long diagonal. The e4 pawn 
is going to be a permanent weakness. The secondary idea is to play Ng8-f6-g4 when Rf1 can 
be met with Ba6.  
 
8. Bf4 h6 
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Playing to provoke h4, which weakens both the g4 and g3 squares. White doesn’t sense the 
danger. 
 
 9. h4? Bb7 
10. c3 Nf6 
11. Nbd2 Ng4 
12. Ke1 e5 
13. Be3 Nxe3 
14. fxe3 Rd8 
15. Nc4  
 

 
 
15...b5!  
 
If 16. Nxce5? Bd6 wins the g3 pawn and opens the position for Black’s bishop pair. 
 
16. Na3 a6 
17. Ke2 c4 
 
Making room for the knight to go to c5 and add another attacker of the e4 pawn.  
 
18. Rhd1 Bd6 
19. Rd2 Ke7 
20. Nc2? Nb8 
 
Threatening the e-pawn gains a useful tempo to reposition the knight. White could have 
prevented this maneuver if he had doubled rooks on his last move. 
 
21. Nfe1 Nd7 
22. a4 Nc5 
23. axb5 axb5 
24. Ra7 
 
The pin is the only way to save the e pawn, but it allows me to take control of the a-file. 
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24...Ra8 
25. Rxa8 Rxa8 
26. Nb4  
 

 
 
Time to cash in. Which piece should capture on e4? It turns out there is a trick in the position, 
which I spotted here.  
 
26...Bxe4 
27. Bxe4 Nxe4 
28. Rd5 Nxg3+ 
29. Kf3 Nf5 
30. Ng2  
 

 
 
30…Ra1! 
 
And here it is. The knight on g2 is going to fall. 
 
31. Rxb5 Rf1+ 
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32. Kg4  
 
If 32. Ke4 g6! threatens mate in two with Ke6 and Ng3. (The immediate 32…Ke6? is no good 
because of 33. Nf4+) and after 33. Kd5 Rf2 34. Ne1 Nxe3+ 35. Kc6 Re2 wins.  
 
32...h5+! 
33. Kg5 Nh6! 
 
Now my knight is safely protected, and mate follows quickly. The immediate threats are Rf5# 
and Rg1 winning the knight.  
 
34. Nc6+ Ke6 
35. Nf4+ exf4 
36. Nd4+ Kd7 
37. exf4 Bxf4+ 
38. Kxh5 g6# 
 

 
 

Mike Splane vs Vitaly Kanzaveli  

Lockheed Employee Center  
March 7, 1992 
 
1. e4 Nf6 
2. Nc3 d5 
3. exd5 Nxd5 
4. Nxd5 Qxd5 
5. d4 Nc6 
 
I wanted to take Vitaly out of book, so I tried this goofy idea that I made up during the game. I 
played it on 3 or 4 other occasions and got great games every time. At the time I was trying to 
reach an IQP position from as many openings as possible.  
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6. Nf3 Bg4 
 
Nf3 is probably an inaccuracy, as it allows Bg4… so 6. Be3 is better.  
 
7. Be2 Rd8 
8. Be3 e6 
9. O-O Be7 
10. h3 Bh5 
11. c3 O-O 
12. Qb3 Qd6 
 
The stronger player avoids the queen exchange, a reasonable approach.  
 
13. Rfe1  
 
Unpinning the knight. White plays to prevent the “freeing” ...e6-e5. Black’s position is a bit 
cramped, it’s not clear how he will get his rooks into play, so taking on b7 is not a good idea for 
White. 
 
13…b6 
14. Rad1 Bf6 
15. Qb5 Bg6 
16. Bg5  
 
White continues his strategic theme of preventing …e5 and takes the opportunity to get rid of 
his “bad” bishop.  
 

 
 
16...a6 
 
Ultimately this is too weakening. He does not have a shred of counterplay, and he creates 
several imbalances. I first made sure that I could get the queen back into safety and then I 
grabbed the pawn.  
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I think Black may have thought he had a perpetual check on my queen if I took the a-pawn.  
 
17. Qxa6 Bxg5 
18. Nxg5 Ra8 
19. Qc4 Bc2 
20. Rc1 Ra4 
21. b4  
 
This is what Black missed. He was counting on 21. Qb5 Ra5 winning the knight.  
 
21...Bg6 
22. Bf3 Ne7 
 

 
 
White is in great shape here: a good pawn ahead with a favorable pawn structure and control of 
the central files and the f3-a8 diagonal. With White controlling a8, the Black rook on a4 is out of 
action for the foreseeable future, and I am essentially playing with an extra piece on the 
kingside. 
 
How do I win this game? 
 
This is where I asked myself “what does Black want to do?” The answer is 23...h6 24. Ne4 Rfa8 
to put pressure on the a-pawn.  
 
I thought about the interesting piece sacrifice 23. Nxe6 fxe6 24. Rxe6 Bf7 (24...Q moves 25. 
Rxg6+) 25. Rxd6 Bxc4 26. Rd7 Rf7 and White does not get enough. But I can make it work 
with… 
 
23. Qb3! 
 
After this move the knight sacrifice is threatened, because after Rd7 both of Black’s minor 
pieces will be hanging. 
 
23...Qd7 
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Looks logical, getting the queen off the third rank seems to prevent Ne6. Perhaps 23...Kh8 is a 
better try. I can see why he played the queen move; it sets a very nice trap which I almost fell 
into.  
 
24. Nxe6!!  
 
As it turns out, the queen is overloaded, having to guard the knight and the a4 rook. And the 
knight cannot move without allowing Bc6.  
 
24...fxe6  
25. Rxe6 Kh8!  
 

 
 
The trap is 26. Rxe7?? Qxe7 27. Qxa4 Rxf3 28. gxf3 Qg5+ 29. Kh2 Qf4+ with a perpetual 
check. When we reached his position he smiled, I was sure he was thinking I had missed this. 
He was right, I did miss it in my initial calculation. But while he was thinking over his 25th move, I 
spotted the trap and also saw its refutation. 
 
26. Rce1!  
 
If he lets me take the knight next move, I’m three pawns up and it’s smooth sailing. He decides 
to give back the trapped rook.  
 
26...Ng8  
27. Bc6 Qf7  
28. Qxa4 Qxf2+ 
29. Kh1 Qd2 
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30. Qa3! 
 
Not only guarding the c3 pawn, but the secondary point is also to avoid counterplay. Black 
would like to play Ng8-f6-h5-f4. I’m going to play b5 next move to attack the rook and either 
force it off the f file or force him to put his king on the more exposed g8 square. The move b5 
also has the virtue of protecting the c6 bishop, preventing any tactical tricks based on having an 
unguarded piece.  
 
30...Nf6 
31. b5 Kg8 
32. R6e2 Qd3  
33. Re3 Qc2 
 

 
 
I could play 34. Qb3+ and win the ending but I thought I would have an even bigger advantage if 
captured his two queenside pawns. In my greed I ignored one of my “rules” - when you are 
already have a winning material advantage you don’t need to be up even more material, you 
just need to simplify.  
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34. Qe7  
 
Not only threatening the c-pawn, but the idea is to first play 35. Rg3 and force him to block the f 
file with 35...Bf7 
 
34...Bf7 
35. Rf1  
 
Threatening 36. Rxf6 gxf6 37. Rg3+ Bg6 38. Bd5+ 
 
35...Qxa2 
36. Qxc7 Bc4 
 

 
 
37. Rxf6!!  
 
My “intuition” told me this must be good, but I was tired and was having trouble figuring out how 
to polish him off. The 39th move Qd8 is the key idea and once I found the follow up 40 Bd5+ 
everything went like clockwork.  
 
37...Rxf6 
38. Re8+ Rf8 
39. Qd8! Qa3 
40. Bd5+ Bxd5 
41. Qxd5+ Kh8 
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42. Qf7! Qc1+ 
43. Kh2 Qf4+ 
44. Qxf4 Rxe8 
45. Qc7  
 
Now the d pawn is unstoppable Black resigned. 
 
I submitted this game to the brilliancy prize judges and it did not win. Unfortunately, we were not 
allowed to submit notes, just the game transcripts. The committee awarded the prize to a game 
that featured a routine Bxh7 sacrifice and king hunt. I have always felt I was “robbed.”  
 

Mike Splane vs Agnis Kauga 

Lockheed Employee Center 
November 29, 1993 
 
Agnis thought for over half an hour on move 31 and set a nice trap which I fell into. On move 35 
it was my turn to think for over half an hour. The analysis was the deepest and most 
complicated analysis I ever had to do in my entire playing career. I was so pleased with this 
effort I dropped out of the tournament so I would have the rest of the day to savor the victory 
 
About this game, Mike Arne wrote, “I just looked over this fantastic game. How in the world did 
you never become a GM?” 
  
Dana Mackenzie featured this game in a post on his chess blog, entitled “Superhuman Moves.”  
http://www.danamackenzie.com/blog/?p=4185 
 
1. e4 Nf6  
2. e5 Nd5  
3. d4 d6  
4. c4 Nc6 
5. f4 dxe5  
6. fxe5 Nc6  
7. Be3 Bf5  

http://www.danamackenzie.com/blog/?p=4185
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8. Nc3 e6 
9. Nf3 Be7  
10. Be2 0-0  
11. 0-0  f6  
12. exf6 Bxf6 
13. Qd2 Qe8  
14. c5  
 
I would not play this way today. I like 14. b3 followed by eventually pushing the a-pawn to gain 
queenside space. 
 
14… Nd5  
15. Nxd5 exd5  
16. Rae1 Qg6 
17. b4 Rae8  
18. b5  
 

 
 
18...Nb4 
 
I missed this idea and had to scramble to survive the immediate threats. 
 
19. Rd1 Bc2  
20. Rc1 Bd3   
21. Rc3 Bxe2  
22. Qxe2 c6  
23. Rfc1 
 
If 23. a3? Nc2 saves the piece.  
 
23...cxb5  
24. Rb3 Nc6 
25. Qxb5 Rf7  
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26. Bf2 Ref8  
27. Qe2 Re7  
28. Qb2 Na5   
29. Rb5 Nc4  
30. Qb3 a6  
31. Rxb7 
 

 
 
Agnis was planning to play 31...Na5 but as his hand was over the knight he saw 32. Qxd5+. 
After a long think, almost twenty minutes, he played:  
 
 31...Re2 
 
After the game he pointed out that this lost to 32. Rc4 but since he was already losing he 
decided he had to gamble that I would not see it. And I did not.  
 
32. Rb8?? Rb2   
33. Rxf8+ Kxf8  
34. Qa4 Ne3!! 
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This was a complete shock to me. I took a few moments to regain my composure and then I set 
to work to try and find a way to stave off defeat. It took me half an hour or more to calculate 
everything out.  
 
35. g3!!  
 
This active defense calls for sacrificing two pieces for tempos. It holds, but just barely. At first I 
could not see how I was losing after 35. Ne1 but it looked too passive, and my instincts told me 
to avoid playing it. I was worried about 35. Ne1 Rxf2 36. Kxf2 Ng4+ 37. Kg1 Qh6   
 
35...Qe4  
36. c6!! 
 

 
 
Note that it is important to NOT check on a3, but to hold that move in reserve. The queen is well 
placed right where it is in most lines, and the check can always be played later if the queen is 
needed on the third rank. But the key reason is that checking drives his king to f7, when I do not 
queen the c pawn with check, and my counterplay is one tempo too slow. 
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The following variations were analyzed before I made my 35th move. 

• If 36....Qxf3 37. Qxa3+ and 38. Qxe3. 

• If 37 Kxf2 Ng4+ 38. Kg2 Qe2+ 39. Kh3 Qxf3 when 40...Nf2 or 40…Ne3 wins 

• If 38....Rxh2+ 39. Kxh2 Ng4+ 40. Kh3 Nf2+ 41. Kg2 escapes the checks. 

• If 37...Rxf3 38. c8/Q+ Kf7 39. Qad7+ Be7 42. Qce8+ Kf6 43. Rc6+ Kg5 44. h4+ 
Qxh4 45. Qexe7+ 

 
Black should play 36...Kf7 which threatens 37...Qf3, so I would need to move my queen to a3 
and he has gained a tempo for his attack. The key idea is I do not queen with check.  
 
36...Rxf2?   
37. c7! Rg2+   
38. Kh1 Rc2   
 

  
 
I missed this defense during my long analysis, but I am still winning. 
 
39. c8/Q+ Rxc8  
40. Rxc8+ Kf7   
41. Qd7+  
 
If 41....Be7 42. Qe8+ Kf6 43. Rc6+ Kf5 44. Qh5+ g5 45. Qh3+ any 46. Qh7#. I found the mate 
with Qh3+ and Qh7 before I played 35. g3.  
 
41...Kg6   
42. Qe8+ Qxe8  
43. Rxe8 Nc2   
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44. Rc8  
Forcing simplification. The Rook vs bishop ending is a clear win for White. 
  
44...Nxd4    
45. Nxd4 Bxd4  
46. Rd8 Bc3   
47. Rxd5 a5   
48. Kg2 Kf6   
49. Kf3 Ke6   
50. Ke4 Be1  
51. Rb5 Bb4   
52. Rb6+ Kf7   
53. Kf5 g6+  
54. Ke5 Bc3+   
55. Kd5 Be1  
56. Rb7+  
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After 56...Kg8 White plays his king to b5, plays a4, and sacs the exchange to win the pawn on 
a5.  
1-0 
 

Section 15 College Years 1994 to 2004 

I flunked out of college on my first try. In 1994 I tried again. This time I was a star student, 

graduating Magna Cum Laude in 2001. I had been such an exceptional student I was invited to 

come back and teach. I taught and worked on getting an MBA degree from 2002-2004. I loved 

teaching right from the start and after doing it for twenty years I still do. During my student years 

I only rarely played chess.  

Mike Splane vs Teri Lagier 

Burlingame California 
August 12, 1997 
 
1. e4 c6  
2. d4 d5 
3. exd5 cxd5 
4. c4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 e6 
6. a3 Be7 
7. Nf3 O-O 
8. Bd3 Nbd7 
9. O-O dxc4 
10. Bxc4 Nb6 
11. Ba2 Nbd5 
12. Qd3 h6 
13. Ne5 Qc7 
 

 
 
Here I spotted an unusual tactic. His queen is not guarded, and he would be losing a pawn if my 
bishop was on b1.  
 
14. Bb1 Nxc3 
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15. bxc3 Rd8  
 
Looks logical, putting pressure on the half open file and giving his king a flight square so there 
are no tricks with Qh7 mate.  
 
16. Bxh6! Bd6 
 
The point is 16…gxh6?? loses to 17. Qg3+. The Black King moves and the knight on e5 checks, 
discovering an attack on his queen.  
 
 17. Ng4! 
 
Keeping up the pressure. I could not see a forced win, so this was purely an intuitive sacrifice. 
 
17…gxh6 
18. Nxf6+ Kg7 
19. Nh5+ Kf8 
20. Qe3 Bxh2+ 
21. Kh1 Bd6 
22. Qxh6+ Ke7  
 

 
 
Here I had to think for a few minutes. How am I going to win this game?  
 
If Black is given time to develop, he will win with b6, Bb7, Rh8, and Rag8.  
 
Eventually I found the strongest line. 
 
23. Qf6+ Kf8 
24. Bg6!  
 
The Black queen is overloaded; it must guard both f7 and d8. 
 
24...Ke8  
25. Bxf7+ Kd7 
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If 25...Qxf7 26. Ng7+ Kf8 27. Qxd8+ Kxg7 28. Qxd6. 
 
26. Qxe6+ Kc6 
27. Qd5+ Kd7 
 

 
 
28. Rfe1 Rh8 
29. Qb5+ Qc6  
30. Be8+!  
 
After 30...Rxe8 31. Nf6+ Kc7 32. Nxe8+ Kd7 33. Nxd6 wins. 
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Analysis Diagram 
 
1-0 

Peter Thiel vs Mike Splane 

Burlingame Chess Club  
October 25, 2001  
 
Peter won every other game he played in this tournament, against mostly master opposition. I 
had a draw with Rodolfo Hernandez (2206) and finished second. 
 
This was the only tournament I played in during 2001, and I was probably playing at my peak 
career strength, only allowing two draws. I absolutely crushed several really strong masters, 
 
1. e4 g6 
2. d4 Bg7 
3. Nf3 c5 
4. Bc4 cxd4 
5. Nxd4 Qa5+ 
6. c3 Nf6 
7. Nd2 O-O 
8. O-O Nc6 
9. Re1 Nxd4 
10.cxd4 
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10...d5? 
 
If I was going to play d5 I should have played it a move earlier.  
 
11. exd5 Nxd5 
12. Nb3 Qd8 
13. Bg5 h6 
 
I thought I was probably lost here, his pieces are all so active, so I switched my thinking into 
survival mode. My plan was to keep my pieces as active as possible, even if I had to give up 
material or make positional concessions and pray he would miss a tactic.  
 
14. Bh4  
 

 
 
14. …Bf6 
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After the game I looked at this position with a chess engine. It came up with the move 14...b6, 
giving up the e pawn immediately and gaining the two bishops as compensation. The knight on 
b3 has nowhere to go and Black will control all the light squares. That was a better way to play. 
After the inferior move 14…Bf6 I am always fighting an uphill battle just to survive. 
 
15. Qf3 Bxh4 
16. Bxd5 a5 
 
Driving the knight away from the b-file maintains material equality.  
 
17. Rad1 e6 
18. Bxb7 Bxb7 
19. Qxb7 a4 
20. Nc5 Rb8 
21. Qe4 Rxb2 
 

 
 
Forcing White to weaken his kingside, I was starting to feel better about my chances.  
 
22. g3 Bf6 
23. a3 Re8?  
 
I wanted to play...Qa8 without giving him a forking opportunity with Nd7, but this walks into a 
fork Nd7. 
 
A better idea is 23...Qe7 and...Rd8 
 
24. Re3 Qa8 
25. d5 Bg5! 
 
The rook has no good retreat squares, so White is forced to weaken his kingside even more. 
 
26. f4 Bd8 
27. Nxa4  
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If I retreat with the rook, the best I can hope for is a hard-fought draw. I am a pawn down with no 
counterplay, but if I try to keep the rook active it runs out of squares. 
 
27…Ra2!  
 
I have just enough counterplay on the a7 f2 diagonal to make this playable. If 28 Qc4? Qa7. 
White’s next move makes Qc4 a real threat. 
 
28. Kh1 f5 
29. Qc4 Qa7 
30. Nc5 Rxa3 
31. Rxe6 Rxe6 
32. dxe6 Be7 
 

 
 
I thought I was ok here. His next move shocked me. 
 
33. Rd8+!!  
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The more I looked at this position, the more hopeless it looked. I am losing at least a piece. I 
was ready to resign, but then I spotted a beautiful saving resource. 
 
33…. Kh7 
34. Rd7 Qa8+ 
 
All the spectators thought I would resign here, but I still had a trick up my sleeve. I am going to 
mate White! 
 
35. Nb7 Ra1+ 
36. Kg2 g5! 
37. Rxe7+ Kg6 
38. Rd7  
 

 
 
38...Ra2+ 
 
The White king cannot hide from the checks because of 39. Kh3 g4+ 40. Kh4 Rxh2 #.  
 
39. Kf1 Qa3 
40. Rd3 Ra1+ 
 
After the game Chris Murphy told me I missed a win here with 40…Qb2. I was afraid of 41. 
Qxa2 Qxa2 42. Re3 when the most I could hope for was a perpetual check. I have better 
winning chances by taking the knight and keeping all of the major pieces on the board.  
 
41. Ke2 Qb2+ 
42. Rd2 Qxb7  
43. Qd5 Qb1 
44. Rd1 
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44…Ra2+ 
45. Rd2 Ra1 
46. Rd1 Ra2+ 
 
Drawn by repetition, a great game both players could be proud of. 
 

Robert Chan vs Mike Splane 

Burlingame Chess Club 
July 11, 2002 
 
1. e4 e6  
2. d4 c5 
3. Nf3 cxd4 
4. Nxd4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 Nc6 
6. Be3 Bb4 
7. f3 d5 
8. Bb5 Bd7 
9. Nxc6 bxc6 
10. Bd3 dxe4 
11. fxe4 Nxe4  
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The tactics seemed to all work out ok for Black. White played the most challenging move. 
 
12. Qg4 Nxc3 
13. Qxg7 Nd5+ 
14. c3 Bf8 
15. Qxh8 Nxe3 
16. Qxh7 Nxg2+ 
17. Kf1 Ne3+ 
18. Ke2 Qb6 
 

 
 
19. Bg6!  
 
I did not see this coming. I am in real danger of losing the initiative, so after a long think I 
decided to sacrifice the knight. I did not do much calculation; the sacrifice just seemed like it had 
to be right. With his king completely devoid of pawn cover and my two bishops, I thought I had 
plenty of compensation. My judgment turned out to be correct.  
 
19…Qxb2+ 
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20. Kxe3 Qxc3+ 
21. Bd3 Bc5+ 
22. Ke2 Qb2+ 
23. Bc2 
 

 
 
Now I must find the quickest way to activate my rook and light square bishop. One idea was to 
play Bc8 and Ba6+, but he can stop this with Qd3. I sat for over twenty minutes calculating the 
line 23...Bc8 24. Qd3 and the piece sacrifice Ba6!! Now 25. Qxa6 Qxc2+ 26. Kf3 Qf2+ 27. Kg4 
(other squares are forced mates) Qg2+ 28 Kf4. I felt like there had to be a mate, but I could not 
find it. After the game I spotted the beautiful retreat 28...Bf8!! when 29…Bh6+ and 30…Rd8+ 
set up unstoppable threats. 
 
Finally, I spotted the winning line: 27…Qf5+ 28. Kg3 Qg5+ 29. Kf3 Qe3+ 30. Kg4 f5+ 31. Kh5 
Qh3+ 32. Kg6 Qg4+ 33. Kf6 Be7+ 34. Kxe6 Qe4 # 
 
I am going to win a brilliancy! With a great sense of anticipation, I played:  
 
23...Bc8  
 
To my surprise and vast disappointment, he played:  
 
24. Qe4  
 
I was shocked. There was just no way he could have calculated everything I saw. How did he 
know to avoid 24 Qd3?  
 
After the game I asked him what he was thinking here. He said 24. Qd3 would be met by 24… 
a5 and 25...Ba6 cannot be stopped. Of course, it was all so simple. Sometimes it pays to look at 
more than one candidate move.  
 
The rest is an unstoppable king hunt. 
 
24...Ba6+ 
25. Kf3 Qf6+ 
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26. Kg4 Ke7!  
 
Now the rook enters the game and it’s all over.  
 
27. h4 Rg8+ 
28. Kh3 Qc3+ 
 

 
 
 
0-1  
 
He never moved his rooks.  
 

Mike Splane vs Peter Thiel 

Burlingame Chess Club 
August 1, 2002 
 
After my previous year’s encounter with Peter, I was really looking forward to this rematch. 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. c3 e5 
3. Nf3 Nc6 
4. Bc4 Qc7 
5. O-O Nf6 
6. Re1 Be7 
7. Na3 a6 
8. d4 cxd4 
9. cxd4 Bxa3 
10. bxa3 d6 
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I was not sure how to proceed here. I decided to release the tension in the center so my bishops 
would have open lines.  
 
11. dxe5 Nxe5 
12. Nxe5 dxe5 
13. Qa4+  
 
This check loses two tempos.  
 
13...Bd7 
14. Qb4 a5 
15. Qb3 Bc6 
16. Bb2  
 

 
 
16...O-O 
 
If 16…Nxe4? 17. Bd5 Nd2 18. Bxc6+ Qxc6 19. Rxe5+ 
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17. Rac1 a4 
18. Qg3 Rfe8 
19. Qh4 Rad8 
 

 
 
20. Rc3?  
 
The plan of lifting the rook to bring it to g3 turns out to be too impatient. I have an enduring a 
positional advantage after 20. f3. 
 
I spotted the queen sacrifice idea as soon as I moved. I sweated bullets for a few seconds but 
did not have to wait long. I could see his eyes light up. 
 
20...Bxe4 
 
Basically, all my moves are now forced. I was incredibly lucky to survive. 
 
21. Bb5 Qb6 
22. Bxe8 Qxb2 
23. Rg3 Qd2 
24. Rf1 Kf8 
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25. Bb5  
 
If 25 Bxa4?? Rd4 26. Bb3 Bf5 
 
25...Rd5 
26. f3 Rxb5 
27. fxe4 Qd4+ 
28. Kh1 Nxe4 
29. Rgf3 Nf6 
 

 
 
I have survived the attack and, despite my material inferiority, the endgame is winning for me.  
 
30. Qxd4 exd4 
31. Rd3 Rb2  
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Here Peter offered a draw, and I accepted the offer. I still do not know why; maybe I just liked 
the idea of a billionaire “owing me one.” or maybe I just liked the quality of the game up to this 
point and did not want to drag it out into a mundane ending, or maybe I did not think I deserved 
to win after accidentally allowing the 20. Be4 tactic. I think it was a combination of all three. 

Mike Splane vs Gary Lambert 

Burlingame Chess Club 
September 18, 2002 
 
1. e4 Nf6  
2. Nc3 d5 
3. exd5 g6 
4. Bb5+ Nbd7 
5. Nf3 Bg7 
6. O-O O-O 
7. Re1 Nb6 
8. d4 a6 
 

 
 
Black’s move order stopped me from posting the bishop on b3, which is where I would want it to 
be if this position was a Caro Kan. The presence of the two c-pawns makes all the difference in 
where the bishop belongs. Black gets no pressure on the c-file and the c2 square does not need 
extra protection. 
 
9. Bf1 Re8 
10. h3 Bf5 
11. g4 Bc8 
12. Ne5 Nfxd5 
13. Nxd5 Nxd5 
 
I have learned from my earlier experiences. I make no effort to guard the d5 pawn, it just gets in 
my way, and I am perfectly comfortable with advancing the g pawn.  
 
14. Qf3 Rf8  
15. c4 Nf6 
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Guillermo Rey suggested 15...Nb4 as an improvement for Black, so I should have played c4 
before playing Qf3.  
 

 
 
How am I going to win this game?  
 
Black has no space and no way to untangle his pieces. About the only constructive thing he can 
do is play Nd7 and swap pieces on e5. In the meantime, I can develop my queenside and 
prepare a kingside attack.  
 
16. Be3 Nd7 
 
Black threatens to take twice on e5. Knowing what was coming, I was able to analyze a long 
forcing line.  
 

 
 
17. Rad1!  
 
This move sets up a winning attack if he takes on e5, but what else can he do?  
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17... Bxe5 
18. dxe5 Nxe5 
19. Qe4 Nd7 
20. Bh6 Re8 
21. Qd4 f6 
 
If 21...e5 22. Rxe5. 
 
22. Qd5+ e6 
23. Rxe6 Rxe6 
24. Qxe6+ Kh8 
 

 
 
25. Qf7 
 
I was still following the line I had analyzed at move 17. 
 
25...Qg8  
26. Rxd7 Qxf7 
27. Rxf7  
 
This is as far as I got in my analysis. Now I was delighted to see that I was also winning his 
bishop.  
 
27… Be6 
28. Re7  
 
This Alekhine-like sting at the end of the combination wins a second piece, since 28...Bg8 29. 
Bg7 is mate.   
 
1-0 
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Section 16 Kolty Chess Club 2005 to 2010 

Mark Kokich vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club  
January 13, 2005 
 
My first tournament game after moving to San Jose.  
 
1. d4 Nf6 
2. c4 c5 
3. Nf3 cxd4 
4. Nxd4 Nc6 
5. Nxc6 bxc6 
6. Nc3 e5 
7. Bg5 Rb8  
8. Qd2 d5 
 
There is no need to hurry with this move. Today I would play Bc5, d6, and Be6. Black’s position 
is rock solid and White has no effective plan. See the next game against Dharim Bacus.  
 
9. cxd5 cxd5 
10. Bxf6 gxf6 
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In the mid-80s I came up with a theory that doubled pawns were actually advantageous if you 
had control of the center and the two bishops, because of the open lines for the rooks and the 
difficulty of forcing the exchange of the knights for the bishops. I got into this kind of position so 
often that John Bidwell started calling these positions “the Splane middlegame.” 
 
When I played d5 I thought that I could play 11. Qxd5 Qxd5 12. Nd5 Rxb2 missing 13. O-O-O.  
 
11. e3 Be6 
12. Bb5+ Ke7 
13. Rd1 Rg8 
14. O-O d4 
 
I could not find a good quiet continuation, the d5 pawn is just too weak.  
 

 
 
15. exd4?  
 
After 15 Qe2 the bishop is protected for a second time and the d-pawn is pinned. White is 
clearly better. 
 
15...Rxb5 
16. Nxb5 Qd5 
17. f3 Qxb5 
18. dxe5 Qb6+ 
 
To stop the white queen from checking on d6 or d8. I would be happy to trade queens here, the 
rook and bishop pair are a stronger combination than the white rooks, so he must move the 
king. 
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19. Kh1 fxe5 
20. Qd3 f5 
21. Rfe1 Qxb2 
22. Qd8+ Kf7 
23. Rde2 Qc3 
 
Threatening Bb4 winning everything. White’s queen is trapped. 
 
24. Rde2 Be7 
25. Qd1  
 

 
 
25...Bh4 
 
If 26. g3 Qxf3+ 27 Rg2 Bd5 
 
26. Re3 Bxe1 
27. Rxc3 Bxc3 
28. Qc2 Rc8 
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Consolidating my position. “Loose pieces drop off” so I made sure everything was guarded. The 
three minor pieces will easily dominate the queen.  
 
29. g3 Bd4 
30. Qd2 Bd5 
31. Qd3 Kf6  
 

 
 
0-1 
 
A few years later I faced a similar position and came up with a better plan for Black. 

Mike Splane vs Alex Levitan  

Kolty Chess Club 

January 20 2005 

 

Every game against Alex was a tough struggle. His pieces were always well coordinated and 

active, and he had a great eye for deep tactical traps. I was so scared of his ability to set traps 

that I got in the habit of spending a lot of time double checking my analysis. As a result, I lost 

three “won” games when I ran out of time in complex positions. This was our first encounter.  

 

1. e4 e5   

2. Nc3 Nc6   

3. Nf3 Nf6    

4. d4 exd4   

5. Nd5 

 

The Belgrade Gambit. I am not sure it is sound after 5...Nb4, but how many people know this 

opening? My only previous opponent in this opening, Frisco Del Rosario, was sitting next to me 

at the start of this game. During that earlier game he exclaimed, “The Belgrade gambit!! I LOVE 

THE BELGRADE GAMBIT! Then he went down in flames in about 20 moves. I played it in this 

game partly because I thought Frisco would enjoy watching my game while he played his own.  
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5...Nxd5   

6. exd5 Nb4   

7. Bc4 

  

 7. c4 c5 8. a3 Na6 9. Bd3 is an untried pawn sac that may be interesting to play. White can get 

kingside play quite rapidly with Ng5, h4, Qh5 etc.  

  

7...Qe7+   

 

 
 
8. Kd2 

 

Frisco smiled in delight after I made this move and said, "I love you Mike." My opening books 

give this line as winning for White, but they are wrong. Next time I’ll play 8. Kf1 or 7. c4.  

 

8...Qc5    

9. Re1+ Be7   

  

I was not thinking yet, just following a known opening line. I am wondering if 9. Qe2+ Be7 

10. a3 is an improvement. Another idea is 9. Ne5 d6  

10. Re1 dxe5 11. Rxe5+ Be7 12. Qe2. Putting the queen behind the rook lets me threaten to 

capture on e7 without hanging my bishop.  

  

10. Qe2 0-0? 

  

10...b5 is the improvement. Black gains a tempo to develop his bishop on b7, giving his knight a 

safe square on d5. Black has won every game I’ve seen since this move was introduced. 

Castling simply loses a piece.  

  

11. a3 Re8   
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12. axb4 Qxb4+  

  

 I was hoping he would win my queen with 12... Bg5+ 13. Nxg5. Rxe2+ 16. 

Rxe2 Qf8 when 17. d6 wins. I am attacking with three pieces and his queen is all he has in play.  

  

13. Kd1  

  

Just playing it safe. 13. c3 may be stronger but I did not see a clear follow up after 13...Qc5  

 

13...d6  

14. Bb5! 

 
Driving the rook back to f8 is correct. I was missing a lot at the board, so I was lucky to survive 

the ensuing tactics. My other candidate line was 14. Nxd4 Bd7 15. c3 Qb6 16. Be3 

c5 17. dxc6 bxc6. I briefly considered 18. Qh5 but stopped analyzing due to 18...Qb2. At home I 

played with this line and found out that 18 Qh5 does win. 

  

This bothered me for a day, until I found a great move for Black 14...Bg4! If 15. f3 Bd7 the threat 

of Bh4 turns this variation around to favor Black. If 15. Qxg4 Qxc4 I cannot guard both d5 and 

d4. My intuition was right. It is vital to drive the rook off the e-file. 

  

Another interesting try that fails is 14. Ra4 Qxa4 15. Bb5 Qa5 16. b4 Qxb4 17. Bxe8 Bf8 [forced] 

18. Bxf7+ Kxf7 19. Qe8+ Kg8 20. Re7.  

Black can turn the tables in this line by interpolating 15...d3 16. Qxd3 Qg4 17. Bxe8 Bf5.  

  

14...Rf8  

 

 
 

15. Ra4 Qc5  

16. Rxd4 Bf6  

17. b4? Qc3 
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I underestimated this move when I was analyzing on move 14. I thought centralizing the rook 

would give me a clear and safe advantage and was still playing out moves I had previously 

analyzed without pausing to recheck them. I never even considered the better moves, 15. Qc4 

or 16. Qc4, getting the queens off. I was engrossed in trying to find a tactical solution to take 

advantage of the hanging bishop on e7. 15. Qxe7 Qxb5 16. Qe4 looks good too.  

  

18. Rc4 Qa1 

 

I got worried about Bb2 here, so I decided to drive the queen to a less active square. I missed 

that my bishop is semi-trapped on b5.  

 

19. Nd2 a6   

20. Nb3 Qa2   

21. Be8 Bf5   

 
He cannot capture the bishop on e8 because of the back rank mate so I have time to take 

another pawn. 

 
22. Rxc7 h6   

23. Bd7 Bg6  

24. f4  

 

Maybe 24. f4 was just a bad move but I did not see how he could activate his pieces. I was still 
dreaming of back row mates and wanted to push his bishop back to h7. 24. Bf4 with direct 
threats is stronger. 
 

 
 

24...a5!! 

 

After this fine pawn move Black manages to get some counter-play. I totally missed the point [… 

Bd8] During the game I KNEW I was missing something but could not figure out what it was. 
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After the game I realized how great a move this truly is. Black has a lot of play, and I may have 

to give back some material.  

 

25. bxa5 Bd8   

26. Rc4 Bxa5  

  

I am in a great deal of danger and did not realize it. Black is ok with shots like ...Bh5 or …Bxc2 

in my future if I move my rook from e1.  

 
My king is short of squares, and I am in danger of getting mated. The b3 knight is semi-pinned 

thanks to the hanging pawn on d5. 

  

27. Ra4?? Qxa4?? 

 

It is hard to resist trapping the queen, but it would not have hurt me to spend more than the 10 

seconds I “thought” about this move. Again, I am playing analysis from previous positions 

without re-checking it.  

  

27...Qxc2+ wins an exchange and a pawn. As usually happens in a blunder, I saw it instantly 

after I moved, and I had to sweat for a couple of minutes. I could see from their faces that some 

of the spectators saw it too. I was making a strong effort to not let my body language or facial 

expressions give anything away, but when he picked up his queen I about had a heart attack. 

Luckily he took the wrong piece. 

 
After extensive home analysis, I concluded that it is best to give up the exchange on e1 and 

push his other bishop back to h7 with 27. f5 Bxe1 28. Qxe1 Bh7 29. Rg4. I do not see how he is 

going to survive a frontal assault on his king. The queen can come to g3 or c3 as needed and 

my king is relatively safe. During the game, and afterwards in my home analysis, I was too 

greedy for material advantage, so it took me a long time to see that this was the correct idea.  

 

28. Bxa4 Bxe1   

29. Bd7 Bc3   

30. f5 Bh7   

31. g4 Be5 

 

With the bishop semi-permanently locked out of play on h7, White has an overwhelming force 

advantage.  

 

32. h4 Rfd8   

33. Bb5 Rac8   

34. Bd3 Re8   

35. Qf2 f6? 
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I was glad to see this weakening move, giving my knight the e6 square, 35...Kf8 may offer 

tougher resistance.  

 

 
 

36. Nd4 Rc5   

37. c4 Ra5   

38. Ne6 Kh8   

39 Qb6 Ra1 

40. Qxb7 Rg8 

 
I was ready for 40. … Rxe6 41. dxe6 Bf4 42. Qb2 Rxc1+ 43. Qxc1 Bxc1 44. e7! 
 
41. Kc2 

 

I lost the thread here. I was worried about ... Bf4 so I rushed to unpin the bishop, missing that 

my super-knight covered that square.  

 

41...Ra2+ 42. Kd1 

 

Back on the right track. The king would have been too exposed on the a and b files. Everything 

runs smoothly after this.  

 

42...Rg2   

43. g5 fxg5    

44. hxg5 hxg5    

45. Nxg5 Rg1+   
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46. Ke2! 

 

Not 46. Kc2? Rxc1+ 47. Kxc1 Bf4+ 48…Bxg5 when Black has a solid position.  

 

46...Rf8    

47. Qe7 Ra8   

48. Nf7+ Kg8    

49. Nxe5 dxe5  

 

This recapture was forced. 49...Rc1 loses to mate in 8, all checks with the queen and knight: 

Qe6, Nf7, Nd8, Qe8, Nf7, Ng5, Qh5, Qh7  

 

50. Be3 Rh1   

51. Qxe5 Kh8  

  

Rook checks lead nowhere.  

  

52. Bd4 Rg8   

53. d6 Bxf5 

  

There is nothing to do. The threats of Qg7+ and d6-d7-d8 overload the defense.  

 

54. Bxf5 Rh5   

55. d7 Rg5  
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X  
55...Rh7 56. Bxh7 Re8 was the only way to stop mate in 2. 
 
56.Qh2+ 1-0 

Serge Bierhuizen vs Mike Splane  

Kolty Chess Club May 29, 2008 

  

1 e4 e6   

2. d4 c5 

 

I like this move order to get into the Sicilian. It avoids the closed Sicilian and a couple of 

sidelines: 3. Bb5 and 4. Qd4 

  

3. c3 Nf6   

4. e5 Nd5   

5. f4  

  

This is too ambitious, the f4 pawn can become weak and his king gets exposed. As White in this 

position I play 5. Nf3. 

  

5...cxd4   

6. cxd4 Nc6   

7. Nf3 Bb4+   
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8. Kf2! 

  

Interposing loses the f pawn, and the king is quite safe on f2. 

  

8...a6 

  

I thought for 18 minutes here trying to come up with a good plan. I looked at this position on 

ChessLab.com and found two games with the plan of ...0-0 and …f6. Black got in trouble in both 

games; he does not have enough development to be opening lines like this. 

  

So I switched my attention to the queenside. First, I looked at sacrificing the bishop with 8…Qb6 

9. a3 Nxd4 10. Nxd4 Bc5 but 11. Be3 Nxe3 12. Kxe3 holds the piece. I also considered trying to 

open the center with 8...d6 but my pieces get shoved backwards with 9. a3 Ba5 10. b4 Bb6 

11. b5. 

  

8…a6 is correct, stopping the b2-b4-b5 plan. I should follow it up by retreating the bishop to e7 

on the next move. Then Black has easy development with b5, Bb7, Rc8 and d6.  

  

9. a3 Qa5?   

10. Bc4 Be7 

  

I had intended 10…. Nce7 followed by 11...b5, but it is too slow. 11. Ra2 wins my bishop. 10. 

Nbd2 was also strong. 

 

11. Ra2 

  

A critical loss of a tempo which gives me time to create counterplay in the center. After 

11. Bd2 Qb6 12. Bxd5 exd5 I like White’s game. 

  

11…d6   
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12. b4 Qd8  

 

 
 

13. g4? 

  

This is a strange decision. Perhaps he was planning to take on d5 and then push the f pawn. 

  

13...dxe5   

14. dxe5 Qb6+   

15. Kg3 

  

If 15 Ke2 I was going to castle, play Rd8, and fianchetto the queen bishop. 

  

15...Ne3   

16. Bxe3 

  

If 16. Qg1? Nxc4 wins a piece. If 16. Qd3 Nxc4 17. Qxc4 O-O I am a bit cramped.   

  

16...Qxe3   

17. Re2? 
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The move I was hoping for, opening the door for a beautiful combination. 17. Re1 loses in a 

similar way.  

  

17...Bh4+!  

18. Kxh4 Qxf4! 

  

Taking the knight loses to Rf1, but this zwish move turns the tables. The bishop is threatened 

but the main threat is 19...h5, so he must both drive away my queen and guard both minor 

pieces.  

  

19. Qc1 

 

He smiled and visibly relaxed. Mate is prevented, the bishop is guarded and if I take the knight 

my queen is trapped. 

 
19…Qxf3!  

20. Rf1? 

  

Played almost instantly, this blunder loses a rook. He was still smiling, but when I instantly made 

my reply. he slumped back in his seat. 20. Qf1 was forced. 
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20...g5+!    

21. Qxg5 

  

Forced. King moves lead to quick checkmate. 

  

21...Qxf1    

22. Nd2 Qc1! 

  

I spent a long time studying the position before deciding on this move. His only effective pieces 

are the queen and knight. This move pins the knight; if he moves it I will trade queens. To 

activate the knight he has to move his queen, but he doesn’t have a good square for it. On f6 it 

blocks the best checking square of the knight, on g7 it lets my queen get back to f4. 

  

23. Qg7 

  

If 23. Qf6 Rf8 24. Ne4 Ne7 25. Nd6+ Kd7 26. Nxf7 Ng6+ 

  

23...Rf8   

24. Ne4 Qf4 
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If 25. Nf6+ Ke7 26. Ng8+ Rxg8 27. Qxg8 Nxe5 is crushing. 

 
If 25. Nf6+ Ke7 26. Nxh7 Bd7 28. Nxf8 Rxf8 with no problems. 

 

If 25. Nd6+ Ke7 26. Re4 Qxh2+ 27. Kg5 Rg8! 28. Qxg8 h6 mates. This was the line I was 

hoping to play. 

  

25. Ng5 is the most dangerous. If 25…Qxc4 26. Nxh7 Qxe2 27. Qxf8 Kd7 

28. Qd6+ Ke8 29. Nf6#  

 

During the game I thought I could play 25. Ng5 Nd4 with the dual threat of Nxe2 and Nf5+ but 

after 26. Kh5! Nxe2 27. Nxh7 Qxh2+ I couldn’t find anything better for Black than perpetual 

check.  

 

I should play either 25. Ng5 Ke7 26. Nxh7 Bd7 or 25. Ng5 Ne7 26. Nxh7 Ng6+.  

 
White resigned. 0-1 

William Johns vs Mike Splane  

Kolty Chess Club 
January 9 2008 
 
1. Nf3 Nf6  
2. c4 c5   
3. Nc3 Nc6   
4. d3? 
  
Richard Koepcke taught me that the first person who advances his queen pawn to the fourth 
rank gets the advantage in this type of pawn structure. 
  
4...d5   
5. Bg5 d4   
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6. Nb1 
  
The retreat surprised me. I was expecting 6. Bxf6 exf6 7. Ne4 f5 8. Ng3 f4 9. Ne4 f5 with a huge 
space advantage. It is unclear how he can ever develop his kingside. 
  
It looks like 5. Bg5 was a mistake. After the game we both held the opinion that 5. cxd5 was the 
right idea. I was expecting something like 5. cxd5 Nxd5 6. g3 e5 7. Bg2 Be7 8. 0-0 with a solid 
position for both sides. I have played this often in speed games. 
  
6...e5   
7. e4 dxe3 
  
If I do not capture, the locked pawn structure is a Czech Benoni formation with colors reversed, 
and the game will require extensive positional maneuvering. I decided to open the position to try 
to take advantage of the two tempos he wasted with his queen knight. 
  
8. fxe3? 
  
Taking with the pawn is too ambitious. White wants to play 9. e4 next when his b1 knight could 
find a wonderful home on d5. 8. Be3 was the only move. 
  
8…e4!   
 

 
 
9. Ng1 
  
Trying to hold on to the d3 pawn. Perhaps he should play 9. Nfd2 to try and keep control of the 
e4 square. If 9. Bxf6 Qxf6 he loses the b2 pawn. 
  
9...exd3   
10. Bxd3 Nb4  
11. Be2 Qxd1+ 
  
The White queen is guarding a whole host of squares around the king. It has to go! 
  



 

199 
 

12. Bxd1 Ne4   
13. Bf4 g5!   
 
Black only has one bad piece, the bishop on f8. This pawn move gives it the g7 square where it 
becomes a killer.  
 
14. Bc7 
  
If 14. a3 Nd3+ 15. Ke2 Nf2  
If 14. Be5 Nd3+ 15. Ke2 Nxe5 
  
14… Bg7   
15. Nd2 Bf5 
  

 
 
White is in a bad way. He must watch out for Nf2, Nc2, Bb2 and Bg2. I cannot see how he can 
stop me from winning an exchange. 
  
16. Ba4+ 
  
Freeing squares for his rook. 
  
16...Ke7 
  
My king is perfectly safe in the middle. Queens are off and his pieces are uncoordinated.  
  
17. Ke2 Bxb2   
18. Nxe4 
  
He had to do something about the threat 18...Nc3+ and 19...Na4 
  
18...Bxa1 
  
18...Bxe4 was also good, threatening Bg2. I captured the rook because the knight on e4 has no 
good moves. 
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19. Bd6+? 
  
Losing a piece, but good ideas are hard to come by. If 19. Nxg5 Rhg8 or if 19 Nxc5 Rac8 
20. Ba5 Nxa2 21. Nd3 Bc3 
  
19…Ke6   
 

 
 
20. Nf3  
  
20. Nxg5+ Kxd6 21. Nxf7+ Ke7 22. Nxh8 Nxa2 23. Nf3 Bxh8 might be a better try but I cannot 
blame him for trying to develop his inactive pieces. 
  
20…Bxe4   
21. Bxc5 Bxf3+ 
  
My rule of thumb when I am ahead is to focus on restricting counterplay. Trading pieces usually 
helps the side who is ahead. 
  
22. gxf3 Na6   
23. Ba3 
  
He could have grabbed a pawn with 23. Bxa7 Rxa7 24. Rxa1 Nc5. With a rook ahead I was 
more than happy to simplify. 
  
23...Be5   
24. h4 h6 
  
No counterplay. I did not want to even think of allowing his rook to get to e4. 
  
25. h5 Rac8   
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.  
 
I am not planning to capture on c4. I may want my knight on c5, and I may need to play...b6 at 
some point when I want the rook on the c file to stop Ba4-c6-d5. 
  
26. Rd1 Rhd8   
27. Rc1 Nc5   
28. Bc2 f5 
  
Stopping Bc2-f4-d5. With all counterplay snuffed out, his position is hopeless. The simplest 
winning idea is...Rd8-d6-a6 forcing further simplification. 
  
White resigns. 0-1 
 

Section 17 Kolty Chess Club 2011 to 2012 

Mike Splane vs Alex Levitan 

Kolty Chess Club January 20, 2011 
  
1. e4 e5  
2. Nf3 Nc6   
3. Bb5 Bc5 
  
I think this is the first time I have faced this. 
  
4. 0-0 Nd4 
  
Dana McKenzie wrote a series of articles on 3…Nd4. He thinks the bishop belongs on g7 (I 
agree with him) so I was happy to see this move. 
  
Transposing into the Four Knights after 4…Nf6 5. Nc3 0-0 is also very good for White. With e4 
guarded he can safely take on c6 and win the e5 pawn. 
  
5. Nxd4 Bxd4 
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A pleasant surprise, giving me a couple of tempos to take over the center. Black usually takes 
with a pawn and then tries to maintain control of the d4 square, for example 
5…exd4 6. c3 c6 7. Ba4 Nf6 8. cxd4 Bxd4 9. d3 when Black is ok. 
  
6. c3 Bb6   
7. d4 c6 
  
Pushing my bishop to a better diagonal but the e5 pawn was going to be hard to defend 
otherwise. 
  
8. Bc4 d6   
9. dxe5 
  
I also gave some thought to 9. f4 but decided that the exchange was a safer way to play. 
  
9...dxe5   
10. Qf3 Qf6 
  
If 10...Nf6 11. Qg3 0-0 12. Bh6 Nh5 13. Qe5 
  
11. Qg3 h6 
  
Necessary if he wants to play …Ne7. 
  
12. Be3 g5 
  
He cannot take on e3 without losing the f pawn and I was threatening to play f4 and open the 
file, so this was forced. 
  
13. a4 
  
A useful move if he tries to castle queenside. I was also looking at 
13. Bxb6 axb6 14. Qe3 b5 and saw that this would be a stronger idea if  
I first prevented ...b5 
  
13…Ne7   
14. Nd2 Ng6 
  
I thought he should have played 14…Bc7 
  
15. Bxb6 axb6   
16. Qe3 0-0   
17. Qxb6 Nf4   
18. Rfe1 
  
I wanted to bring my knight to f1 and then either e3 or g3, looking at a great outpost on f5 if he 
ever swaps bishops, but I wasn’t sure where my rook belonged, e1 or d1. I did not want to go to 
d1 immediately because of …Bg4. A rule of thumb when defending is to avoid pawn moves in 
front of your king so I didn’t want to be forced to play f3. 
  
18…Rd8   
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19. Nf1  
 

 
 
19…Nxg2! 
  
Played after almost thirty minutes of thought. If he plays quietly, I will play Red1 to contest the d 
file and trade off a few pieces. To stay alive he has to generate counterplay and this was 
probably the best idea. As a practical matter he could have tried 19…h5 to prepare the sacrifice, 
hoping I would play a passive move like 20. b3. 
  
20. Kxg2 
  
I did not see what he had in mind but decided to be brave and find out. 
  
20…Bh3+   
21. Kxh3 Qf3+   
22. Ng3 g4+ 
  
Before taking on move 20 I analyzed 22…h5 23. Qe3 g4+ 24. Kh4 Qf6+ thinking I could not 
interpose on g4. In my mental image the pawn was still on h6. I was intending to play 23. Bxf7+ 
Kxf7 24. Qxb7+ Kh6 25. Qxc6 when I thought I was safe. 
  
22…g4 is a stronger move than h5, with a couple of threats. The obvious one is to guard the g 
pawn and check on f6. The less obvious one is to play Qg2 and mate on h3. For either idea to 
work he needs to put a rook on g8. 
  
23. Kh4 Kh7 
  
If 23…Kh8 24. Qe3 Qg2 25. Qh6+ 
  
24. Qxb7!  
 
Now the queen gets back to aid in the defense. Black’s attack is over. 
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If 24. Qe3? Qg2 25. Kxg4 Rg8+ 26. Kf5 Rae8 and I don’t see how White can stop mate, so I 
decided to grab a pawn instead. 
  
24…Rf8 
  
Obviously, he cannot allow me to check and trade queens or the game is over. If 24…Kg7 I 
intended to play 25. Qxf7+ Qxf7 26. Bxf7 Kxf7 with an extra piece and no problems. 
  
25. Qd7 Qg2 
  
To avoid a check on f5. 
  
26. Qxg4 Kh8 
 
The idea now is to avoid 26…Qxh2+ 27. Qh3 Qxf2 28. Qf5+ 
 

  
 
27. Re2 
  
Threatening 28. f3 to trap the queen. 
  
27…Rg8  
28. Qh3 Qf3  
29. Qf5 Qf4+ 
  
Alex hates to resign. My king has a few awkward moments, but the game is no longer in doubt. 
  
30 Qxf4 exf4   
31.Nh5 
  
I was not sure what to do with the knight, but finally decided that I was safe if I could eliminate 
the f4 pawn.  
  
31…f3   
32. Re3 Rg2   
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33. Rxf3 
  
To guard the f and b pawns. 
  
33…Rxh2+   
34. Rh3 Rxf2   
35. b3 
  
There is no need to hurry. He cannot stop Rf1 and Rf7. 
  

 
 
35…Rg8   
36. Rf1 Rfg2   
  
With a mate threat. 
  
37. Ng3 h5   
38. Rxf7 
  
Giving back a piece to simplify the game. 
  
38…Rg4+   
39. Kxh5 R4xg3   
40. Rxg3 Rxg3   
41. a5 Rxc3   
42. a6 
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 42…Rh3+ 
  
If 42…Rc1 43. a7 Ra1 44. a8=Q+ Rxa8 45. Kh6 and 46. Rh7# 
  
43. Kg6 Rg3+   
44. Kf6 Rf3+ 
  
If 44…Rg8 45. Rh7+ Kh7 Bxg8+ etc. 
  
45. Ke6 
  
He cannot stop me from queening the pawn. 
  
1-0 
 

Mike Splane vs Joji Escoto 

Kolty Chess Club August 18, 2011 
  
This game was played in a game/15 tournament. Normally I do not write up games that are not 
USCF-rated but this one has an interesting idea and some very fun tactics. 
  
We were playing with a five-second time-delay and before the game I commented that with the 
time delay the game could take all night. He said, “Well, I don’t know. Maybe you will crush me 
quickly.” I laughed, not thinking that was even remotely possible. 
  
1. e4 e6   
2. d4 d5   
3. Nd2 dxe4   
4. Nxe4 Bd7 
5. d5 
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Preventing Bc6 and heading into a position where White hopes to exploit a lead in development 
and a safer king. I came up with the idea at the board in a flash of inspiration. To my delight it 
turned out to be a solidly playable idea. After the game I found one game where it had been 
played before so I can’t claim to have invented a theoretical novelty. 
  
5…exd5  
6. Qxd5 
  
I showed this position to a group of masters and experts and nobody came up with a method for 
Black to take advantage of White’s exposed queen. The threat to take on b7 forces Black to 
play actively. In the game in my database Black played 6…Nc6 and the players quickly agreed 
to a draw. I was planning to meet that move with 7. Bc4 Be6 8. Qxd8+ but after the game it 
became clear to me that White has no advantage. 6…Bg4 and 6…Nf6 also look like good tries.  
  
6…c6? 
  
Looks logical, removing the threat to b7 and forcing my queen to move, but this gives my knight 
access to the d6 square and his position immediately becomes critical. 
  
7. Qe5+ Be6 
  
It is easy to see that other moves lose material.  
 
If 7…Qe7 8. Nd6+ Kd8 9. Nxb7+ Kc8 10. Qxe7 Bxe7 11. Nxa5 Bb4+ 12. Bd2 White emerges a 
pawn ahead 
  
8. Bg5 
  
If he interposes on e7 I can either win the b-pawn or continue to build pressure with Rd1. 
  
8…Qd5? 
  
When I showed this game to a group of masters and experts one of the masters, after a quick 
glance at the position, suggested this move so it at least passes the “looks good” test. Over the 
board at first I thought this move forced a queen trade, and was quite unhappy with the results 
of my opening, but then suddenly I realized I had a beautiful knock-out blow, ala Morphy.  
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9. Rd1! 
  
The Black queen has nowhere to go. If it moves off the file then 10. Rd8 is mate. 
  
9…f6 
  
Forced. The counterattack on my queen gets him out of the mating threat and gains a tempo to 
save his queen. I looked at winning a pawn with 10. Rxd5 fxe5 11. Rxe5 but my instincts told 
me there had to be a better line. 
  
10. Bxf6! 
  
If 10…gxf6 11. Nxf6+ Nxf6 12. Rxd5 and if 10…Nxf6 11. Rxd5 
  
10…Qxe5 11. Rd8+ 
  
Gaining a tempo so that after 
  
11…Kf7 12. Bxe5 
  
White wins a piece. 
  
12…Nf6 
  
If 12…Nd7 13. Rxa8 Nxe5 14. Ng5+ Ke7 15. Nxe6 Kxe6 16. Rxf8 wins a whole rook. 
  
13. Ng5+ 
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If 13...Kg6 14. Nxe6 wins a piece and keeps up the pressure. Note that the knight guards the 
rook on d8 so Bb4+ is not a threat. 
 
If 13...Ke7 the king blocks the diagonal of the f8 bishop and also eliminates tricks based on 
Bb4+ so 14 Rxb8 wins a piece. 
  
1-0 
  
After the game my opponent asked me how long I spent preparing that line. I’m not sure he 
believed me when I told him I made it up over the board. 
 
Mike Splane vs Richard Yi  
Santa Clara New Year’s Open January 2, 2012 
  
1. e4 c5  
2. c3 g6   
3. d4 cxd4  
4. cxd4 d5   
5. exd5 Nf6   
6. Nc3 Nxd5 
  
This came as a bit of a surprise. Instead of capturing Black usually completes the fianchetto, 
castles, and plays Nbd7-b6. 
  
7. Bc4 Nb6 
  
Of course, I would love it if he played e6 and left himself with a bad light square bishop and 
dark-square weaknesses on the kingside. And if 7… Nc3 8. Qf3 forces...e6 
  
8. Bb3 Bg7   
9. Be3 
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The position is like the Tarrasch Defense to the Queen’s Gambit, with colors reversed and with 
the knight on b6 instead of f6. I knew that Black’s normal plan in the Tarrasch is to advance the 
d-pawn as far as possible. I thought it was premature here; I want to complete my development 
first. I also decided to delay castling; with his knight on b6 his kingside position will be 
vulnerable to the advance of my h-pawn. 
  
9...0-0   
10. Nge2 
  
His light-square bishop can become a bad piece so I did not want to play Nf3 when he can 
play...Bg4 and swap it off. 
  
10...Bd7 
  
I did not understand this move when he played it but it is not a completely silly move. He is 
clearing the c8 square for his rook, aiming to get counterplay down the c-file. If he had played 
10… Bg4 I would have played 11. f3. I have seen this idea in a very similar position that can be 
reached from the Panov Botvinnik Attack. White plays to restrict the activity of the Black pieces. 
He eventually plays Re1 and Bg5 to put pressure on the e7 pawn.  
  
11. d5 a5   
 

 
 
12. a4? 
  
When I showed this position to Gjon Feinstein he immediately suggested playing a3 instead of 
a4. His judgment is correct. I should play 12. a3 to give the bishop a safe haven on a2 and to 
prevent Nb4. I did not realize how much counterplay he could generate with a knight on b4. 
  
12...Na6   
  
I was not sure what move to play next so I started thinking about what I would do if I was Black. 
Eventually I saw that Rc8 and Nc4 could be troublesome, so I decided I needed to centralize my 
queen. 
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13. Bd4 Rc8  
  
If 13...Bh6 14. h4 and White will open the h-file. 
  
14. Bxg7 Kxg7   
15. Qd4+ Kg8   
16. h4 h5 
  

 
 
Gjon Feinstein suggested 16...Nb4 to threaten Rc5. I thought White should answer that with 17. 
Kf1 to get out of all the annoying checks on d3 and c2 but after 17...Bf5 Black is threatening the 
very annoying 18...Bc2, although maybe White can ignore the threat and play 18. h5.  
  
17. Ne4? 
  
I am not sensing how strong his threats are. I thought 18. d6 was a killing threat. 
  
17...Nb4   
18. d6 e5 
  
I was expecting 18…Bf5 19. dxe7 Qxe7 20. Nf6+ Kh8 21. Nd5+ or 18… e6 19. Nf6+ Kh8 20. 
Nd7+. I completely missed 18…e5 and at first, I didn’t see the point. Eventually I spotted 19. 
Qe5?? Nd3+ 
  
19. Qe3 
  
I was not sure where the queen belonged, d2 and d1 to guard the light squares or on e3 to 
threaten to come in to h6 and to keep an eye on the b6 knight. I decided that I needed to play 
this more aggressive move to gain a tempo to organize my defense. 
  
19...N6d5? 
  
This loses. I think he was intending to follow up with Be6 and win the d-pawn but it is too slow. 
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After 19...Kg7 it was very tempting to play 20. Nc5 with two threats, either capturing on e5 with 
check, or playing Nb7 forcing the queen to abandon protection of the knight on b6. 
Unfortunately, he can simply take the knight thanks to the fork on d3. I planned to answer 
19...Kg7 with 20. N2c3 and 21. Rd1. 
  
20. Qh6 
  

 
 
Threatening Ng5 and mate on h7. I thought he was mated but he found a defense. 
  
20...Re8!   
  
Now if 21. Ng5 Qf6 holds. 
  
21. Rd1 
  
Taking advantage of the double pin on d5 and f7. d5 If the knight moves g6 falls. 
  
21...Be6   
22. d7 Bxd7 
  
The queen cannot take because of 23 Nf6# 
  
23. Bxd5 Nxd5   
24. Rxd5 Rc7 
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Forced. White was threatening to capture on d7. Now I sank into thought, trying to find the best 
way to crack through his defenses. I looked at g4, Rh3-f3, 0-0 and Rfd1 but they did not look 
convincing. I saw that 25. Rd6 Re6 26. Ng5 won the exchange but was looking for more. 
  
25. N2c3 Qe7   
26. Rd6 Be6   
27. g4 
  
I saw 27. Nd5 but got worried about 27...Rc1+ 28. Kd2 Bxd5 29. Nf6+ Qxf6 30. Rxf6 Rxh1. Of 
course, I could play 28. Qxc1 Bxd5 29. Rxd5 but I was looking for mate.  
  
27…Rd8   
  
If 27…hxg4 28. h5 followed by hxg6 mates. 
 
28. Rxd8+  
 
28. g5 also wins but what happens after 28…f6 29. Qxg6+ Kf8 30. gxf6 Qxd6 31. Nxd6 Rxd6 
32. Nb5 Rc1+ was not clear to me. I decided not to risk it. 
 
28…Qxd8 
29. g5 f6 
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The time control was 30/90. My opponent had six seconds left (including the 5-second time 
delay) for his next move, so I contemplated playing something weird in hopes of winning on 
time. Instead, I spent a few minutes looking for mate. When I did not find one, I decided to play 
it safe and swap queens. 
  
30. Qxg6+ Kf8   
31. Qxf6+ Qxf6   
32. Nxf6 Bf7   
33. Ke2 
 
My king move removes his last hope, avoiding a skewer on the back rank. 
  
33...Rc4  
 

 
  
34. Nd7+ Ke7   
35. Nxe5 Rb4   
36. Nxf7 Rxb2+   
37. Ke3 Kxf7   



 

215 
 

38. Rb1 and White wins (44 moves) 
  
I was surprised when he did not resign here.  
  

Michael Da Cruz vs Mike Splane 

Santa Clara New Year’s Open January 1, 2012 
  
1. e4 a6   
2. Bc4 e6 
  
I knew about the trap 2…b5? 3. Bxf7+ Kxf7 4. Qh5+ g6 5. Qd5+ e6 6. Qxa8 but now I am 
wondering if 6...Nc6, trying to trap the queen...Qc7 and ...Bb7, is playable. 
  
3. Qe2 b5 
  
I have not faced Qe2 before and did not understand it. This game was a real eye-opener. 
  
4. Bb3 Bb7   
5. d3 d6? 
  
To play …Nb8-d7-c5xb3 but this is a little slow.  
Today I would play for control of d4 with...c5 Nc6 g6 and Bg7.  
  
6. f4 Nd7   
7. Nf3 Nc5   
8. 0-0 Nf6? 
  
This only helps accelerate White’s attack.  
 
9. e5 Nxb3   
10. axb3 Nd5? 
  
10...dxe5 11 fxe5 first gives white some annoying pressure down the f-file and opens the c1-g5 
diagonal for his bishop so I rejected it.  
  
 After his next move I realized I was in an extremely difficult position.  
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11. f5! dxe5  
  
If 11…exf5 12. exd6+ Kd7 13. Nxe5+ Kc8 14. Nxf7 wins a rook.  
  
12. fxe6 Bc5+ 
  
I was not sure if I was surviving after 12...f6 13. Nxe5 fxe5 14. Qxe5 Qd6 15 Qf5. It looked much 
safer to force him to move the pawn to f7 where it shelters my king. 
 

 
  
13. d4! 
  
If 13. Kh1 O-O and I think I am ok. 
  
13…exd4   
14. exf7+ Kf8 
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I have often used the concept of the “traitor pawn”, an enemy pawn that blocks attacking lines, 
as a defensive asset, so I was comfortable with my king’s location. I would like to run to the 
queenside but unfortunately that loses a piece after 14...Kd7 15. Ne5+ Kc8 16. Qg4+ 
Kb8 17. Nd7+ Ka7 18. Nxc5.  
  
15. Kh1 Qe7   
16. Qd3 Rd8? 
  
I considered the much better move 16...Ne3 but rejected it because it allowed 17. 
Bxe3 dxe3 18 Nc3. I played the rook move with the idea of bringing up more force; I thought my 
pieces were all going to participate in an attack on his king, but this was far too optimistic.  
  
17. Bg5 Nf6   
18. Nbd2 Qxf7   
19. Ne5 Qd5   
20. Ndf3 Re8 
  
The f3 knight is pinned so I am threatening to win a piece, but the more subtle idea is to put the 
rook on e6 as a shield so I can shift my king to the queenside. 
  
21. Rae1 Re6   
22. Qf5 
  
Threatening 23. Nd7+ Ke7 24. Nxc5 
  
22…Ke7  
 

 
 
I thought his attacking potential was maxed out, and I was clearly holding the fort, so I was ok. 
This assessment was too optimistic. After the game Michael thought he should have played 
23. Qh3 to guard g2 and allow the f3 knight to enter the attack. We looked at this briefly in the 
postmortem and did not find a clear win, but I like the idea. Black’s position is hanging by a 
thread and adding another piece to White’s attack should win. 
 
23. c4! dxc3   
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24. Rd1 Rxe5 
  
The only try. If 24...Qxb3 25. Nxg6+ hxg6 26 Qxc5+ Ke8 (If 26…Kf7 27. Qxc7+ 28. Re7 
Ne5+) 27. Qxc7 threatening 28. Rd8 # and Black’s position collapses. 25. Rd7+ is also 
crushing. 
  
25. Rfe1?? 
  
Losing a piece and the game. After 25. Rxd5 Rxf5 26. Rxf5 Bd6 27. bxc3 White is an exchange 
up with no problems. 
  
25...Rxe1+   
  
Black’s king will escape to the queenside and when the checks run out his material advantage 
will be crushing. 
  
26. Rxe1+ Kd6   
27. Bf4+ Kc6   
28. Re6+ Bd6   
29. Ne5+ Kb6   
30. Be3+ Ka5 
 

 
  
30...c5 was probably good but keeping the bishop guarded and avoiding knight checks looked 
safer. 
  
31. b4+ Bxb4   
32. Nxc4+ Qxc4 
  
The idea behind the knight check was to deflect my queen and eliminate the mate threat on g2 
so he can transfer his queen to the a-file. I did not have to go along with the idea, Black is easily 
winning after 32...bxc4 33. Re5 cxb2 34. Rxd5 Nxd5, but I did not see any reason to take risks. 
  
33. Qb1 Bd5 
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Now White’s threats are over. With 34...Qa2 is coming next move continuing the game was 
hopeless. White resigned. 
  
0-1  
 

Jose Chau-Lee vs Mike Splane 

Kolty CC Tournament July 11, 2012 
 
1. e4 e6 
2. d4 c5 
3. Nf3 cxd4 
4. Nxd4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 Nc6 
6. Be3 Bb4 
7. f3 d5 
8. Bb5 Bd7 
 
After the game Eric Montany recommended 8...Qc7 as being more flexible. I did not know this 
opening and was just trying for quick development.  
 
9. Nxc6? bxc6 
10. Bd3 dxe4 
 
I could not find any games where this was played. The game immediately becomes immensely 
tactical.  
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11. fxe4 Nxe4 
12. Qg4 Nxc3 
13. Qxg7  
 
Accepting the challenge. After 13. Qxb4 Nxd5 14. Qd2 Nxe3 15. Qxe3 Black has won a pawn 
but White has the initiative and plenty of compensation.  
 
13...Nd5+ 
14. c3 
 

 
 
14...Bf8!  
15. Qxh8 Nxe3 
16. Qxh7 Nxg2+ 
17. Kf1 Nxe3+ 
18. Ke2 Qb6 
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19. Bg6!  
 
This came as a highly unpleasant surprise. If 19...fxg6 20. Qxg6+ Kd8 (or Ke7) and 21. Qg5+ 
followed by Qe3. 
  
White will have gained the time needed to consolidate his position and the rapid advance of the 
h-pawn may prove tough to handle.  
 
How do I win this game?  
 
I decided to sacrifice the knight to permanently expose the White king. My queen and bishops 
will keep his king under constant attack, so White will never have the time he needs to push the 
h pawn or activate his rooks. Eventually I will find a fork or pin to win material.  
 
19...Qxb2+! 
20. Kxe3 Qxc3+ 
 
To force his bishop to retreat.  
 
21. Bd3 Bc5+ 
22. Ke2 Qb2+ 
23. Bc2  
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I must get my d7 bishop and my rook into action as quickly as possible.  
 
The obvious move is 23…Bc8 threatening 24…Ba6+, but 24. Qd3 prevents it. Or does it? What 
happens after 24 Qd3 Ba6 24. Qxa6 Qxc2+? 
 
I quickly found a perpetual check for Black but no more. My intuition told me I was missing 
something, so I kept looking. Then I found the “sting” at the end of the combination. Here is my 
analysis after 23…Bc8 24 Qd3 Ba6 25. Qxa6 Qxc2+  
 
He cannot run his king to the queenside  

• 26. Ke1 Qf2+ 27. Kd1 Rd8+ 28. Kc1 Be3+ 29. Kb1 Rb8+ 
 
He cannot run his king to the h file. 

• 26. Kf3 Qf2+ 27. Kg4 Qg2+  

• and 28. Kh4 Be7+ 29. Kh5 Qg5#  

• or 28. Kh5 Qh3+ 29. Kg5 Be3+ 30. Kf6 Qh8#  
 
That leaves only one safe move: 28. Kf4 
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Analysis Diagram 
 
Now what? My queen is busy on f2, Bishop checks lead nowhere, and I cannot move my king . . 
. but there are two ways to win.  
 
The quiet move 28…Bf8 !! threatening 29…Bh6+ 30. Ke5 Qd5+ 31. Kf6 Qf5# is a killer. 

• If 29. Ke3 Rd8 leads to mate. 

• If 29. Qd3 f6! 30. Qf3 Bh6+ 31. Ke4 f5+  

• If 29. Rad1 Bh6+ 30. Ke5 Qb2+ 31. Kd6 Bf4+ 32. Kc5 Qc3+ 33. Qc4 Be3+ 34. Rd4 
Bxd4+  

 
But I found something even better: 28...Qf2+ 29. Kg4 f5+ 30. Kg5 Qg2+ 31. Kf6 Be7+ 32. Ke5 
Qe4# or 29 Kg5 Be7+ and the king is in a mating net.  
 
It was a big disappointment not getting to play this beautiful combination. Now, getting back to 
the game, I played  
 
23…Bc8! 
 
and he shocked me by playing  
 
24. Qe4  
 
Making it easy for me. 
  
24...Ba6+  
25. Kf3 Qf6+ 
26. Kg4 Ke7 
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Now the rook also gets into the attack and the White’s game is quickly forced to resign. 
 
27. h4 Rg8+ 
28. Kh3 Qc3+  
 
0-1 
 
After the game I asked him why he played 24 Qe4 instead of 24. Qd3. I did not think he could 
have possibly seen all the variations after the bishop sacrifice. He had not. He said that after 24 
Qd3 the simple move 24…a5 left him with no defense to Ba6. I had wasted a half an hour on 
unnecessary analysis. 
 

Section 18 Kolty Chess Club 2013 to 2015 

Mike Splane vs Gaudenci DelaCruz  

Kolty Chess Club  
November 21, 2013 
  
Gaudenci showed up 35 minutes late. I was expecting him to play a French defense, so I had to 
spend some time making sure I was emotionally in the right frame of mind before making my 
second move. 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. c3 d6  
3. d4 cxd4 
4. cxd4 Nf6   
5. Nc3 a6 
6. a4 g6  
7. Be2 Bg7  
8. Be3 O-O  
9. g4 
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I thought my position was great here; my evaluation of my positions was overly optimistic 
through the first two thirds of this game. 
  
9...Qa5  
10. f3 Nc6  
11. h4 Bxg4! 
  
I was shocked by this move. I did not think the sacrifice was sound but now we are playing a 
tactical game instead of a positional one, and his strength is tactics. 
  
12. fxg4 Nxe4  
13. Rc1 Rac8 
14. Bf3 d5  
15. Nge2 Nb4 
  
Another non-threatening move, I was very happy to get castled and caught up in development.  
  
16. O-O f5 
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Another candidate move that I missed. At this point I lost my composure and was not able to 
calmly figure out how to handle this position. Gjon Feinstein thought I should take the f5 pawn. 
  
17. Nf4 Rc6   
  
Gjon asked me what I would do against 17...e5. I had no answer. 
  
 18. Nd3 
  
Gjon suggested 18. Qe1 instead. 
  
18...e6  
19. Bxe4 
  
This turns out badly. I didn’t see that I was giving his knight the d3 square as an outpost, so I 
will be forced to simplify the position. 
  
19...dxe4  
20. Nxb4 Qxb4  
21. Qd2  
 

 
 
21...f4?! 
 
I completely missed this idea. 21…Bxd4 22. gxf5 exf5 is roughly equal. 
  
22. Rxf4 Rxf4  
23. Bxf4 Bxd4+  
24. Kh1 
  
Heading the wrong way with my king. My king would be safe if I could put it behind the 
b pawn so I should be moving it in that direction. 24. Be3 reaches a similar position as the game 
but with the e4 pawn still on the board. 
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24...e3  
25. Bxe3 
  
I thought this was forced, due to the threat of 25 ...Bxc3 and 26...Qxf4, but Gjon pointed out that 
25. Qh2 is an alternative to avoid the bishop trade. Keeping the bishop is better for me than 
keeping the knight, since the knight can only affect play on one side of the board.  
 
25...Bxe3   
26. Qxe3 Qxg4 
 

 
  
Now I settled in for another long think. By now I was equal to Gaudenci on time on the clocks, 
even though I had started with a thirty-five-minute advantage, I saw that I could protect the h 
pawn with my queen in several different ways, but that 27...Rc4 would win it against whatever I 
tried, and would also force a trade of queens. After studying the position, I concluded that I had 
to keep the queens on, as dangerous as it looked, if I wanted to try for a win. I had to find a way 
to bring my king into safety, which probably meant a long trip under fire to the queenside. For 
that I would need my rook on the second rank to block checks. 
  
27. Rc2! Rc4 
  
I was tempted to play Rh2 to guard the h pawn but continued with my idea of getting the king 
into safety. 
  
28. Rg2 Qxh4+  
29. Kg1 Qf6 
  
29…Qd4 forces a queen trade. After the game he told me that my king was so exposed that he 
thought he should keep the queens on. You could argue it both ways. I thought the ending was 
probably unwinnable for me. 
  
30. Rf2 Qe7  
31. Nd5 Qd6  
32. Nf6+ Kh8 
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Other moves lose the queen.  
  

 
 
I was sure there was a forced win here, but I could not find it. All the aggressive attacking 
moves with queen or rook seemed to leave my king too exposed. I wanted to play Rd2 but Rc1+ 
looked too dangerous. But if I could drive the rook away from the c-file then Rd2 would be very 
strong. 
  
Finally, I looked at pushing the b pawn. This was a move that I wanted to avoid, hoping to keep 
the pawn on b2 as a potential shelter for my king. But he did not seem to have any good square 
for his rook. 
  
33. b3! Rh4 
34. Rd2 Qc6? 
  
34...Qc7 is stronger. 
  
35. Rd8+ Kg7  
36. Ne8+ 
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After 36…Kf7 37. Qf2+ Ke7 38. Qf6 mate or 36…Kg8 37. Nd6+ Kg7 38. Qe5+ Kh6 39. Nf7 
mate. 
 
1-0 

Austen Green vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
June 19, 2014 
  
I learned a lot from studying this game. Both my understanding of the opening and of the 
middle-game plans was greatly improved. 
  
1. e4 d5  
2. exd5 Qxd5  
3. Nc3 Qa5  
4. d4 c6 
  
I know that 4…Nf6 is the main line, but I had not prepared an answer to 5. d5. I had just started 
playing the Scandinavian. 
  
5. Nf3 Nf6  
6. Bc4 Bf5  
7. Ne5 e6  
8. g4 Be4? 
  
A video by Andrew Martin shows a nice game that Black wins after this move. Later in the video, 
he recommends 8… Bg6 9. h5 Bd6 instead, which is unquestionably stronger. In the eight 
games with the...Bg6 line in the chess.com database, Black won 6-0 with 2 draws. 
  
9. f3 Bd5  
10. Bxd5 
  
I was happy to see this. I thought Bd3 was stronger. 
  
10…Nxd5  
  
This might be second-best. After 10...cxd5 it is difficult to see where White will get any play, and 
Black has the obvious plan of conducting a minority attack. I took with the knight to keep the 
standard pawn structure c6/e6 versus d4. I want to learn how to handle these kinds of positions. 
The main problem with recapturing with the knight is that Nbd7 becomes difficult to play. White 
will swap knights and Black’s king has to recapture, leaving it stranded in the center. 
  
11. Bd2 Nxc3? 
  
I should be completing my development with 11…Be7 or...Bb4. This exchange just helps him 
out.   
  
12. bxc3! 
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Best. He gets the b-file in case I castle long and he will also be able to force c3- c4, taking over 
the center. 
  
12…Qd5   
  

 
 
Now I thought c4 would be very hard to engineer, since he has to protect both the c4 and d4 
squares to make it work. But Craig Mar pointed out that 13. Be3 threatens c4. He thinks White is 
better here. My chess engine likes Black after 13...Nd7. 
  
13. Qe2 Nd7 
  
I assessed this position too optimistically. I thought If I catch up in development I should be 
winning. His pawn structure is a mess, and my position has no structural weaknesses, with the 
possible exception of the b7 pawn. He has open lines for his pieces and extra space as 
compensation for his ragged pawn structure, so there is a lot of counterplay in this position. 
  
14. Nd3 
  
Another interesting decision. I would have traded knights and played Qe5, Bf4, and Rb1. He 
wants to keep pieces on for the dynamic chances.  
  
14…Bd6 
  
I cannot let him put his bishop on f4, it gets too active there. I considered playing 14…g5 instead 
but I did not want to start making pawn moves when my development wasn’t complete. 
  
15. Qe4 Nb6 
  
I would be very happy if he would trade queens and opens the c-file for my rooks. I would be in 
an endgame with virtually no losing chances. 
  
16. Bf4 Bxf4  
17. Nxf4 Qa5 
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This required some calculation. If 18. Nxe6 Qxc3+ 19. Kf2 fxe6 20. Qxe6+ Kd8 21. Qd6+ 
Nd7 22. Rae1 Qxc2+ 23. Kg3 Qg6 24. Re6 Qf7 with 25… Rf8 or ...Re8 coming next. I thought I 
was ok here, but I was wrong. The right way is 22...Rf8 23. Re3 Qc2+ 24. Kg3 Rf6.  
Or, I could have avoided the tactics altogether and played 18. Nxe6 fxe6 19. Qxe6+ Kd8 
20. Qd6+ Nd7 21. Rd1 Qd5. 
  
I could have played 17…Qc4 which prevents castling and keeps e6 guarded. The ending after 
18. Qe3 Nd5 19. Nxd5 cxd5 is exactly what Black is aiming for. but 18. Qd3 is a good reply.  
  
18. O-O 
  
If he guards the c3 pawn he puts his pieces into passive positions and Black has no problems. 
But if I take it I run into the 19. Ne6 sacrifice. 
  
18...O-O-O  
19. Rfd1 Qxc3  
20. Rab1 g5  
21. Ne2 Qc4  
22. c3 h5  
  

 
 
At this point I have the better endgame and the better attacking chances in the middle-game. 
But Austen continued to find resources and eventually he wore me down. 
  
23. a4 hxg4  
24. fxg4 Rh4 
  
I’m threatening f5. 
  
25. Qf3 Rdh8? 
  
Three days after the game it dawned on me that this was a huge, wasted tempo. 25...Qd5 is the 
killer. If 26. Qxf7 Rxg4+ 27. Ng3 Rh8 28. a5 Rxg3+ 29. hxg3 Rh1+ 30. Kf2 Rh2+ 31. Ke3 
Nc4+ 32. Kd3 Ne5+ winning the queen. 
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. 
 Analysis 
 
26. a5 Qd5? 
  
It is hard to see where he has any play at all after 25 Nd5. I am attacking on the wing, so I need 
to keep the center under control. And I am improving the position of my worst piece. Just look at 
that juicy f4 square. 
  
Now I went for a walk, expecting him to resign. He thought for a very long time here and got into 
moderate time trouble. But the move he found saves everything. 
  
27. Rf1 
  
If 27. Qxd5 Nxd5 I am a couple of pawns ahead. And if 27. Qxf7 Rh2 is winning. 
  
27…Qxa5  
  
If 27…Qxf3 28. Rxf3, he wins the f7 pawn and the game becomes very double-edged. If I had 
moved the knight, he still trades queens with the same result. 
  
28. c4 
  
If 28. Qxf7 Rxg4+ 29. Ng3 Qd5 and I have no problems. 
  



 

233 
 

 
 
At this point fatigue caught up with me. I could not make my mind work right and I stopped 
seeing the tactics. Not surprisingly I quickly blundered. Austen receives a lot of credit for this; he 
had been making me work hard on every move. 
  
28...Rxh2 
  
I would like to see what the chess engines say here. I did not like 28...Nxc4 29. Qxf7 threatening 
both Qxb7+ and Qxe6+. 
  
29. c5 Nd7? 
 
My chess engine shows a huge advantage for Black after 29...Nc4. 
 
30. Ng3 
  
If 30. Qxf7 Rh1+ 31. Kf2 R8h2+ 32. Kf3 Qa3+ or 32. Kg3 Qc7+ 33. Kf3 Ne5+ or 32. Ke3 
Qa3+ 33. Kd2 Qa2+ 34. Kc3 Rxe2 35. Rxh1 Re3+ 36. Kb4 a5#. 
  
When you force your opponent to make a move you often miss the threat. That happened here. 
  
30...Qc7?? 
  
I thought if the knight moves, I will just move my h2 rook, threatening mate and the knight will 
have to drop back. Austen suggested 30. Qd2 but I thought 31. Rfd1 was a strong reply. I 
wonder where I went wrong. My chess engine recommends 30…f5 to keep the knight out of e4.  
  
31. Ne4 
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Now I thought that Nd6+ was a killer. Even if it does not win any material, the initiative is 
completely in White’s hands.  
  
31...Nb6 
  
I thought this was forced but 31…b5 32. Nd6+ Kb8 33. Qxf7 Qa5!! takes back the initiative.  
 
After he takes the knight, I have compensation with a scary mass of passed pawns that will be 
hard to stop in any ending, so I was not losing yet. 
  
32. cxb6 axb6 
33. Ra1 Kb8 
34. Nf2 R2h4   
  
Threatening Qh2 mate.  
  
35. Qg2 Qf4 
  
Threatening Rh2 winning the queen. 
  
36. Ra3 Qxd4  
37. Qg3+ e5 
38. Qe3 Qd5  
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39. Qf3 Qc5  
40. Qe3 f6? 
  
After having such a great position for so long I didn’t want to agree to a draw. The endgame is 
winning but this is the wrong way to do it. After 40…Qd5 41. Qf3 Qd4 42. Qe3 b5 43. Qxd4 
exd4 I have four connected passed pawns, instead of three, and the lead pawns are farther 
advanced. 
  
41. Qxc5 bxc5  
42. Rf3 Rf8? 
  
A huge mistake. I should have played R8h6 and followed with Rg6. I did not realize that the only 
kingside pawn that matters is the one on g5. Timing is everything in the mutual pawn race. 
  
43. Rf5 Kc7  
44. Kg2 b5  
45. Kg3 c4  
46. Ne4 Rh6  
47. Nxg5 Kb6  
48. Ne4 b4  
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49. Nxf6? 
  
After the game Austen suggested 49. g5 which looks like it is winning. Taking with the knight 
leads to a pawn race which he loses by one tempo. I was extremely fortunate that he did not 
play the best move. It would have been psychologically devastating to lose after having built up 
such an overwhelming position in the first 25 moves. 
  
49...Rhxf6!  
50. Rxf6 Rxf6   
51. Rxf6 c3   
52. g5 c2 
53. Rf1 b3   
54. g6 b2   
55. g7 c1/Q  
 

 
 
56. g8/Q 
  



 

237 
 

He cannot play 56. Rxc1 bxc1/Q 57. g8/Q 58. Qg1+. Again, I was so tired I thought this line was 
forced 
  
56...Qxf1 57. Qb8+  
  
If I had queened the b-pawn on move 55 instead of the c pawn he would have been able to 
capture it with 57. Qb3+, so it didn’t make much difference. 
  
57...Ka6 58. Qxb2 Qf4+ 59. Kg2 Qe4+ 60. Kh2 Qd5 
  
I am just trying to make sure my pawns are guarded and my queen is centralized. He had 8 
seconds left on his clock and I had 13 minutes. 
  
61. Qb1 e4 62. Kg3? 
  
A time pressure mistake. 
  
62...Qd3+ 
 

 
  
Now 63. Qxd3+ exd3 is forced and the queens come off with an elementary king and pawn 
ending. Austen resigned. 
  
0-1 
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Vadim Smelanski vs Splane 

Kolty Chess Club   

January 15, 2015 

 
I was really pleased with my play in this game. There was a huge struggle for the initiative, and I 
kept finding strong moves to keep his forces at bay while steadily improving my own activity and 
gaining more and more material. I think I found the strongest move almost every time. 
 
1. e4 d5  
2. exd5 Qxd5   
3. Nc3 Qa5  
4. b4 Qxb4   
5. Rb1 Qd6 
 
This was as far as I remembered theory. I thought the usual continuation was 6. Nf3 Nf6 so his 
next two moves surprised me. 
 
6. Nb5 Qd8  
7. Ba3 a6 
 
I could not find any games in my database with Ba3. As it turns out the bishop is not well placed 
here. I decided to kick the knight while I had a chance; the only question was whether to play a6 
or c6. The pawn structure with c6 is normal in the Scandinavian. I chose a6 to keep open the 
options of playing c6, or c5, or Nc6. 
 
8. Nc3 Nf6   
9. Bc4 b5 
 
Of course. The bishop has nowhere useful to go. 
 
10. Qf3 c6 
 
I was happy to see him take away the f3 square from his knight and hand me two tempos for 
moves I wanted to play anyway. 
 
11. Bb3 Bg4 
 
The computer likes 11...a5 here. I saw the idea but was afraid of pushing too many pawns when 
I was falling so far behind in development. I was also a bit afraid of my rook being on the same 
diagonal as his queen. 
 
12. Qf4  
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12...g5 
 
I wanted to play 12...a5 but then he would play 13. Ne4 when I cannot play the tactic 
13...Nxe4 14. Qxg4 Qxd2+ 15. Kf1 Qf2# because he has the zwisch move 14. Bxf7+.  
 
I decided to give back a pawn to get my kingside pieces activated. I also considered 12… Nbd7 
with the threat 13 …. e5 hitting the queen and a3 bishop but he can meet that with 13. Ne4 
when I must watch out for 14. Ng5. I was also uncomfortable with the reply 13. h3 Bh5 14. g4 
Bg6 15. h4. 
 
Of course, I could have chosen the safer lines with 12…e6 allowing the bishop trade and 
leaving him with a bad bishop or 12...g6 aiming for quick kingside castling, but I wanted to win a 
piece and finish the game quickly, rather than playing a long game. 
 
13. Qxg5 Rg8 
 
13...h5 was also very strong, but I could not see what to do after 14. Qe3 Bh6 15. f4. I also 
thought h5 blocked the retreat square h5 for my bishop, weakened the g6 square. I also thought 
it was more important to get my rook into play than my f8 bishop. 
 
I rejected the immediate 13...a5 because I got worried about 14. Nf3 a4 15. Bxf7+ Kxf7 16. 
Ne5+ Ke8 17. Nxg4 Rg8 18. Nxf6+ 

 
14. Qf4 a5  
15. Ne4 Nbd7  
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16. Qe3? 
 
Loses a piece and the game. He should play 16. c3 a4 17. Bd1 
 
16…Nxe4  
17. Qxe4 a4  
18. Bxf7+ Kxf7 
 
Now if 19. Qxc6 Rg6 20. Qxb5 Rb8 21. Qc4+ Re6+ wins a rook. His next move sets a good 
trap. 
 
19. h3 Nf6 
 
At first sight 19...Rg6 looks strong, but after 20. hxg4 Re6 21. Rxh7+ Bg7 22. Rxg7+ White 
wins. 
 
20. Qxc6 Bd7   
 
Simplest. There is no rush to take on g2. 
 
21. Qf3 Rc8 
 
Threatening 22...Bc6 23. Q moves Bxg2 24. Rh2 Qc7 
 
22. Qd3  
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22...Qc7 
 
Perhaps 22…Qb6 is stronger, when 23...Rxg2 is a crusher due to the threat to the f2 pawn. I 
missed this idea. I was only looking at 23. c3 Bc6, threatening to win the rook with 24...Bxg2. I 
also wanted to make sure his knight couldn’t come to e5 with check. 
 
23. Nf3 Rxg2 
 
This cost me a couple of tempos, but I wanted to make sure his king had no safety. The threats 
of 24...Qf4 and 24...Qb6 force his next move. 
 
24. Kf1 Rg8 
 
There are no other good retreat squares.  
 
25. Bb2 Qxc2 
 
With the g2 pawn off the board the ending is an easy win. 
 
26. Ne5+ Ke8  
27. Qxc2 Rxc2  
28. Ke2 Bh6  
29. Bc3 Nd5  
30. Ba5 
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 30…Rg5 
 
I thought 30...b4 was also quite strong, but I got spooked by the possibility of setting myself up 
for a check on b8. My rook move indirectly guards the b5 pawn 31. Nxd7 Kxd7 32. Rxb5 Nxf4+) 
and forces his knight to retreat so any back row threats will be gone. 
 
31. Nf3 Rg6 
 
Now the knight cannot come back to e5 because of 32. Ne5 Re6 33. f4 Nxf4, and I am also 
threatening 32…Ra6. 
 
32. Nd4 Rxa2  
33. Nxb5  
 

 
 
33...Bxd2 
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I was looking at this and at 33. Ra6, which also wins, when I looked at my clock and discovered 
to my horror that I only had 0:24 seconds left, to his 6:31. I had completely forgotten to watch 
the clock during the game. I panicked. Since I had finished examining this move and had not 
fully analyzed 33...Ra6 I went with what I knew was a good line. 
 
I blitzed out my next several moves and stopped recording the game. Then Vadim told me I had 
to record the moves because I had 24 MINUTES on my clock. I apologized immediately and 
explained that I thought I only had 24 seconds, and then apologized again two or three more 
times after the game concluded. My opponent should have received extra time on his clock due 
to my stupidity, but of course that would not have affected the result of the game. 
 
34. Bxd2 Bxb5+  
35. Kd1 
 
If 35. Rxb5? Nc3+ 
 
35...Bc6 
 
Threatening 36...Nc3+ 37. Bxc3 Bxh1 
 
36. Re1 Rd6 
 
Threatening 37...Nc3+. It was here when Vadim told me to restart recording my moves. 
 
37. Kc1 Bd7 
 
I wanted to take the h3 pawn to free the g4 square for my bishop and set up a mate with Rc6+. I 
completely missed the strong move 37...Nf6. I just was not looking at retreating moves. 
 
38. Re4 Bf5  
 

 
 
39. Rb8+ Kf7   
40. Rd4 Ra1+ 
 



 

244 
 

There are quite a few good candidate moves that also win, 40…a3 and 40...e5 for example. The 
only one I seriously considered was 40...Rg6. I decided taking the rook was simplest; there is no 
need to play perfectly in this position. 
 
White resigned here. 
 
After 41. Kb2 Rb1+ 42. Ka3 Rxb8 43 Rxa4 the crusher is 43…Ne3!! 44. Bxe3 Rd3+ 45. Ka2 
Be6+ 46. Ka1 Rd1+ 47. Bc1 Rxc1# 
 
Analysis 

 
 
I was a bit unhappy I didn’t get a chance to play this; it would have been a more artistic finish.  
 

 

Section 19 Kolty Championships 2016-2017 

 

After cruising through the first four rounds, I lost my good form and struggled in the second half 
of the tournament. Somehow, I found just enough tactical tricks to survive three straight games I 
should have lost. I won the championship for the fifth time.  I got lucky. 

Michael DaCruz vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club Championship – Round 5 
September 22, 2016 
 
I was just learning the Dragondorf opening and this was the first time I played it. The key idea is 
to play g6 but to keep the bishop on f8 to defend the d6 square. Black keeps his king in the 
center.  
 
1. Nc3 c5 
2. e4 a6 
3. Nf3 d6 
4. d4 cxd4 
5. Nxd4 Nf6 
6. Bc4 b5 
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7. Bb3 Bb7 
8. f3 g6 
9. Be3 Nbd7 
10. Qd2 Nc5 
11. g4 h6 
12. Rd1 Rc8 
13. Nd5  
 

 
 
13…e5 
14. Nxf6+ Qxf6 
15. g5 hxg5 
16. Bxg5 Qg7 
17. Ne2 Rh3 
18. Nc3  
 

 
 
White’s control over the d5 square is a real problem. I decided I have to sac the exchange.  
 
18…Rxf3 
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19. Qg2 Rxc3 
20. bxc3 Bxe4 
21. Qh3 Bf5 
22. Qh4 Ne4 
23. O-O  
 

 
 
I had a lot of good choices here. One move I didn’t consider was 23…f6.  
23…Rxc3 
24. Rd3 Rxd3!  
 
This looks crazy, I need this rook to defend squares on the queenside, and I let him push my 
knight out of the center. But I had a combination in mind. 
 
25. cxd3 Nxg5 
26. Qxg5 Qh6 
27. Qf6  
 
If he trades queens, the endgame is an easy win. 
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27…Qg7? 
 
I accidentally put my queen on the wrong square, When I traded rooks, my idea was to play 
27…Qh7 threatening to play 28…Be7 and his queen is trapped. After the forced 28. Qg5 Bh6 
29. Qg2 Bf4 White is in big trouble. Even after this “finger-slip” I am still ok; I should just put the 
queen back on h6 on the next move and then play the right move.   
 
28. Qg5 Be7?? 
 
After my last move I lost my composure and played this without thinking. It’s the losing move.   
 
29. Qg2  
 
I finally saw that Qa8+ is winning everything on the queenside, but it’s too late.  
 
How am I going to win this game?  
 
I had to think for a very long time to find a way to survive and create counterplay I finally 
concluded that, while somehow keeping f7 protected, I need to get my bishop to f4. That would 
eliminate the pin on the f-file and either bishop could move with threats. I figured out how to get 
it done, but it takes eight moves, an eternity in chess. 
 
29…Qf6 
30. Qa8+ Bd8 
31. Qxa6 Kf8 
32. Qxb5 Kg7 
33. Bd5 Qe7 
 

 
 
34. a4 
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Editor’s comment: For the first and only time we will step out of the shadows and correct 
Mike’s analysis. He gave this move a question mark and wrote, ‘Wasting a key tempo and 
allowing my queen to get active. 34. Qa6 first, threatening 35. Qb7, wins.’ He then proceeds to 
give four lengthy variations to establish this conclusion. 
 
With all due respect to Mike, he must have gotten confused here. First, if Qb7 were so good, 
Mike could play it right away. He doesn’t need to play 34. Qa6 to set it up! In fact, his suggestion 
of Qb5-a6-b7 loses a key tempo. Second, after 34. Qa6 Qc7 is a perfectly good answer for 
Black, activating the queen. Computer analysis confirms that White is not winning here. Third, 
34. a4 is a move that makes perfect sense because the passed a-pawn is White’s most 
dangerous source of counterplay. In fact, one can argue that White did not push this pawn fast 
enough: in the game, 36. a5 was probably better than 36. Qe8 — a point that Mike failed to 
mention. 
 
We hope, though, that these ’sunspots’ do not detract from the reader’s appreciation for the 
insightful way that Mike played this endgame. 
 
34 …Qa7+ 

35. Kh1 Bg5 
36. Qe8 Bf4 
 
Mission accomplished. I’m ok now.  
 
37. Rb1 Bxd3 
38. Rb7 Qf2!  
 

 
 
And suddenly it’s over. He has a few checks but they lead nowhere. 
 
39. Rxf7+ Kh6 
40. Qh8+ Kg5 
41. Qh3 Qe1+ 
42. Kg2 Qf1 #.  
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Mike Splane vs Roman Paparov  

Kolty Chess Club Championship, Round 6 
September 29, 2016 
 
Roman was in second place, trailing me by a half point, so he had to win. I would have been 
happy with a draw. I had prepared a sideline for his Caro Kan but he quickly outplayed me after 
the opening.  
 
1. e4 c6 
2. d4 d5 
3. exd5 cxd5 
4. c4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 e6 
6. Nf3 Bb4 
7. cxd5 exd5 
8. Bb5+ Bd7 
9. Qe2+ Ne4 
10. O-O Bxc3 
11. bxc3 O-O 
12. Bd3 Re8 
 

 
 
This is what I was aiming for with my opening preparation, the bishop pair in an open position. I 
knew I couldn’t outplay him in a positional struggle; but in a tactical one I had a chance.  
 
If I had this position again, I would play 13. Ne5 here. I didn’t realize how important it was to 
force the e4 knight to move. 
 
13. Qc2 Bf5 
14. Rb1 Nd7!  
 
He makes no effort to guard the b7 pawn! The knight is headed to b6 to prevent c3-c4 followed 
by pressure down the c-file. and the pawn on c3 will eventually fall. I started to really struggle to 
find a counter to that plan. Finally, I concluded I had to take on b7 and hope for the best. At 
least my rook will be active. 
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15. Rxb7 Nb6 
16. Bf4 Rc8 
 

 
 
17. Bxe4?  
 
No excuses, I simply panicked. After 17. Qb2 Nc4 18. Bxc4 Rxc4 19. Nd2 White is a safe pawn 
up. 
 
17…Bxe4 
18. Qb3?  Bxf3 
19. gxf3 Qf6  
20. Bg3 Qxf3  
 
I was stunned when he played this. I had completely missed that the pawn was unguarded. I 
somehow thought my king was on g2. 
 
How am I going to win this game?  
 
Normal play won’t save me. I must find a trap and pray he falls into it. And there is one if you 
look hard enough.  
 
21. Rxa7 Nc4 
22. Qd1 Re2 
 



 

251 
 

 
 
Threatening 23…Ne3 and it looks like mate is forced…, but  
 
23. Re7!!  
 
The trap is sprung. Several people in the crowd of spectators gasped. White is winning major 
material.  
 
In the postmortem Roman convinced that me that he has a completely won game if he had just 
retreated the queen on the previous move.   
 
23… Qxg3+ 
24. hxg3 Rxe7 
25. Re1 Ra7 
 
My technique from here was flawless.  
 
26. Qf3 Nb6 
27. Rb1 Ra6 
28. Qf5 Rca8 
29. Rb5 h6 
30. Qe5  
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Threatening to break down Black’s fortress with 31. Qd6 
 
30…Na4 
31. Rb8+ Rxb8 
32. Qxb8+ Kh7 
33. Qb5 Ra7 
 

 
 
34. Qb1+ 34. Kg8 
 
Roman resigned and I was immediately mobbed by well wishers shaking my hand.  
 
1-0  
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Milosz Zielanski vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club Championship Round 7 
October 6, 2016 
 
All I needed was a draw to win the title. Milosz had to win. I was torn between playing it safe and 
playing aggressively, so I played very tentatively and failed to put any real pressure on his 
position. Milosz played quietly and avoided tactics, waiting for the pressure to get to me. It 
worked.  Eventually I made a blunder that should have lost the game. 
 
1. c4 g6 
2. Nc3 Bg7 
3. g3 Nf6 
4. Bg2 O-O 
5. h4 c6 
6. e4 d6 
7. d3 e5 
8. Bg5 h6 
9. Bd2 Na6 
10. h5 gxh5 
11. Qe2 Bg4 
12. f3 Be6 
13. Nh3  
 

 
 
13…Nb4 
 
Taking a slow positional approach when more aggressive action is called for. I don’t know why I 
didn’t play 15…d5.   
 
14. Be3 a5 
15. a3 Na6 
16. Nf2 Re8 
17. g4 d5 
18. cxd5 cxd5 
19. exd5 Bxd5 
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20. gxh5  
 

 
 
20…Re6?  
 
I have a nice café position after 20…Nac7 
 
21. Bh3 Rc6 
22. Bf5 Nc5 
23. Rg1 Nxh5 
 

 
 
This blunder loses an exchange and then White forces simplification.   
 
24. Nxd5 Qxd5 
25. Be4 Qd6 
26. Bxc6 bxc6 
27. Ne4 Nxe4 
28. fxe4 Nf4 
29. Bxf4 exf4 
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30. O-O-O Rb8 
 
To provoke d3-d4 when the pawn break c6-c5 will open lines against his king.  
 
31. d4 Rb3 
 
I can either block the g file or push the f pawn to create a distraction. 
 
32. e5 f3 
33. Qa6 Qc7 
34. Rg3 c5  
35. Qf6??  
 

 
 
Looks like this forces mate but just like in the previous game, a rook “sacrifice” saves me.  
 
After the game a spectator pointed out that White wins after 35. Qa8+ Rb8 (35 …. Kh7?  
36. Rxg7+ Kxg7 37. Rg1+) 36. Qxf3 cxd4+ 37. Kb1 Qxe5 38. Rg1. Sometimes you get lucky. 
 
35…cxd4+ 
36. Kb1 Rxb2+ 
37. Kxb2   
 
Draw agreed. Black has perpetual check.  
 
After several years of disappointments and self-doubts, I had finally recaptured the club 
championship, my fifth title. 
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2017 Kolty Championship  

 
I was unable to successfully defend my title the following year, but my victory in the last round 
on Board 1 decided who would succeed me as champion. 
 
Going into the last round Henry Wang had scored 5½ points in 6 rounds.  Juande Perea was 
right behind with 5 points, but they had already faced each other. Henry was paired with me. I 
had two losses and Wang only needed a draw to win the club championship.  
 
On my way to the game my car ran out of gas on the freeway, I had to walk over a mile to a gas 
station and back. When I finally got to the chess club, I was 45 minutes late.  

Mike Splane vs Henry Wang  

Kolty Chess Club Championship – Round 7 
October 26, 2017 
 
1. Nf3 Nf6  
2. g3 b6  
3. Bg2 Bb7  
4. O-O e6  
5. d3 d5  
6. Nbd2 Be7  
7. b3 c5  
8. Bb2 Nc6  
9. e4 dxe4  
10. dxe4 O-O  
11. Re1 Qc7  
12. h4  
 

 
 
It was here that I offered a draw. With the huge time deficit and stressed out from dealing with 
the car issue, I would have been happy to just go home.  He turned me down without a word. 
This discourtesy helped me regain my fighting spirit and I resolved to try to beat him. 
 
12…Rfd8  
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13. e5 Nd5 
14. a3 b5  
15. Bf1 a6  
16. Bd3 Nb6  
17. Qe2 Rab8 
 
Henry took so long on his last two moves that we were almost even on time!  
 
18. Qe4 g6  
19. Qg4 
 

 
 
 19. …  c4!  
 
If 20. bxc4 Na4 21. Bd4 Nxd4 22. Nxd4 bxc4 23. Nxc4 Nc3!  
 
20. Be4 b4!    
21. axb4 Bxb4 
 
Threatening … c3. 
 
22. c3 Bf8  
23. h5 Bg7  
24. hxg6 hxg6  
25. b4! … 
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I must keep the queenside closed even though this gives away the e5-pawn. If I survive the 
middle-game this pawn structure guarantees, I will have a nice endgame advantage.  When I 
demonstrated this game a week later at one of my chess parties I was ridiculed for this 
explanation. Ten moves later they weren’t laughing.  
 
25. … Nxe5  
26. Nxe5 Bxe5  
27. Nf3 Bg7   
 
Dana Mackenzie suggested 27…Bf6 as an improvement.  
 
28. Ng5 Bxe4  
29. Rxe4!  
 

 
 
I would be thrilled if Black forked the queen and rook! After 29.…f5? 30. Qh4 fxe4 (or 30…Bf6 
31. Rxe6) 31. Qh7+ Kf8 32. Nxe6+ wins. 
 
29…Nd5!  
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30. Rxc4 Qe5  
31. Re4 Nf6   
32. Rxe5 Nxg4  
33. Re2 Rdc8     
34. Ne4 Rc6  
35. Nc5 Ra8 
 
Black has finally been forced into passive defense.  My biggest concern is to prevent Ng4-e5-
c4. 
 

 
 
36. f4 Nf6  
37. c4 a5  
38. Bd4 Rd8  
39. b5  
 

 
 
 39…Rxc5??  
 
This looks tempting but he misses a pin.   



 

260 
 

 
40. Bxc5 Nd7?  
41. Rd1!  Rc8  
42. Rxd7 Rxc5  
43. b6 Rxc4  
44. b7 Rb4  
45. Rd8+  
 

 
 
1-0. 
 
Juande won his last round game to pass Henry and earn the championship.  He proved it was 
not a lucky result by successfully defending his title the following year.  

Section 20 Kolty Chess Club 2017-2020 

Richard Roubel vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
December 6, 2018 
 
A very challenging game. Despite the one slip I was proud of my ability to continuously generate 
threats and keep him from consolidating.  
 
1. d4 Nf6 
2. g3 g6 
3. Bg2 Bg7 
4. c4 O-O 
5. Nc3 d6 
6. e3 Na6 
7. Nge2 c5 
8. O-O cxd4 
9. Nxd4 Nc5 
10. Re1 Ng4 
 



 

261 
 

 
 
The game is going to revolve around the d3 square. If I can post a knight there it will dominate 
the board. The bishop on g7 also plays a key role in putting pressure on all the squares on the 
long diagonal. 11...Ne5 and 12…Bg4 are threatened, so White prevents...Ne5. 
 
11. f4 e5  
 
Sacrificing the d6 pawn to open lines to the White kingside.  
 
12. Ndb5 exf4 
13. exf4 Bf5 
14. h3  
 
If 14. Qxd6 Qxd6 15. Nxd6 Bd4+ wins material.  
 
14...Nf6 
15. Qxd6 Nd3 
16. Rd1  
 
What now? I did not want to trade the d3 knight for the c1 bishop, but 17. g4 is threatened. I was 
also under the illusion that White was threatening to take the knight on d3, since it was attacked 
twice and only guarded by the bishop. Eventually after I saw that the Black queen was guarding 
the knight through the White queen, so I was tempted to consolidate with 16...h5. Then the 
question becomes how to meet 17. Bxb7? I need to find something active right now.  
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16…Re8!!  
 
The idea is to clear the f8 square for the g7 bishop, tempo-ing on the queen, and depending on 
his reply, getting a check on c5 with the bishop or b6 with the queen.  
 
17. Kf1! 
 
Sidestepping the checks on the b6-g1 diagonal renews his positional threats, but the king is also 
exposed here. 17. Kh2 at first sight looks safer, but 17...a6 18. Qxd8 Rxad8 19. Nc7 Re1 20. 
Rxe1 Nxe1 is also good for Black.  
 
17...Qc8 
 
Guarding b7 and avoiding the queen trade. 
 
18. g4  
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Now what? If 18…Qxc4 19. b3 is too strong. So I decided to sacrifice the bishop. The computer 
says Black is better after 18...Nxc1 but after going to all that trouble to post it on that great d3 
outpost I was reluctant to trade it. 
 
18...Re6??  
 
I overlooked that he can simply take the bishop and give up the queen. I thought he had to 
move his queen after which I’m committed to the sacrifice of the f5 bishop. But all my other 
pieces become immensely active.  
 
19. Qc7? 
 
Returning the favor. 19. gxf5 is simple winning. 
 
19...Qe8 
 
The mate threat on e1 gains a critical tempo to avoid the queen trade. 
 
20. Bd2 Re7 
21. gxf5!  
 

 
 
This time I am not forced to accept the queen sacrifice.  
 
21...Rd8!  
 
His king is looking mighty lonely, with virtually nothing to protect it. I was confident I was now 
winning.  
 
22. Qa5 Nxb2 
23. Qxa7 Nxc4 
24. Qf2 Red7 
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The d2 bishop has nowhere to go and if 25. Nb1 Ne4 so White must give up material. He 
decides his best chance of survival is in the endgame, when he might be able to capture on b7 
and make some use of the a2 pawn  
 
25. Re1 Nxd2+ 
26. Qxd2 Rxd2 
27. Rxe8+ Nxe8  
28. Rc1 Nd6 
29. fxg6 hxg6 
30. a4 
 

 
 
How am I going to win this game?  
 
My first thought was to play it “safe” with 30...b6. That move is consistent with one of my key 
“rules” for winning endgames, stop counterplay first.  
 
Then I asked myself, which is my worst piece? The bishop and rooks are monsters, it is the 
knight on d6 which is passive and blocking the coordination of my rooks. 
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Does it have a better square? Yes! a check on g3 wins on the spot! The knight will control the 
light squares around the king and then my bishop can move in for a dark square check.  
 
Can I move the knight and allow him to take on b7? Yes. The mating attack generates winning 
threats far more quickly than any counterplay he can get by pushing the a-pawn. 
 
30...Nf5! 
31. Bxb7 Ng3+ 
32. Kg1 Bf8 
33. Bg2 Bh6 
34. f5 Be3+ 
35. Kh2 Nf5 
36. a5 Nh4 
 

 
 
If 37 Kg3 Rxg2+ 38. Kh4 Bg5 # 
 
0-1 
 

Alex Korottchenko vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 

July 12, 2018 

 

1. d4 Nf6 

2. c4 g6 

3. Bg5 Bg7 

4. Nc3 c5 

5. e3 O-O 

6. h3 cxd4 

7. exd4 Qa5 

 
I thought that 8...Ne4 would be strong, missing that his next move stops it.  
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8. Qd2 Nc6 

9. Nf3  

 

 
 
9...d5 

 
With his king stuck in the center I wanted to open lines as quickly as possible, so this pawn 
sacrifice seemed promising. After 10. Bxf6 exf6 11 Nxd5 Re8+ it’s not clear that Black has 
enough compensation. 
 
10. c5 b6 

 
The computer engine prefers 10…Ne4 because b6 allows White a tempo to develop his bishop. 
I wanted to get the bishop pair so I was willing to make that tradeoff. 
 
11. Bb5 Ne4 

12. Nxe4 Qxb5 

13. Nc3 Qc4 

 
Hoping he will play b3, which weakens all of the queenside black squares.  
 
14. b3 Qa6 

 
Stronger than 14…Qb4, this keeps him from castling. 
 
15. cxb6 e5? 
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Overly ambitious. I analyzed 16. Nxd5 axb6 17. Nc7 Qa7 18. Nxa8 Ba6 and thought I had 
enough compensation with 5 active pieces and his king trapped in the center but after 19. dxe5 
Nxe5 20. Nxe5 Bxe5 21. O-O-O and 22. Rhe1 White is better. 
 
The line White chose in the game is also quite good.  
 
16. Nxd5 axb6 

17. Nf6+ Kh8 

18. dxe5 Bf5 

 
To meet 19 Qe2 with Bd3. 
 
19. a4 Rfd8 

 
With the idea of Bf8 and Bb4+ 
 
20. Qf4 Bf8 

21. Qc4?  

 

21. Qh4 threatening mate and preventing 21…Qa5+ is the only try. After 21. Qh4 Bb4+ 22. 

Bd2? g5! is an easy win but it is not so clear after 22. Nd2 h5 23. Qc4 

 

21...Qa5+ 

22. Bd2 Rxd2 

23. Nxd2 Qxe5+ 
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0-1 

Mike Splane vs Frisco del Rosario 

Kolty Chess Club  
August 8, 2018 
 
1. Nf3 Nf6  

2. c4 g6  

3. g3 Bg7  

4. Bg2 O-O  

5. Nc3 d6  

6. d3 Nc6  

7. Rb1 e5  

8. b4 Re8  

9. e4 h6  

10. h3 Be6  

11. Be3 Qd7  

12. Qd2 Kh7  

13. Nd5 Ng8  

14. Nh4 Nce7  

15. g4 c6  

16. Nc3 d5 
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When I played Nc3 I miscounted the number of pieces protecting the d5 square. For a moment I 

thought he just sacrificed a pawn. Then I saw that I was in trouble. Black threatens...d4 winning 

a piece, and the only way to stop it is to trade off the c- and e-pawns, giving Black a very mobile 

center and giving White a weak pawn at d3. 

 
17. cxd5 cxd5  

18. exd5 Nxd5  

19. Ne4 b6  

20. O-O Rac8  

 
Whatever the reason, I completely missed the point of his move, thinking it was just routine 
development. 
 
21. a4? f5! 
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At this point my position already seems hopeless. Black threatens...f4 winning a piece, and 

White has no way to stop it.  

 

22. gxf5 gxf5  

23. f4!  

 

 
 

This move is the turning point of the whole game. Frisco looked shocked when I played 23. f4, 

like a cat who discovers the mouse he thought he was toying with has suddenly grown claws 

and teeth. If Black grabs the piece with 23....fxe4, then the mouse rears up and eats the queen 

with 24. Bxe4+ Kh8 25. Ng6+ Kh7 26. Nf8+ Kh8 27. Nxd7. 

 

23...Nxe3? 

 
Dana Mackenzie found 23. … Qe7! when 24. Qf2? fails because the White queen is 

overloaded, so Black wins a piece with 24. … Nxe3. During the game I saw 23. … Qe7 but 

thought I was okay after 24. fxe5 Qxh4 25. Nd6. What I missed (and Dana spotted) is that Black 

can continue with 25. … Bxe5! 26. Nxc8 Nxe3! when 27. Qxe3 walks into a skewer with 27. … 

Bd4. 

 
24. Qxe3 Ne7  

 

If 24...exf4 25. Rxf4!! (Seemingly walking into a trap) Bd4 25. Ng5+ hxg5 26. Rxd4. 

 

25. fxe5! fxe4 

 

If 25...Bxe5 26. Kh1! Bd4 27. Qf4, I just keep offering the knight, and it doesn’t appear as if it will 

ever be safe for Black to take it. 

 
26. Bxe4+ Kh8? 
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The only hope was 26...Kg8. 

 

 
 

27. Rf6! Nd5 

 
The only hope was 27...Bxf6 28. Qxh6+ Kg8 29. Bh7+ Kh8 30. exf6 Qd4+ 31. Kh1 Bd5+ 32. 

Be4.  

 
28. Rxh6+ Bxh6  

29. Qxh6+ Kg8  

30. Kh1! Re7  

31. Rg1+ Rg7  

32. Rxg7+ Qxg7  

33. Qxe6+  

 
Black resigns 

Section 21 JL DeJong Games 

 

My games with JL DeJong seemed to bring out the best in me. He was always a gentleman 

afterwards and a great sport.  

Mike Splane vs JL DeJong  

Kolty Chess Club 
July 20, 2006  
  

1. e4 e6 

2. d4 d5 

3. Bd3 dxe4  
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I really do not like this exchange for Black, accepting an inferior pawn structure in the center for 

the gain of one tempo. But it does gain a tempo. I have never felt comfortable with either side of 

the pawn structure if White plays e5. 

  

4. Bxe4 Nf6  

5. Bd3 c5 

  

J L played 5…Nc6 in our previous game. In the postmortem I suggested …c5 as the best way to 

challenge the center. He was paying attention! 

  

6. c3 cxd4  

7. cxd4 Bb4+ 

8. Nc3 Nc6 

9. Nf3 Qa5 

  

My chess engine does not like this move, It seems like it wastes a tempo – the queen will be 

forced to retreat in a few moves. 

 

I was tempted to castle and give up the pawn for piece activity but decided to stick with a 

strategic approach of restricting his activity rather than adopting a tactical approach.  

  

10. Bd2 0-0  

11. a3 Be7  

 

... 
 
This surprised me, but there is no immediate way to take advantage of discoveries on his 

queen. I was expecting 11…Bxc3 12. bxc3 with the classical hanging pawns. I won with this 

setup against an IM, Igor Ivanov, so I felt confident that I knew the correct plan. As I was 

considering what to do next, I almost fell into 12. Qc2? Nb4. It’s obvious that he is going to play 

…Rd8 next, otherwise he would have retreated the bishop to d6. I thought that the d8 square 

was where his queen belonged, so I castled to see what he would do. 
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12. 0-0 Rd8  

13. b4 Qh5  

  

The queen has no good squares. If 13…Qc7 14. Rc1. If 13. Qb6 14. Be3. With the queen on h5, 

I would like to swing my c3 knight to g3, so I looked at 14. Ne2, but I didn’t like allowing the 

aggressive posting of his bishop on d6. I also looked at 14. Bf4 Bd6, but I really need my bishop 

to defend the d pawn. 14. Be3 allows him to win the two bishops, but it gives me a strong and 

potentially mobile pawn center. I saw that 14 …e5, releasing the two bishops for action, is not 

going to be playable due to b5 driving back the knight. 

  

14. Be3 Ng4 

15. h3 Nxe3  

16. fxe3 Bf6? 

  

Wasting two tempos.  

  

17. Ne4 Be7  

18. b5 Nb8  

 

 
 

19. Qb3! 

  

The f7 square is my target, so the strategic problem is how to prevent his … f7-f5, when I have 

no pressure on the f-file. This nice move, which at first sight looks nonsensical, prevents 

19...f5 due to 20. Ng3 and 21. Nf5. It also indirectly guards e3 without loss of time, guards a3 to 

free the a1 rook for action, and guards b5, allowing the bishop to make threats on the b1-h7 

diagonal. 

 
This is a great example of “the principle of maximum usefulness.” 
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19...Nd7 

20. Rac1! 

  

The threat of 21 Rc7 almost forces the knight to move to f6, blocking the advance of his f pawn. 

The rook can also be useful on c2 as a defender of the kingside, or on c5 if the bishop moves 

off the a3-f8 diagonal. 

  

20...Nf6 

21. Neg5! 

  

If he gives me a tempo, my knight will become impossible to dislodge from here. 

If 21...h6 I would have retreated the knight - his queen is running short of squares. 

  

21...Bd7 

22. Rc2! 

  

 
 
Black has three aggressive moves here: Rac8, h6, and Nd5, but with my rook on the second 

rank I can play g4 in reply when Black won’t be able to sacrifice his knight on g4 for two pawns 

and a check because I regain the tempo and initiative with Rg2. Black needs to be thinking 

about defending f7, so his best move may be Rf8.  

  

22...Nd5?  

23. g4 Qh6 

24. Bxh7+! 

  

Looks completely unplayable, but this move wins. 

  

24…Kf8  

25. h4! 
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Black has four defensive tries/threats: g6, f6, Nf6 and Bg5. But now, with the g5 knight guarded, 

the f3 knight can move to e5, answering all of Blacks’ ideas with unstoppable threats down the f 

file. So Black hastens to eliminate one of the killer knights. 

  

25...Bxg5  

26. Nxg5 Nf6?  

  

 
 
This loses immediately. During the game I wasn’t sure what I would play after 26…f6. I had no 

doubt that White must have a winning continuation, there are many tempting options: e4, Be4, 

Rh2, a4, Rf5, and Be3.I thought the best move was  

 
27. Qd3 when Qxh4? 28. Qg6 Be8 29. Nxe6+Ke7 

30. Qxg7+ Bf7 31 and Nf4! wins after either  

 

31...Qg3+ 32 Ng2 or 31...Nxf4 32. Rxf4 Qg3+ 33. Kf1 Qh3+ 34 Ke2.  

 

Engine analysis shows that 27 Qd3 is a mistake, after 27…Rac8!  Black’s counterplay becomes 

very strong. 27. e4 is the best try. 

 
27. Qb4+ Ke8 

  

It looks like Black is getting counterplay, but... 

  

28. Bg8!! 

  

My opponent looked startled at this little touch of Alekhine-like magic. I saw this shot when I 

captured on h7 on move 24 but during the thirty minutes (or more) it took us to play the last four 

moves I forgot my analysis. I knew I had analyzed a crusher, but it took me a few minutes to 

remember just what it was. 
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28...Nxg8  

29. Rxf7  

  

Of course. I somehow got fixated on 29. Nf7 and it took me a while to broaden my scope of 

candidate moves. 

  

29...g6 

30. Rcf2 Bc6 

  

The only move that does not allow immediate mate.  

  

31. bxc6 bxc6  

 

 
 

32. Nxe6? 

  

32. Qb7, with the unstoppable threat of 33. Rf8+ Qxf8 34. Rxf8+ Kf8 35. Qf7#, mates faster. 

 

32…Rdb8 

33. Nc7+ Kd8 

34. Qd6+ Kc8 

35. Qd7+ Kb7 

36. Rb2# 

 

1 – 0 
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JL De Jong vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
January 22, 2009  

  

A rare success for me in the Benoni - I usually get good positions in this defense and then hang 

something. This time I managed to hold on. 

  

I’m not sure where JL goes wrong in this game, but I think I was slightly better by move 16 - I 

have a solid position with active squares for all of my minor pieces. His mistakes on move 17 

and 20 turn a slight disadvantage into a lost game. 

  

 

1. d4 Nf6  

2. Nf3 c5  

3. d5 d6 

4. c4 e6  

5. Nc3 exd5 

6. cxd5 g6 

7. g3 Bg7 

8. Bg2 0-0 

9. 0-0 Na6  

  

One disadvantage of having the bishop on g2 is White loses control of the f1 a6 diagonal, and 

Black can enforce a timely …b5 pawn push. I’m already playing for that idea. 

  

10. Nd2 Nc7 

11. a4 b6 

12. Re1 Re8 

13. Nc4 Ba6  

  

White can try 14. Nxd6 Qxd6 15. Bf4 Qd8 16. d6 Ne6 17. Bxa8 Qxa8 but Black’s two pieces will 

be stronger than White’s rook and pawn. 

  

14 Qb3 Rb8  

15.Bf4 Bxc4  

  

I’m already thinking about endings with a strong knight on d4 versus a garbage bishop on g2. 

  

16. Qxc4 a6 
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17. e4? 

  

Ironically, this weakens the d pawn instead of strengthening it.  

A kibitzer suggested 17. b4. In the postmortem I suggested  

17...b5 18. Qb3 a5! 19. bxa5 b4 20. Nb5 Nxb5 21. axb5 Rxb5 22. a6 Nh5 and it looks like Black 

is a bit better. 

  

17...b5  

18. axb5 axb5  

19. Qd3 b4 

20. Nb1?  

 

 
  

20...Nfxd5!  

  

This was a hard move to commit to. I only played it after I saw how to defend the d6 pawn – by 

not defending it! 
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21. Bc1 Nb6! 

 

I almost blundered into 21...Nb5 22. Qxd5 but fortunately saw the blunder in time. I’ve lost a 

couple of games to JL on blunders like this. 

  

22. Rd1 Ne6! 

  

He cannot take the d pawn. After 23. Qxd6 Qxd6 24. Rxd6 Nd4 threatens 25...Nb3, or …Ne2+ 

or … Be5. and 25. Ra6 Nc4 is not a defense.  

 

The best try is 25. Bf4 but this loses another pawn after 25...Ne2+ 26. Kf1 Nxf4 27. gxf4 Bxb2 

  

23. Nd2 Nd4 

  

Now my minor pieces all dominate his, and I was sure of winning. His bishops are particularly 

bad, so all exchanges of rooks, knights and queens favor me. The black square bishop is tied to 

defending the b2 pawn and the White square bishop has nothing useful to do. The winning plan 

is to simplify and then pile up on the b2 pawn. 

  

24.Nc4 Qd7 

25. Ra6 Nxc4 

26. Qxc4  

 

 
 

26…Qg4! 

27. Re1 Rbd8 

  

Playing it safe. I’m thinking about an eventual … d4 followed by … d5. The e-pawn will be 

pinned to the queen due to the idea of exd5? Bxf2+ 
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28. Be3 Nf3+ 

29. Bxf3 Qxf3 

  

This simplification either wins the e-pawn or if the queens come off: leaves him with three 

weaknesses f2, e4 and b2. 

  

30. Bc1 Bd4 

31. Qe2 Qxe2 

32. Rxe2  

 

 
 

32…Ra8! 

  

This nice move forces the win of the b pawn. If he trades rooks, I’ll play Re8-a8-a1-b1, so he 

decides to take the d pawn. I also could have played 32...d5 but didn’t want to allow any 

counterplay with 33. Bg5 

  

33. Rxd6 Ra1  

34. Re1 

  

If 34. Rc2 b3 wins. 

  

34...Bxb2  

35. Rdd1 Bd4  

36. Kf1 b3 

37. Re2 b2 Black wins 0-1 
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Mike Splane vs JL Dejong  

Kolty Chess Club Championship 
July 8, 2010 
  
1. e4 e6 
2. d4 d5 
3. Nd2 Nf6 
4. e5 Nfd7 
5. Bd3 c5 
6. c3 Nc6 
7. Ne2 Qb6 
8. Nf3 cxd4  
9. cxd4 f6 
10. exf6 Nxf6 
11. 0-0 Bd6 
12. Nc3 Bd7 
  
So far, all this was book. I was following my pregame preparation and was expecting Black to 
castle instead of playing Bd7. After the game I discovered that White has some better tries on 
move 12 so I probably won’t reach this position again. 
  
13. Bg5? 
  
I knew that White was supposed to play 13. Be3 here but one openings manual that I consulted 
before the game stated that the idea behind 13. Be3 was to prevent 13...e5 which I didn’t think 
was a threat. Another book said “If 12...Bd7 then 13. Bg5 0-0-0 is playable.” The idea is to play 
Bh4 and Bg3 to trade my bad bishop for his good one. 
  
The b2 pawn is supposed to be poison after 13...Qxb2 14. Nb5 Bb8 15. Rb1 Qxa2 16. 
Ra1 Qb217. Ra4 when Black’s queen is trapped. 
  
13…Nxd4! 
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He said something like, “Well, I’ll give it a try.” I responded. “Wow.” I thought he had just 
blundered a piece. Without thinking I played: 
  
14. Nxd4 
  
I expected him to resign, but he stunned me with: 
  
14...Qxd4! 
  

 
 
I couldn’t believe It!  Doesn’t this lose the queen? I even wrote 15. Bg6+ on my scoresheet. But 
after 15. Bg6+ hxg6 16. Qxd4 Bxh2+ 17. Kh1 Bf4+ Black has a perpetual check or can play for 
more with 17...Be5+ 18. Qh4 Rxh4+ 19. Bxh4 Kf7.  
 
I took a long look at this latter line and concluded that Black was better so the opening manual 
was wrong. White plays 13. Be3 because he must guard the d-pawn. 
 
So, what can I play instead? Any move that stops the perpetual check will threaten Bg6+ so I 
looked at 15. h3 and 15. g3. These moves seemed too passive, and I didn’t really want to 
weaken the squares in front of my king. 
  
I looked at 15. Nb5 to try and win the bishop pair, but after 15...Qe5 16. f4 Qe3+ 17. 
Kh1 Qb6 18. Bxf6 gxf6 19. Qh5+ Ke7 when I couldn’t see any way to get at his king. Then I 
spotted the move 17...Ne4 when I incorrectly thought that Black would be able to consolidate his 
position and keep the extra pawn but after 18 Bxe4 Bxb5 19. Re1 the d5 pawn falls. So 15. Nb5 
is probably the right move. 
  
15. Re1 
  
Threatening 16. Bg6+ and if the queen retreats, I can capture on f6 and d5. After the game Jan 
told me he had been in this position “hundreds of times” but that he had never faced 15. Re1. 
Frisco Del Rosario was watching from the next board. After the game he told me that when he 
looked at the game at this point, he thought I was in the type of position that suited my style 
much more than JL’s so he expected me to win. I was far from confident. 
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I didn’t realize how risky this move was. After the game I looked in a couple of online databases 
and found one game where White played 15. Re1. Black replied 15...Bxh2+ 16. Kh2 Ng4+17. 
Kg3 Qxf2+ and eventually won. I am not convinced that this sacrifice was sound - 18. Kh3 e5 
19. Bb5 stops Black’s attack, but he does have three pawns for the piece. 
  
15…0-0-0 
  
I thought this was forced if he wanted to hold on to the extra material, but maybe he could try 
15...Ke7. 
  
I was worried about 15...Qg416. Bxf6 Qxd1 17. Rxad1 gxf6 18. Nd5 Kf7. I thought this position 
favored Black, so I intended to play 16. Qd2. Gjon Feinstein came up with a suggested 
improvement, 19. Bc4! exd5 20. Bxd5+ Kg7 21. Bxb7 Rae8! when the d1 rook is tied to 
guarding e1 so White must find 21. Bc4! which prevents any back rank mating ideas and wins a 
bishop. I don’t know how much of this JL saw; he castled quickly. 
  
16. Rc1 
  
Of course, he’ll see 17. Nb5+. 
  
I could’ve played 16. Be3 Qh4 17. g3 Qh3 18. Bf1 Qh5 19. Ba7 to win the pawn back, but I 
didn’t want to weaken my kingside pawns or allow him to simplify the position. This was 
probably a better move than what I played. 
  
16...Kb8 
17. Be3 Qh4 
18. g3 Qg4 
  
This was a mistake, handing me a useful tempo to take the e4 and g4 squares away from his 
knight. I was expecting 18...Qh3 19. Bf1 Qh5 when I was very tempted to take a draw with 20. 
Be2 Qh3 21. Bf1 Qh5 etc. 
  
19. f3 Qh3  
20. Bf1 
  
I thought his queen was misplaced on h3, the threat to sac the bishop on g3 can be ignored, but 
I wanted to gain a tempo to clear the d-file so my queen could go to d4. 
  
20…Qh5 
 



 

284 
 

 
 
 21. Na4!? 
  
After my third long think I came up with this highly original idea. I looked at 21. Qd4 
b6 22. Ne4 Nxe4 23. fxe4 Qe5! and decided I had nothing. I also looked at 21. a4 planning a5 
and Qd4. This idea seemed too slow. 
 
Then I looked at 21. Nb5 but I thought he could safely capture the knight. I didn’t want to let him 
get rid of his bad bishop, so I looked for a better move. I looked 21. Re2 preparing to double on 
the c file and adding a defender to h2 but this seemed too slow, giving him time for 21...Rc8. 
  
21...e5 
  
White was threatening 22. Qd4 b6 23. Nxb6. Black can’t defend by taking the knight because of 
21...Bxa4 22. Qxa4 b6 23. Qa6 (threatening Bb6) Bc7 24. Rxc7 Kxc7 25. Qxa7+ Kd6 26. Bf4+  
 
I didn’t analyze this any farther. 
  
On my previous move I saw that he would have to play …e5 but missed the 22...d4 threat. Now 
I’m struggling again. 
  
22. Nc5 
  
I looked at 22. g4 Qg6 23. g5 d4 24. Bd3 Ba4 and thought I was getting killed. 
  
22...d4 23. Bf2 
  
The bishop on e3 appeared to be safe, due to the pin on d-file, but he is threatening to swap on 
c5 to get out of the pin. So, I looked at sacs with Na6 + and Nb7, but didn’t see any convincing 
follow-up.  
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23 . …Bc6?? 
 
Letting me smash up his kingside. I thought he was better after 23...Bc8. Frisco suggested 
23...Rhf8 bringing up unused force.  
 
 
24. Na6+ Ka8 25. Rxc6 
  
It’s not immediately obvious that the c6 pawn can’t be defended, but the logic of the position 
called for this sacrifice. My bishop will become a monster on the g2-c6 diagonal. 
  
25...bxc6 26. Qa4 Rc8 27. f4! Ng4? 
  
Too aggressive, the knight is needed for defense. I was expecting 27...Nd5 28. Bg2 when I 
intended to push my b-pawn and he has no answer to my pressure on the long diagonal. 
  
Because of the bishop on f2 he can’t play 27...e4 or 27...exf4 because of 28. Qxd4 Bb8 29. 
Nxb8 and mate on a7 so JL prepares to capture on f2 after 28. h3 but after 
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28. Bg2! 
  
The threat to mate him on c6 trumps his idea. 
  
28...e4 
  
After 28…Qxh2+ 29. Kf1 his queen is out of play. 
  
29. Rxe4! 
  
The only good capture. 
 
It was easy to rule out 29. Bxe4 Qxh2+ 30. Kf1 Qxf2#. If 29. Qxd4 Nxf2 30. Qxd6 Rhd8 he is 
catching up in development. If 29. Bxd4 Qxh2+ 30. Kf1 Qxg3 looked very dangerous. 
  
29...Nxf2! 
 
JL thought I was threatening 30. Re5, but this allows him to defend with 30...Ne5 31. fxe5 Qe8. 
 
Instead of 30. Re5, I intended to play 30. Re7 with two mate threats, the obvious 
31. Bxc6+ Rxc6 32. Qxc6# and the less obvious 31. Rxa7+ Kxa7 32. Nc5+ Kb6 33. Qb4+ 
Kc7 34. Qxb7+ Kxd8 35. Qd7#. 
  
His capture on f2 not only threatens the rook, but it also threatens 30...Qd1+ trading queens and 
killing my attack. 
  
30. Rxd4! 
  
I was enjoying the feeling of deliberately being a rook down with a totally won game. 
 
As soon as I played this move, I spotted a beautiful win with 30. g4 Qxg4 31. Re8 Qxd1+ 
32. Qxd1 Nxd1 33. Bxc6#. I started shaking my head in disgust at missing this brilliancy. After a 
minute I spotted the hole in the analysis. After 31…Rxhe8 32. Qxc6+ Rxc6 33. Bxc6# doesn’t 
quite work. The bishop on g2 is pinned. 
  
30...Nh3+? 
  
He could try 30...Qe8 hoping for 31. Rxd6? Qe1+ 32. Bf1 Nh3+ 33. Kg2 Qf2+ 34. Kxh3 
Qxf1+ 35. Kh4 h6 when it’s White whose king is in trouble. I was going to play 31. Kxf2 when I 
don’t see how he can defend c6. 
  
31. Kf1 
  
After the game JL told me he thought this move was impossible due to 31 Qf2#. He thought the 
knight move would force a perpetual check. 
  
31...Kb7  
  
Of course, he would love to trade queens with 31...Qb5+, but the c6 pawn is pinned. 
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32. Rxd6 Qe8 

 
Now the c8 pawn is attacked three times and defended three times, but appearances 
are deceiving. 
  
33. Qb5+ Ka8 
34. Rxc6 
  

 
 
There is no defense to the coming discovered check, so he resigned. If 34...Rxc6 35. Nc7# and 
if 34...Qxc6 35. Qxc6+ Rxc6 36. Bxc6 is a pretty mate. 
  
1-0 

 

Section 22 Panov Attack vs g6 Caro Kann 

Tom Dorsch vs Mike Splane 

Burlingame Chess Club  
 
June 2, 2002 
 
This is not a Caro Kan opening, but some of the ideas are similar. The game featured an 
extremely long-lasting initiative that lasted for 30 moves. Tom Dorsch annotated this game for 
the Burlingame Chess Club newsletter. He wrote, “Splane is devastating with the initiative.” and 
“Against a lesser player I might have found a way out, but Splane saw every trick.” 
 
1. e4 g6 
2. d4 Bg7 
3. Be3 c5 
4. c3 Nf6 
5. f3 cxd4 
6. cxd4 d6 
7. Nc3 Nc6 
8. Qd2 e5 
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9. Nge2 exd4 
10. Nxd4 O-O  
11. Rd1 d5! 
 

 
 
Opening lines for all my pieces. He bravely accepts the pawn sacrifice, but I had seen much 
deeper into the resulting position and knew I had a winning attack if he took the bait.  
 
12. Nxc6 bxc6 
13. exd5 Nxd5 
14. Nxd5 cxd5 
15. Qxd5 Qh4+  
16. Bf2??  
 
16. g3 Qb4+ 17. Kf2 Be6 is forced.  
 
16…Qb4+ 
 
Second best. 16…Re8+ 17. Be2 Rxe2+ 18. Kxe2 Ba6+ 19. Rd3 Re8+ 20. Kf1 Rd8 21. Bxh4 
Rxd5 wins a piece. 
 
17. Rd2  
 
After the game Tom suggested 17 Qd2 when I showed him 17…Re8+ 18. Be2 Rxe2+ 19. Kxe2 
Ba6+ 20. Ke1 Re8+ 21. Be3 Rxe3+ 22. Kf2 Re2+ 23. Qxe2 Bxe2 which I assumed was winning.  
 
In postgame analysis I found 24. Rd8+ Bf8 25 Kxe2 Qxb2+ 26. Rd2 Qb5+ 27. Kf2 Bc5+ 28. Kg3 
Be3 29. Rd8+ Kg7 30. Rhd1 Qg5+ 31. Kh3   
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Analysis 
 
Now it looks like White’s king is safe and his rooks are active and coordinated, but after the 
amazing 31…Bg1!! White must give up the exchange to stop mate. 
 
17…Bh6! 
 
I saw this killer shot before I played d5. In Tom’s defense, it was not an easy move to see this 
coming since his bishop was on e3 on move 11.   
 
18. Qd4 Bxd2+ 
19. Qxd2 Re8+ 
20. Be2 Qxd2+ 
21. Kxd2 Be6 
 
How am I going to win this game?  
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My rule number one in superior endings is to restrict counterplay. That means I must make sure 
his queenside pawn majority doesn’t get rolling. I’d also like to take advantage of his exposed 
king to try and win a pawn or two. After that just make a few piece trades and it’s over.   
 
Tom is very resourceful, so I also must be alert for tricks. I wanted to keep him busy defending 
on every move. Let’s see how I did it. 
 
22. Bb5 Red8+ 
23. Kc2 a6 
24. Ba4 Bf5+  
 
The king must be prevented from reaching safety behind the pawns. 
 
25. Kb3 Rd3+ 
26. Kb4 Rd2 
27. Bg3 Rxb2+ 
28. Bb3 a5+ 
29. Ka4 Rxg2  
 

 
 
Now he gets his one and only unforced free move between moves 16 and 45!  
 
30. Rc1 Bd7+ 
31. Ka3 Rc8 
32. Rd1 Bc6 
33. Rd3 a4 
34. Bd1 Bb5 
35. Rd4 Bc4 
36. Bxa4 Rxa2+ 
37. Kb4 Be6 
38. Bb5 Rb2+ 
39. Ka5 Rc5 
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40. Rb4 Rxb4 
41. Kxb4 Rf5 
42. Bc6 Bxd5 
43. Bxd5 Rd5 
44. Kc4 Rf5 
45. f4 h5 
 

 
 
46. h4 Kg7 
47. Kd4 Kf6  
48. Ke4 Ra5 
49. Bf2 Ra4+ 
50. Kf3 Kf5 
51. Be3 Ra3 
 
0-1 
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Mike Splane vs Mark Pinto 

Palo Alto Futurity 
September 19, 1992 
 
A great fighting draw. 
 
1. e4 c6 
2. d4 d5 
3. exd5 cxd5 
4. c4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 g6 
6. cxd5 Be2 (?) 

 
 
 
When I adopted the Panov Botvinnik attack I had great difficulty finding a good plan against the 
fianchetto line. Later I adopted Bb5+ in this type of position. The bishop belongs on b3 to put 
pressure on the f7-g8 diagonal after Black wins back the pawn on d5. It also serves the useful 
task of protecting the c2 square. 
 
7…O-O 
8. Bf3 Nbd7 
9. Nge2 Nb6 
10. Nf4 Bf5 
11. O-O Rc8 
12. h3 h5 
13. Re1 Nc4 
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I’m a pawn up, but none of my pieces are attacking anything. All four Black minor pieces are 
actively placed on safe squares.  I think White is still ok. Today I would play 14. g4 without 
giving it much thought. I need to push his bishop away from its dominating position on f5 and 
the weakening of my kingside is not easily exploited.  
 
14. Qb3 Nd6 
15. Nb5??  
 
My sense of danger completely deserted me. 
 
15…Bc2  
 
All right, now what? The queen is tied to guarding the knight, so 16. Qb4 Rc4 is curtains. I must 
give up the queen and hope for the best.   
 
16. Nxd6 Bxb3 
17. Nxc8 Qxc8  
18. axb3  
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18…Qc7 (?)  
 
Black should play the stronger line 18…Ne8! 19. Rxe7 Nd6 20. Re1 
 
20…Bxd4. Neither one of us saw this possibility during the game.  
  
19. Rxa7 Qb6 
20. Ra1 Qb4  
 
Protecting e7 and attacking the rook.  
 
21. Be3 Qxb3  
22. Rec1  
 

 
 
22…Ne8!  
 
I would have been happy after 22…Qxb2 23 Rab1 and 24 Rxab7, leaving me with a fortress 
position. 
    
If his knight gets to d6, blockading the d5 pawn, he has all the winning chances. I must activate 
my pieces somehow, so the pawn has to go! 
 
23. d6! Nxd6 
24. Bd5 Qb5  
25. Nxg6!   
 
If 25…Qxd5?? 26. Nxe7+ and 27 Nxd5  
If 25…e6 26. Nxf8 exd5 27. Ra8 Bxf8 28. Bh6 Kh7 29. Bxf8 Qxb2 30. Rc7 Ne4 31. Rxf7+ Kg6 
32. Rg7+ Kf6 33. Kh2 Qxf2.  
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Analysis 
 
Now after 34. Ra3 Qf4+ 35. Kh1 Qf1+ Black has a perpetual check.  
If Black gets greedy, he loses to 34. Ra3 Qxd4?? 35. Rf3+ Ke6 36. Re7+ Kd6 37. Rxe4+.   
I didn’t see any of this over the board - I hoped I would be ok after capturing the f8 rook and I 
don’t really have any other choice if I want to generate counterplay. 
 
25…Re8  
26. Nf4 e5 
27. dxe5 Bxe5 
28. Bf3 Bxb2 
29. Rab1  
 

 
 
29…Bxc1! 
 
Mark returns the queen to reach a drawn ending. I was hoping he wouldn’t play this. 
 
30. Rxb5 Nxb5 
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31. Nxh5  
 

  
 
31…Rxe3! 
 
He has no good rook moves to deal with the dual threats of 32. Nf6+ and Bxc1. 31…Kh8 is the 
only other option. Then 32. Bxc1 Re1+ 33. Kh2 Rxc1 34. Bxb7 gives me a tempo to take the b7 
pawn. With all the pawns on one side and 2 pawns for the exchange White should be ok. 
 
32. fxe3 Bxe3+ 
33. Kf1 Nd6 
34. Ke2 Bg5 
35. Ng3 b5 
36. Ne4   
 
½ - ½ 
 
A few years later I played the Black side of this opening against Albert Rich. 
 

Albert Rich vs Mike Splane   

Kolty Chess Club Championship 

July 27, 2006 

 
One of my favorite games based on the quality of play by both sides, and the great deal of 
creativity we both displayed.  
  

1. d4 Nf6      

2. c4 c5      

3. e3 cxd4  

4. exd4 d5      

5. Nc3 g6      

6. cxd5 Bg7      
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I was happy to see 1.d4 and deliberately transposed into the Black side of the Panov 

Botvinnik attack. I play this line as White against the Caro Kan but have had trouble against the 

g6 / Bg7 defense. If he knew a good way to play against it, I hoped to learn something.  

  

7. Bb5+ 

  

And here it is. I haven’t tried this before. Rich explained that he can meet 7…Nbd7 with 

8. d6 exd6 9. Qe2+ playing into an ending. If Black interposes the bishop, it gets in the way of 

his development. 

  

7…Bd7      

8. Bc4 0-0      

9. Nge2 b5      

 

If 10. Bxb5 Bxb5 11. Nxb5 Qd5 12. Nc7? Qa5+ or 12. Nbc3 Qxg2 
 

10. Bb3 b4       

11. Na4 

  

 

 
 
I was worried about giving up the two bishops but didn’t like the specter of his knight happily 

posted on c5. After this exchange I have great difficulty developing my queenside due to the 

constant threat of Bc6 if I move the b8 knight.  

 

11…Bb5 followed by Nxd5 is better; I was too eager to regain the pawn. 

  

12. Bxa4 Nxd5      

13. 0-0 e6     
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After the game Rich said he would have played 14. Bg5 if I had played anything else. With that 
move prevented it’s hard to see how the c1 bishop can play an active role. 
 

14. Qb3 a5      

15. Rd1 Ra7 

  

I could play 15…Qd6 to prevent Nf4 or Bf4, and then develop my knight to d7 and b6. I left the 

queen on d8 because I was worried about two ideas, Bg5 and Ne2-g3-e4 when his pieces get 

active. The idea behind the rook move is to play Nd7 if he takes the knight recapture with the 

rook, putting strong pressure on the weak d-pawn. I don’t want to play 15…Nd7 because it 

allows 16. Bc6 Rook moves 17. Bxd5 exd5 which changes the pawn structure to White’s 

benefit. 

  

16. Nf4 Nb6      

17. Be3 

  

After the game Albert thought this was a mistake, that Bb5 was stronger. I was intending to 

meet that move with Na6 followed by Nc7, taking firm control of d5. My ideal ending is either 

knight or bishop against his black-square bishop, working against the isolated queen pawn, so I 

don’t want to allow d4-d5 when opening the position should favor the two bishops. 

  

17…Nxa4     

  

 
 
Now 18. Qxa4 Rd7 leaves Black in control of d5, so White tries to open the position while he still 

can. 

  

18. d5! Nxb2!    
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I can’t retreat. If 18…Nb6   19. dxe6 Qc7 20. exf7+ Rxf7 21. Ne6 followed by a check on 

d8.  And I can’t ignore the pawn on f7 because 20. exf7+ Kh8 21. Nxg6+ hxg6 22. Bxb6 

Qxb6 23. Qh3+ mates.  Rich admitted after the game that he simply missed 18…Nb2 

  

19. dxe6? 

  

As so often happens when our opponent makes an unexpected move, our next move is a 

blunder. This move loses a piece. Albert must play 19. Bxa7 Nxd1 20. Rxd1 

Qc7 21.Be3 exd5 22. Nxd5 when his lead in development compensates for his pawn minus. 

Still, it’s hard to imagine Black losing this position. 

 

 
Analysis  

 
19…Nxd1     

20. Rxd1  
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White has several threats: Rxd8, Bxa7, Bc5, exf7+ followed by Ne6. It looks like he is 
completely winning.    
 
20…a4! 

  

But this move turns the tide. There are three ideas.  

• First, it’s vital to chase the queen off the a2-g8 diagonal. The queen must go to 

b1 (21. Qc2 Rc7). 

• Second, the a7 rook is playing a good defensive role along the rank, and …Qe7 

interferes with that role, After a5-a4 I have cleared the a5 square so I can guard the rook 

with …Qa5. 

• Third, I have plans to play …b3 as a sacrifice, getting a strong passed a-pawn. I am 

already eying his weak back rank. 

  

He doesn’t have time to win the rook back. 21. Rxd8 axb3 22. Rxf8+ Kxf8   23. Bxa7 bxa2 wins. 

  

21. Qb1 Qa5    

  

I thought 21…b3    22. Rxd8 Rxd8 23. axb3 a3 24. Bxa7 a2 was winning but decided to play it 

safe and win with my extra piece. There may be tactics with 25. exf7+ Kh8 26. f8/Q+ gaining a 

tempo for the defense. 

  

22. Rd5 

  

I wasn’t worried about 22. Bxa7 Qxa7 23. Qxb4 fxe6 24. Qc4 Kh8 when his e3 pawn is a 

weakness.  

 

 
Analysis 
 

22…Qa6      

23. Bc5 fxe6    
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At the time I didn’t see the point of his last move. I captured quickly on e6 and relaxed; I was 

glad to see this dangerous pawn off the board. 

  

24. Rd6 Qc4 

25. Nxe6 Rc7!! 

  

 
 
Pure artistry! This great move ends all his threats. The knight can’t capture either rook: 26 

Nxf8? Bxf8 or 26 Nxc7? Qxc5. If 26. Bxb4? I saw 26…Qxa2 27. Qf1 Rc1 28. Be1 Re8 
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Analysis  

  

26. Be3 Rc6      

27. Rxc6 Nxc6      

28. Ng5 

  

This allows a nice finish but capturing on f8 doesn’t really help. 

  

28…b3      

29. axb3 Qxb3      

30. Qc1 Rd8      

31. Bd2  

 

 
 
31…Rxd2      

32. Qxd2 Qb1+     

 

0-1 
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By 2014 I had figured out the best placement of the White pieces.  
 

Mike Splane vs Ashik Uzzaman  

Norcal House of Chess  
January 31, 2014 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. c3 g6 
3. Nf3 Bg7 
4. d4 cxd4 
5. cxd4 d5 
6. exd5 
  
Black is ok after either 6.e5 or 6. Nc3 so White takes the pawn. 
  
6 …Nf6      
7. Bb5+ Nbd7 
8. Nc3 O-O 
9. Bg5 a6  
  
I had faced this move once before against Gary Lambert. In that game Black had already played 
Nb6, so the bishop had to retreat to f1. In Ashik’s move order, the Black b pawn is not blocked, 
but the White bishop reaches the b3 square where it is ideally posted.    
  
10. Ba4 b5 
11. Bb3 Bb7 
12. O-O Nb6 
13. Re1  
 

 
 
By now I had finally come to the realization that I want Black to take the pawn on d5 in this 
opening. Its presence limits the influence of my queenside minor pieces. 
 



 

304 
 

13…h6 
  
Preventing 14. Qd2 and 15. Bh6 
  
14. Bh4 
  
Be3 is solid but passive. Bf4 planning Be5 also looked good. The retreat to h4 sets up tactics 
based on trapping my bishop, but it also keeps the pressure on the e7 target.  
  
14…g5? 
  
This cannot be right, creating terrible weaknesses on the kingside to win a pawn I want him to 
take. 
  
15 Bg3 Nxfd5? 
  
Removing a key kingside defender and allowing my knight to reach e4 and c5. He had to take 
with the other knight. 
  
 16. Ne4 
  
I played this too quickly and spent a few seconds thinking that I had blundered a piece to the 
idea of 16…f5 and 17…f4. Luckily, I have 17. Nc5 with a threat to the b7 bishop to save me. 
  
It is not good to trade knights on d5 or to let Black trade on c3.  The Black knight is blocking the 
lines running through the d5 square, so his queen and bishop are not very effective.   
  
16 …Ra7 
  
Threatening …f5 and …f4 
  
17. Nc5 Ba8 
 

 
 
18. h4 Bf6? 
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Opening lines on the kingside is fatal. He had to try 18…g4 19. Ne5 h5 or 18…gxh4 
  
19. hxg5 hxg5 
20. Qd2 
  
Gjon Feinstein suggested 20. Qd3 threatening 21. Bc2 and answering 20...Nb4 with 21. Qf5. I 
did not even consider the move, but it might be even better than what I played. 
  
20…g4     
  
If 20…e6 21. Be5 g4 22. Qh6! gxf3   23. Re4 wins. 
  
21. Ne5 Qc8 
22. Re4 Bxe5 
 

  
 
I could also play 23. Qg5+ Bg7 24. Rxg4 Qxg4 25. Qxg4 winning the queen. In this line I must 
give up my two best attacking pieces, so Black could play on. 
  
23. Rxe5 f6     
 
Fatally weakening of the e6 square and b3-g8 diagonal but I do not see how he is going to stop 
mate otherwise.   
 
24. Rh5 e5 
  
If 24…Rf7 25. Qh6 Rg7 26. Qh8+ Kf7 27. Qxc8 Nxc8 28. Bxd5+ wins a piece. 
  
25. Ne4 
  
Simplest, creating a threat to play dxe5. There is no counter-play, and his center pawns are 
falling. 
  
25…Nc4      
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26. Qh6 
  

 
 
Threatening 27. Qh8+, 28 Qh7+ Qa7 
  
26…Rg7 
27. Bxc4 Qxc4      
28. Nd6 
  
Mate is unstoppable so Black resigned. 
  
1-0 

Section 23 Sicilian O’Kelly Variation 

 
In 2018 I started experimenting with the O’Kelly variation of the Sicilian Defense as my main 
response to 1. e4. It took me several games before I understood the resulting middle game 
positions, so I struggled at first. These three games with Mihir Kumar and the game with Roger 
Buland helped me learn what not to do.  

Mihir Kumar vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
March 8, 2018 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. Nf3 a6 
3. c3 g6 
 
Now I am convinced that 3...d5 is the easiest path to equality. 
 
4. a4 Bg7 
5. Bc4 Nc6 
 
And this misplaces the knight. The knight should be developed on d7 so the bishop can be 
posted effectively on b7. 
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6. d4 cxd4 
7. cxd4 e6 
8. O-O Nge7 
9. d5 Ne5 
10. Nxe5 Bxe5 
11. d6 Ng8  
12. a5 b5 
 

 
 
13. Be3? 
 
I have no idea what prompted Mihir to sacrifice his bishop. Maybe he thought my queen would 
get trapped. 
 
13...bxc4  
14. f4 Bg7 
15. e5 Bb7 
16. Ra3 h5 
 
I wanted to post the knight on f5 without worrying about g2-g4. My position is still very cramped, 
but my pieces are all on safe squares.  
 
17. Bb6 Qc8 
18. Bc7 Ne7 
 
Switching plans, to take advantage of the opportunity to get the knight to the centralized and 
potentially dominating d5 square.  
 
19. Nc3 Nd5 
20. Na4 Bc6 
21. Nb6 Nxb6 
22. axb6 Qb7 
 
. 
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I felt sure of winning now. The bishop on c7 is permanently out of play and White has no good 
way to open lines. He cannot stop me from gradually getting my pieces to more and more active 
squares. Eventually his position must collapse. 
 
23, Rf2 h4  
24. h3 Rh5 
25. Qc2 Bd5 
26. g4 hxg3 
27. Rxg3 Kf8 
 

 
 
To answer the threat of 28. Rg6. I also want to guard the g7 bishop to unpin the g6 pawn and 
prevent a future f4-f5 breakthrough. 
 
28. Rfg2! 
 
I really liked this move. If I capture on g2 he gets control over the b7 square and the b-pawn 
queens. So I keep building.  
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28...Qc6 
29. Qe2 Qc5+ 
30. Kh2 Qd4 
31. Rg4 Bh6  
32. f5  
 

 
 
Allowing a nice combination. 
 
32...Bf4+  
33. R2g3 exf5 
34. e6 fxe6 
35. Rxg6 Rxh3+ 
36. Kxh3 Qxh8+  
 
0-1 

Mihir Kumar vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
May 10 2018 
 
The second time I was not so lucky. Kumar’s play was brilliant. Everybody deserves to have one 
great game like this in their lifetime. I was so happy for him afterwards.  
 
1. e4 c5 
2. Nf3 a6 
3. c3 d5 
4. exd5 Qxd5 
5. d4 Bg4 
 
After the game I concluded that this is just too ambitious. Black ‘s first priority is to secure 
control of the d5 square, so e6 and Nf6 should be played here. Development of the queenside 
minor pieces can wait.  
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6. Be2 Nc6 
7. c4 Qh5 
 
The queen is misplaced here. Qf5 is better. The queen needs to have the option open of 
retreating to d7. 
 
8. d5 Ne5 
9. Qa4+  
 
I sat there feeling sick. There is no good defense to this check. The rest of the game I am just 
trying to survive.  
 
9...Nd7  
10. Bf4 Ngf6 
11. Nc3 Qf5 
12 Bg3  
 

 
 
12...g5 
 
This is slow, but I am intending to play h5 and h4, if given a couple of tempos. 
 
One of my successful gamesmanship theories is that playing a perfect string of forcing moves is 
almost impossible for anybody rated under 2400. I win a lot of games by defending calmly while 
preparing for counterplay that is a tempo or two short of getting started, Eventually my defense 
gets a stop or my opponent makes a non forcing move and I can start a winning counterattack. 
This game was one counter example.  
 
13. Nb5 Kd8 
14. Qa5+ b6 
15. Bc7+ Kc8 
16. Bxb6 Kb7 
17. Bd8 Ne8 
18. O-O  
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After 18...Rxd8 19. Qxd8 axb5 he can play either 20. Qxe8 or 20. b4, but if my bishop was 
already on g7 then both lines are unplayable.  
 
18...Bg7?  
 
This kind of blunder is called the retained image. Your mental picture of the board sees the 
piece you just moved as still being on its original square as well as on its new one. 
 
19. Bxe7 h5  
 
Will he let me play the defensive idea Rh6?  
 
20. Nd6+ Nxd6 
21. Bxd6 Rac8 
 

 
 
22. b4!!! 
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Sacrificing a whole rook to open lines. Brilliant play. 
 
22...Bxa1 
23. b5 axb5 
24. cxb5 Nb8 
25. b6! Qxd5 
 
This does not really help; I am just grasping at straws. 26. Bb5 mates. 
 

 
 
26. Rd1 Bd4 
27. Rxd4 Qxd4 
28. Nxd4 cxd4 
29. Qa7+ Kc6 
30. b7 Kxd6 
31. Qxd4+ Ke7 
32. Qe5+ Be6 
 

 
 
33. Qxg5+ f6 



 

313 
 

34. bxc8=Q Rxc8 
35. Qe3 h4 
36. Bg4 Rc6 
37. h3 Nd7 
38. f4 Kf7  
39. f5 Bxa2 
40. Bh5+ Kg7 
41. Qe7+ Kh6 
42. Qxd7 Rc1+ 
43. Bd1 
 

 
 
And now I finally saw that my intended Bb3 allowed the killer queen check on d2.  
 
1-0 
 
Clearly, I was not at my best, but White’s play is a model of forceful and effective use of the 
initiative.  

Mihir Kumar vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club 
October 18, 2018 
 
1. e4 c5 
2. Nf3 a6 
3. d4 cxd4 
4. Nxd4 Nf6 
5. Nc3 e5 
6. Nb3 Bb4 
7. Bd3 d5 
8. exd5 Nxd5 
9. Bd2 Nxc3 
10. bxc3  
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10...Be7? 
 
This small mistake turns out to be very important. The bishop belongs on d6 to support the e5 
pawn. Black’s correct plan is to castle short and play f5, gaining a central space advantage. He 
can combine this with the advance of the a-pawn to create weaknesses on White’s queenside. 
 
11. Qe2 Qc7 
12. c4 Be6 
13. O-O Nd7 
14. f4  
 

 
 
14...exf4?  
 
This opens too many lines. I should play 14...f6 and castle long. 
 
15. Bxf4 Bd6 
16. Bxd6 Qxd6 
17. Rad1 Qe5? 
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Black is ok after. 17…Qb6+. My queen move wastes a critical tempo.  
 
18. Qf3 Nf6 
 
Part bluff and part desperation, going all in for counterplay. He can safely take on b7 but at least 
I get castled. 
 
19. Rde1 Qc7 
20. Nd4 Qc5 
21. Qe3 Ng4 
22. Qf4 O-O-O  
 

 
 
I finally get the king out of the center.  
 
23. c3 g5 
24. Qf3 h5 
25. Bf5 Qc7 
 
Threatening mate and forcing him to weaken the light squares around his king.  
 
26. g3  
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26.... Ne5 
 
All of his pieces are more active than mine so I decided I needed to pull the knight back for 
defense. This costs a pawn but the position remains double edged.  
 
27. Qe4 Bxf5 
28. Qxf5+ Nd7 
29. Qxf7 Rdf8 
 
Trading off one set of rooks is the key to surviving.  
 
30. Qe7 Rxf1+ 
31. Rxf1 Qxc4 
32. Rf7 Qd5 
 

 
 
33. a4?  
 
Wasting a critical tempo.  
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33...g4  
 
The computer evaluation drops to dead even at this point. Black has a perpetual check in many 
lines. By now I was thinking about playing for more.  
 
34. Rf5 Qc4 
35. Ne6 Qd3 
36. Rc5+ Kb8 
37. Rc7?  
 

 
 
This was what I was hoping for; now he loses a piece.  
 
37...Qe3+ 
38. Kg2 Qe4+ 
 
It’s important to add a defender to the b7 square. 
 
39. Kg1 Rf8! 
40. Rxb7+ Qxb7 
41. Nxf8 Qb1+ 
42. Kg2 Qc2+ 
43. Kf1 Qf5+ 
44. Ke2 Nxf8 
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There is no perpetual check for White. 
 
45. Qd6+ Kb7 
46. Qe7+ Nd7 
47. Qb4+ Kc6 
48. a5 Qb5+  
49. Kd2 Qxb4 
50. cxb4 Kb5 
51. Kc3 Ne5 
52. Kd4 Nf3+ 
 

 
 
0-1  
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Roger Buland vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club Championship 
November 7, 2019 
 
As I got older my tactical vision deteriorated. Just like in the previous game, I misplayed the 
opening, missed some tactics, and got into a lost position.  
 
1. e4 c5 
2. Nc3 a6 
3. g3 b5 
4. Bg2 Bb7 
 
Several opponents played 3. g3 against my O’Kelly variation. I struggled to find a good setup for 
Black in every one of those games, but strangely enough I also won all of them. Eventually I 
looked up some master games online and learned what to do. The first step is to target the e4 
pawn and threaten to win it after 5. Ngf3 b4. This threat forces White to play either Qe2 or d3. 
Black now shifts his strategy to controlling the d4 square. Both bishops are fianchettoed and 
both knights are developed on Black’s third rank. Black’s ideal pawn structure can be reached 
by exchanging his b and c pawns and keeping the a pawns on the board. 
 
5. d3 e6? 
 
This is where I start to go wrong. I thought the knights would get in the way of the bishops if they 
were posted in front of them so decided to post them on the second rank, but the knights are 
useless there. I quickly drift into a cramped position. Not only that, with e6 I weaken the dark 
squares on the kingside. 
 
6. f4 g6 
7. Be3 d6 
8. Nce2 Bg7 
9. c3 Nd7  
10. Nf3 Ne7 
11. O-O O-O 
12. Qe1 d5 
 
Miscalculating. I thought I was winning the bishop pair. 
 
13. e5 Nf5 
14. Bf2 
 
Somehow I was blind to this obvious retreat.  
 
14...Rc8  
15. g4 Ne7 
16. Ng3  
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16…d4 
 
I have to do something active before White builds up an overwhelming kingside attack. White 
decides to decline the pawn sacrifice.  
 
17. c4 bxc4 
18. dxc4 Qb6 
19. Rb1 a5 
20. Ne4 Bxe4 
21. Qxe4 f5 
22. gxf5 Nxf5 
 
I was feeling better now. The b2 and f4 pawns are targets so I should have enough counterplay 
to keep White busy.  
 
23. Nh4 Ne7? 
 
I thought his knight was out of play, so I didn’t want to exchange it, but my knight is useless on 
e7, and I have to return it to f5. Basically I gave him two tempos. 
 
24. Be1 Rf7 
25. Bh3 Nf8 
26. Bd2 a4?  
27. b4 
 
I completely misjudged this reply, thinking it would give him two weak pawns. 
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27...axb3 
28. Rxb3! Qa6 
29. Qc2 Nf5 
30. Nxf5 gxf5 
 
I thought everything was fine. I can play Ng6, Bh6, Rg7 Kh8 and Rcg8 and build up play on the 
kingside.  
 
31. Bg2 Bh6?? 
 
Opening the g file allows tactics based on a check on g3. 31...Ng6 first was necessary. 
 
32. Rfb1 Rcc7 
 
I had been planning to get my queen out of the trap by playing 32...Qa4 and 33…Qd7, but 
32…Qa4 runs into 33. Rg3+ and 34. Qa4.  
 
33. Rb8 Kg7 
34. R1b5  
 
For a moment I thought he missed a cleaner win with R1b6 and did not understand this move. 
Then of course I saw that 35. Ra5 was coming next. Black has no way to save the queen, but at 
least I managed to find a way to get both rooks and a pair of connected passed pawns for it. 
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34...Nd7 
35. Bb7 Qxb5 
36. cxb5 Nxb8 
37. Bf3 c4 
 
I cannot allow the pawns to be blockaded. After the game a spectator suggested 37. a4 Rb7 38. 
Qc4 which looks very strong.  
 
38. a4  
 
White does not sense the danger. His first priority should be to stop counterplay, which means 
blockading the c and d pawns. That plan wins easily. 
 
38...c3 
39. Bc1 Rfd7 
 

 
 
40. Qb3?? 
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40. Be2 and 41. Bd3 is simple and good. Now the pawns push through and Black is winning.  
 
40...d3 
41. Qxe6 Rf7 
 
I might be able to let him take the f5 pawn, but I was worried that my king might be too exposed.  
 
42. Qd5 d2 
43. Ba3 Bxf4 
44. e6 
 

 
 
44…c2 
45. Bb2+ Rf6 
46. Bxf6+ Kxf6 
47. Qd8+ Kg7 
48. Qd4+ Kg6 
 
0-1  
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Section 24 San Jose Defense 

 

The San Jose Defense begins 1. e4 a6 2. d4 c5. In the O’Kelly variation of the Sicilian, 1. e4 c5. 

2. Nf3 a6. 3. d4 cd4. 4. Nd4 Nf6. 5. Nc3 e5 Black has at least equality so White usually avoids 

3. d4. It occurred to me that if I reversed the order of Black’s first two moves, I could trick a lot of 

players into playing 2 d4 and 3 Nf3, transposing into the position I wanted to play while avoiding 

all the lines where White doesn’t play 3.d4. I called this move order the San Jose Defense. 

Cameron Wheeler vs. Mike Splane 

Bay Area Chess Center 
December 7, 2010 
  
This is the first game where I played the San Jose Defense. 
 
There was a lot for me to be happy about in this game. 

• My opening preparation was quite good.  

• I found and followed the right strategy in the early middle-game. 

• After winning a pawn I was patient enough to keep up the pressure instead of grabbing 
more material. 

• Once the game got tactical, I saw all of the tricks, including some accurate analysis of 
long combinations. Often, I have an oversight or play a blunder but in this game, I don’t 
think I played any bad moves and none of his moves were a surprise to me. 

• The zugzwang that would have won the game against his best defense gave me artistic 
pleasure.  

• I extended my unbeaten streak in USCF-rated games to 21, a new personal high. I had 
a 20-game unbeaten streak in the 1970s that I thought I would never equal. 

  
1. e4 a6 
2. d4 c5 
3. c3 
  
Avoiding an Alapin Sicilian is very reasonable. Black’s a6 move now looks like a wasted tempo. 
White can also try 3. d5 d6 transposing into Benoni-like positions, or the more creative 
3. dxc5 e6 4 Be3. This is the strongest of White’s options. 
  
3...cxd4 
4. cxd4 d5  
5. e5 Nc6  
6. Nc3 Bf5  
7. f4 
  
This was the first move that I was not prepared for. The games I was hoping to follow went 

7. Bd3 Bxd3 8. Qxd3 e6. In that game Black’s played his knight to f5 and put pressure on the d4 

pawn.  
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After the game Frisco Del Rosario took me aside and mentioned that he used to play 

the Gurgenidze system too. Of course, he was right about the name of my opening setup, but 

during the game it never crossed my mind that I was playing a regular opening system. I felt so 

stupid. Frisco also said I played a great game, so I only felt stupid for a couple of minutes. 

  
7...e6 
8. a3 
  
If 8. Nf3 Nb4 9. Qa4+ b5 10. Nxb5 Nc2+ 11. Kd1 axb5 12. Bxb5+ Ke7 wins at least a rook.  
  
8...h5.  
  
I want to develop my knight on h6, but if I do it right away, he can play h3 and g4. I need the 
pawn on h5 to maintain a piece on f5. 
  
If he plays 9 Bd3 I will exchange and then post my knight on f5. 
  
9. Nf3 Nh6 
10. Be2  
  
White could play Bd3 to try to exchange bishops but if he does exchange then the knight gets a 
magnificent outpost on f5. If he does nothing, I have the plan of trading the bishop for the f3 
knight when the d4 pawn is likely to fall. 
  
10...Rc8 
  
He could have played b4 on either of his last two moves, gaining space on the queenside. I 
decided to take that idea away from him. If he castles I am also thinking I might eventually have 
a tactic based on a piece sacrifice on d4 followed by Bc5 pinning his queen.  
  
11. 0-0 
  
If 11. h3 to prevent ...Bg4 I was going to play ...h4, move my bishop to g6, post my knight on f5, 
then bring the bishop to h5. Maybe the right plan for White is to leave the king in the center, play 
g3, then h3 and then g4. 
  
11...Bg4 
  
I also looked at 11...Be4 12. Ng5 Nxd4 13. Bxh5 but I wanted to win the d pawn, not trade the  
h pawn for it. 
  
12. Be3 
  
For example, there is a threat if 12. h3 Bxf3 13. Bxf3 Nxd4 14. Qxd4?? Bc5 
  
12...Nf5 
  
If he guards the bishop I will take it, take on f3, and take on d4. 
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13. Bf2 g6 
  
If 13...Bxf3 14. Bxf3 Nxd4 15. Bxh5 and he wins back the pawn. I also thought about 13...h4 but 
I did not want to give his bishop the g4 square. After I take on d4 I want to make sure I can take 
his bishop with my knight to eliminate any counterplay. 
  
14. h3 
  
If 14. Kh1 I would have played ...h4 and ...Ng3+ 
 

 
  
14...Bxf3  
15. Bxf3 Ncxd4 
  
I intended to trade whichever knight I moved to d4 for the bishop on f3, but I was not sure which 
knight was the best one to leave on the board. The knight on c6 is not doing anything active and 
blocks the c-file but it is safe. On the other hand, the knight on f5 is closer to the enemy king but 
will be driven back by g4 and it doesn’t look like it has a good retreat square. 
  
16. g4 
  
The knight on d4 is safe. If 16. Bxd4 Nxd4 17. Qxd4 Bc5, or 17. Qa4+ Qd7 18. Qxd4 Bc5. 
  
If he does not play 16. g4 I will trade on f3 and then play h4 when he’ll never be able to dislodge 
my knight and the f4 pawn can become weak. 
  
He had the option of taking on d4 with his bishop but that leaves his black squares terrible 
weak. 
  
16…Nxf3+ 
17. Qxf3 hxg4 
18. hxg4  
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18...Nh4! 
  
I looked at 18...Bc5 19. gxf5 Qh4 20. Qg2 gxf5 threatening 21...Kd7 and 22…Rg8 so he can 
defend with 21. Bxc5 Rxc5 22. Rf3 Kf8 23. Rg3 Now I can pick up another pawn or two but I 
was not certain I was winning. 
  
Ignoring the threat to the knight does not work and I must move it. I did not want to put it on h4 
where it is exposed and out of play but the other choices were worse. 

• 18...Ng7 buries the knight so that was easy to eliminate. 

• 18...Nh6 19. Qh3 and 20. g5 is a strong threat. 

• 18...Ne7 is just too passive. I cannot play...Bc5 or even move the bishop until I put the 
knight on c6 and with the knight on c6 my bishop cannot go to c5. Not only that, if I put 
the knight on c6 he can play Rd1 and then open lines with f5. 

 
After some thought I found the idea of ...Nh4 ...g5! ...Ng6! and ...Nf4 taking over the h-file and 
rerouting my knight to a far better square 
  
19. Qh3 g5!  
20. f5 Ng6! 
21. Qf3! 
  
This is better than 21. Qg3 Nf4 threatening 22...Rxc3 and 23...Ne2+ or 21. Qd3 Bc5. 
  
21...Nf4! 
  
Immensely stronger than taking on e5. He has no way to dislodge the knight. If 22. Bg3 Bc5+ or 
if 22. Be3 Rh3. 23 Q moves Rxe3 24. Qxe3 Bc5. 
  
22. fxe6 fxe6 
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I am hoping for 23. Rad1 Rxc3 24. bxc3 Rh3 25. Bg3 Rxg3+ 26. Qxg3 Ne2+. 
  
23. Ne2 Rh3  
  
23...Nh3+ 24. Kg2 Nxf2 25. Rxf2 is a terrible idea. The knight is a monster on f4 and the bishop 
on f2 is interfering with the freedom of movement of his other pieces.  
  
 24. Ng3 
  
If 24. Bg3 Bc5+ 25. Rf2 Rxg3+ wins everything. 
  
24...Rc2 
  
I also looked at liquidating into the rook and pawn ending with 24...Bc5 25. Bxc5 Rxg3+ 26. 
Qxg3 Ne2+ 27. Kg2 Nxg3 28. Rf8+ Kd7 29. Rxd8+ Kxd8 30. Kxg3? Rxc5 but then I spotted the 
improvement 30. Bb6+ when White wins. And if 24...Bc5 25. Bxc5 Rxc5 26. Rf2 consolidates 
his position. 
  
25. Rae1 
  
If 25. Qb3? Ne2+ 26. Kg2 Rxg3+ 27. Bxg3 Nd4+ 28. Qxc2 Nxc2 followed by winning one of his 
rooks. Because his move buries his f1 rook, perhaps he should have moved the f1 rook to e1 
and left the queen rook where it was. 
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25...Qc7  
  
Why not take the b pawn? I did not think this position was going to reach an endgame so 
activating my pieces was a higher priority than snatching a meaningless pawn. 
  
26. Qb3 b5 
  
The idea was to stop any tricks based on Bb6. 
  
I looked at 26...Bc5 27. Qxc2 Rxg3+ 28. Kh2 Rg2+ 29. Kh1 Qh7+ but fortunately I eventually 
noticed that after taking my rook his queen on c2 will guard the h7 square. 
  
Then I looked at 26...Ne2+ 27. Kg2 Rxg3+ 27. Bxg3 Nd4+ 28. Qxc2 Nxc2 or 28...Qxc2. I would 
have a queen, a knight and an extra pawn versus two rooks, but his pieces have become active, 
and it would still be a difficult game. 
  
Also, I looked at 26...Qh7 but didn’t see a clear follow up. I could feel my concentration slipping 
away so I decide to play it safe. Pushing the b-pawn gives me the option of trading into a 
winning ending with ...Qc4 and prevents any counterplay with Qb3xb7 followed by checks. 
  
27 a4 Qc6 
  
Setting up the winning idea, 28...d4 followed by mate on g2 is threatened. 
  
28. axb5 axb5   
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 29. Ra1? 
  
This blunder is a result of a common psychological error. When you force your opponent to 
make a defensive move …Qc6 that also contains a threat ...d4 you often miss the threat. 
  
I don’t think White has any defense. 
 
If 29. Bd4 Rg2# 
If 29. Qf3 to prevent …d4 29...Bc5 puts him in zugzwang. 

•  If 30. Bxc5 Qxc5+ 31. Rf2 Rxf2 32. Qxf2 Rxg3+ is winning a piece. 

• If the rook on e1 moves the rook takes on g3 and the knight forks on e2. 

• If the b- pawn moves ...Rc3 is a killer. 

• If the queen moves …d4 is curtains. 

• Finally, if 30. Be3 Re2 31. Rxe2 Rxg3+ 
  
29...d4 
  
Threatening mate on g2. The spite checks quickly run out after 30. Ra8+ Qxa8 31. 
Qxb5+ Kf7 32. Qd7+ Be7 so White resigned.  
  
0-1 
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Dharim Bacus vs Mike Splane 

Bay Area Chess Center 
June 23, 2012 
  
1. e4 a6      
2. d4 c5      
3. Nf3 cxd4      
4. Nxd4 Nf6 
  
My opponent thought for a long time here and looked quite unhappy.  Maybe he suddenly 
realized we had transposed into the O’Kelly variation of the Sicilian, which is supposed to be 
very good for Black. 
  
5. Bd3 
  
Avoiding the main line of the O’Kelly 5. Nc3 e5 
  
5…Nc6      
6. Nxc6 bxc6 
  
6…dxc6 is more popular but Spassky played this way, and I was trying to follow his game. 
  
7. 0-0 e5 
  
In my pregame opening preparation, I didn’t know which central pawn Black should push; they 
both looked good to me. So, I looked in the databases and learned that …e5 was a big plus for 
Black and … d5 was a big plus for White. 
  
8. Nc3 Bc5 
  
I was very happy to get the bishop developed on this strong diagonal; it has nowhere else to 
go.  Maybe he should have played Be3 on one of his earlier moves. 
  
9. Bg5 
  
Violating the beginners’ rule that you should not play Bg5 if your opponent hasn’t castled 
kingside and you have. 
  
9…h6      
10. Bh4 d6 
  
I saw the plan of pawn-storming on the kingside but thought I would need to play this move in 
any event and I wanted to stay flexible.  Maybe he won’t see what is coming? 
  
11. Bc4 
  
I looked at … Rb8 as a candidate move several times but decided driving his knight to a4 did 
not help me. Not only does it lose a tempo, my bishop is forced to retreat but I would be playing 
on the wrong side of the board. 
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11…g5 
  
Here we come! 
 

 
  
12. Bg3 h5     
13. h4 
  
Maybe h3 is better, but the g-file is going to get opened whatever he plays. 
  
13…Ng4      
14. Qf3 Be6  
  
Eliminating his only good piece and opening a useful file. 
  
15. Bxe6 fxe6      
16. hxg5 Qxg5      
17. Nd1  
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Ke7 
  
Safeguarding the center e6 and clearing the way for my last piece to join the attack. I also 
looked at 0-0-0 but then he might get counterplay against a6 and d6. 
  
18. Bh2 
  
This requires a bit of explanation. For example, If 18. a3 Black’s threat was 18…Raf8 19. Qd3 
Rhg8 20. Qxa6 h4 21. Bh2 Nh2 22. Kh2 Qg2#. White can only stop this plan by placing his 
queen on h3 so he needs to get the bishop out of the way on this move.   
  
18…Raf8     
  
I also spent some time looking at 18 ... Nh2 19. Kh2 Qh4+ 20. Qh3 Qe4 but it didn’t feel right to 
give away my great knight for his useless bishop. Then I spotted a way to win the e-pawn. 
  
19. Qh3 Qg6!      
20. Qh4+ Kd7      
21. Nc3 
  
Guards e4 but loses control of f2. 
  
21…Nxf2       
22. Bg3 
  

 
 
I looked for a long time at the wrong idea, 22…Ne4+. Finally, I saw the killer. 
  
22…Nd1+  
  
Winning the exchange and keeping up the pressure. After 23. Kh2 Rxf1 24. Rxd1 Rxd1 
25. Nxd1 Qg4 26. Nc3 Bd4 White is all tied up. Black’s winning plan is simple, trade on c3 and 
h4, play Rb8 and Rb2 and harvest all of White’s pawns. 
  
White resigned. 0-1 
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Cihan Baran vs Mike Splane 

Kolty Chess Club  
January 12, 2012 
 
Here is the game that made me give up on this defense. 
  
1. e4 a6   
2. d4 c5 
3. dxc5 e6 
4. Be3 Qc7  
5. Nc3 Nf6 
  
This is too ambitious. I want to avoid 5...Bc5 6. Bxc5 Qxc5 7. Qg4 when the weak g7 square is a 
problem. 
  
6. Na4 
  
I forgot that I suggested this move to Cihan after our previous game. The knight comes to b6 
and completely ties up Black. After the game Gjon Feinstein reminded me that we had 
discussed the line 6. f4 Bxc5 7. Bxc5 Qxc5 8. e5 and concluded it was very good for White. 
  
6...Nxe4? 
  
Losing an important tempo and allowing b4 holding onto c5 pawn and Black is in a terrible 
position so 6...a5 is correct. After 7. Nb6 Ra7 Black has nothing to fear, but White can improve 
with 7. f3 Na6 8. Bxa6 when it is not clear if Black has enough compensation for the sacrificed 
pawn. Another idea is 7. c6 bxc6 8. Nb6 Ra7 9. Nxc8 Rb7 10. Nb6 Rxb6 11. Bxb6 Qxb6 when 
Black may have enough to compensate for the sacrificed exchange. 
  
Since all these lines leave Black down in material for dubious compensation, I had to improve 
one of my previous moves if I wanted to continue playing this opening. I focused my attention on 
3...Qa5+ 4. Nc3 Qxc5, but even then after 5. Be3 Black lags in development and has too many 
holes in his position.  
 
7. Nb6 Ra7 8. b4 
  
If 8. Nxc8 Qxc8 9. c6 Ra8 and Black is ok. 
If 8. c6 Nxc6 9. Nxc8 Qxc8 10. Bxa7 Nxa7 Black has some compensation, but I do not think it is 
enough. 
  
8…d6 
  
I decided to sac the rook to prevent being squeezed. The check on b4 will force his king to an 
awkward square and my piece activity may give me some chances. Still a rook is a rook, so I 
thought I was probably losing. 
  
I did not want to play 8...Nc6.  because 9. a3 helps White out to have the b-pawn guarded. 
  
I also rejected the idea of freeing my trapped rook with 8...a5.  9. a3 axb5.  10. axb5 Rxa1 11. 
Qxa1 when I still cannot develop my queenside. If 11...Nc6 12. Qa8 and if 11...Na6 12. 
Bxa6 bxa6 13. Nxc8 Qxc8 and the a6 pawn will probably fall. 
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9. Qd3    9. Bd3 is also very strong. 
 

 
  
9…Nf6!? 
  
After the game Cihan told me this was a blunder and 9…d5 was forced. I thought my position 
was hopelessly cramped if I played ...d5 and thought that sacrificing the rook was a good idea. It 
was not. 
  
10. cxd6 
  
If 10. Nxc8 Qxc8 11. cxd6 Ra8 I thought I had good chances to win the pawn on d6 and restore 
material equality. 
  
10...Bxd6 11. Nxc8? 
  
Ken Case suggested 11. O-O-O. After that move Black is clearly lost.  
  
11…Bxb4+ 12. Ke2 
  
During the game I was worried about 12. c3 Bxc3+ 13. Ke2 Qxc8 14. Rc1 so I planned to play 
13...Bxa1 14. Nxa7 Qc4+ 
   
12...Qxc8  
13. Bxa7 Nc6  
14. Bb6? 
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A big mistake, handing me an extra tempo to get my knight to c3. Even worse is 14. Bd4 
Nxd4 15. Qxd4 Bc3 16. Qa4+ b5. If he played the best move, 14. Be3 I intended to play 14...0-0 
when he cannot play 15. Bd2? Rd8 or 15. Rd1 Nd5 16. Ra1 Rd8 and it looks like he is still in 
severe trouble. 
  
14...Nd5 
  
With dual threats: ...Nxb6 and ...Nf4+ so I thought his reply was forced. My chess engine says I 
am winning here.  
  
15. Be3 Nc3+ 
 
15…Bc3 and 16...Nb4. 
 
16. Ke1 0-0 
  
I looked at 16...Ne5 to see if I could force the win of his queen with a discovered check, but 17. 
Qd4 with a counterattack on my bishop saves him. 
  
I also considered taking the a-pawn but I didn’t want to open the file for his rook and I wanted to 
retain the possibility of the mating net with the white king on b1, black knight on c3 and black 
bishop on a3. 
  
17. Be2 b5 
  
Threatening to trap the queen with 18...Rd8. Black can also win with 17...Rd8 8. Qc4 Nxe2+ 19. 
Kxe2 Nd4+ 
  
18. Bd2 Rd8  
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 19. Qxc3! 
  
This move was not even on my radar, but it is the best chance.  
 
I was busy looking at 19. Qh3 Ne4 20. Bxb4 Nxb4 21. Bd3. If 21. Rc1 Nxc2+ leads to quick 
mate.  21...Nxd3+ 22. cxd3 Qc3+ when Black has several ways to win. If 23. Ke2 Qd2+ 24. Kf3 
Ng5+ wins the queen but Black can also play for mate with 24...Qxd3+.  
  
19...Bxc3  
20. Bxc3 Ne7  
21. Ba5? 
  
After 21. Bd2 Qxc2 22. Rd1 Qxa2 White will have trouble getting his h1 rook into the game, his 
king has moved so he cannot castle, and Black’s passed pawns will be tough to stop. 
  

 
 
21...Qxc2   
22. Bxd8? 
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He cannot surrender the a1 rook and hope to survive. 
  
22...Qc3+  
 23. Kd1 Qxa1+  
24. Kc2 
  
The king cannot go to the d-file because a queen check on d4 or d5 will win the bishop. 
  
24...Qxa2+  
25. Kc1 
  
If 25 Kc3 b4+ and he loses the d8 bishop to a queen move to d5 or d2. 
  
25...Nc6   
26. Bb6 Nb4   
 

 
 
 27. Bd1 
  
if 27. Kd1 I intended to play 27…Qc2+ 28. Ke1 Qc1+ 29. Bd1 Nd3+ 30. Ke2 Nf4+ 31. Kf3 g5 
when the check on c6 is deadly. 
  
27...Nd3# 
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