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THE GAME
Chess is what is technically called a war game, so 
any military terminology you can work into your 
conversation can be expected to score heavily. After all, 
the board itself is all rank and file, neatly arranged to 
run east–west and north–south respectively. 

Look profound as you remind people that chess 
was the compulsory mind game for the officers of the 
mighty Red Army, but have an answer ready in case of 
the acid rejoinder that it didn’t seem to do them much 
good. Or comment on the number of military dictators, 
such as Fidel Castro, who have delighted in being 
filmed playing chess in full battledress. (The Soviet 
grandmaster Mark Taimanov played chess with both 
Castro and Che Guevara. Che, he reportedly observed, 
‘played at the level of one of our candidate masters. 
Fidel didn’t play so well.’)

You can also insert any of your favourite military 
maxims, modified where necessary, such as, ‘Strategy 
is simple but not easy.’ If you have difficulty with that 
one, consider taking up a different field of bluffing. 

guide comes in. It sets out to conduct you through the 
main danger zones encountered in discussions about 
chess, and to equip you with a vocabulary and evasive 
technique that will minimise the risk of being rumbled 
as a bluffer. It will provide you with a few easy-to-learn 
hints and methods that will allow you to be accepted as 
a chess player of rare ability and experience. But it will 
do more. It will give you the tools to impress legions 
of marvelling listeners with your knowledge and advice 
– without anyone discovering that, before reading it, 
you didn’t know the difference between a zeitnot and 
a zugzwang. 
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this is quite different. These worthies, usually first-rank 
players themselves, help their principals to prepare by 
analysing the opponent’s games, seeking any weakness 
that might be exploited by their man. It is strictly 
forbidden for them to provide any assistance or collusion 
during play, not even the sending in of humanitarian aid 
in the shape of a large gin and tonic if things are looking 
grim. In times gone by they would be up half the night 
analysing an adjourned position before a game resumed 
the following day, but the rise of chess computers and 
similar hi-tech devices has put an end to this. Games are 
now played to an end in one go, even if they last eight 
or nine hours. 

Chess is played on an 8 × 8 board of alternating black 
and white squares. The board should be oriented so that 
each player has a light square in their bottom right-hand 
corner, which in turn helps ensure that the kings are on 
squares opposite to their colours (white king on a black 
square, black king on a white square) and the queens 
on squares which correspond to their colours. The two 
sides are called Black and White despite the pieces 
frequently being every other colour under the sun. Red 
and green used to be popular and even today would be 
a very sound choice if one’s opponent happened to be 
colour blind. 

The confident bluffer may like to drop in a 
conversational grenade about the perceived racial bias 
inherent in the fact that White always moves first. 
There is, of course, nothing in this, but the symbolism 
is so prominent that in 2019 world champion Magnus 
Carlsen and Dutch grandmaster Anish Giri played 

Or restrict yourself to applying to chess the remark of 
Stonewall Jackson, who defined the secret of success in 
warfare as being ‘firstest with the mostest’. 

Unlike real war, however, chess is a game of perfect 
information: that is, you can see the extent, identity 
and placement of all your opponent’s assets. (Compare 
with most card games, for example.) This perfection 
of information is little consolation to the journeyman 
player when some infant prodigy mates him in a risibly 
short period of time.

SIDINGS 
Chess is a game for two people only, mano a mano, the 
concept of doubles being unknown in serious play.1 There 
is a strange variant called ‘consultation’ chess in which 
there may be two or more people a side. This had a value 
in years gone by because it allowed wealthy patrons or 
pushy royalty to form a partnership with a real master. 
Of course it was the expert who called the shots but his 
partners got some vicarious glory. Nowadays it is done 
only as a gimmick. 

In major matches the participants have seconds but 

1  There is a hugely enjoyable if non-serious variant called bughouse 
chess, in which two teams of two players face off. One player on each team 
plays white and the other black. A team triumphs when either member 
wins his game, irrespective of the state of play on the other board. But the 
rule which makes bughouse such fun is that a player can at any time on 
their own move take one of the pieces their teammate has captured and 
place it on any legal square. It’s therefore not unknown to see one player 
trying desperately to take, for example, a knight in the knowledge that 
their teammate will use it to mate on his own board.
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win if his opponent makes an error. The same applies 
to other games, of course, but chess differs in that it 
can take several years’ exhaustive post-game analysis 
to establish what the mistake was. If you do it with a 
computer programme, of course, that analysis will be 
a magnitude more exhaustive but take 12 minutes flat.

There are a variety of rituals by which players decide 
who should be White but the commonest is for one of them 
to pick up two pawns of opposite colours and conceal them 
in two clenched fists behind his back. He then presents 
them to his opponent, who chooses one. If he picks a 
black one, the wise man will ask to see the contents of the 
other fist to make sure it isn’t black too. It has been said, 
probably apocryphally, that the reason White gets the first 
move is that in olden days black was felt to be the luckier 
colour so as compensation White was given first go. 

The outward and visible object of the game is to 
capture the opponent’s king, or to be absolutely precise 
to render the capture unavoidable: the king cannot 
actually be taken and removed from the board. This 
process is called ‘checkmate’ (a corruption of the Persian 
‘Shah mat’ – ‘The king is dead’), or often simply ‘mate’. 
But there is a hidden agenda. Any chess player worth 
his salt wants to crush his opponent, destroy his will, 
demolish his ego, and generally do unto him that which 
if translated into physical terms would get him clapped 
into gaol without the option. Make it your life’s work to 
have the Geneva Convention applied to chess. 

Regrettably, a corollary is that many chess players 
are bad losers. For example, long before rock and roll 
was invented, the legendary Alexander Alekhine once 

a game in which Black moved first as part of a UN 
campaign against racism. ‘We broke a rule in chess 
today to change minds tomorrow,’ they said.

It is a sobering thought, one which 
paradoxically can drive strong men to 
drink, that no matter how brilliantly 
one side plays, he can only win if his 

opponent makes an error.

The most compelling explanation as to why by 
convention the two sides are always referred to as 
Black and White is that it is much more convenient 
to say, ‘White’ than the cumbersome ‘the side which 
by long-standing custom and practice makes the first 
move’. The right to move first is important because it 
confers a small but definite advantage, although with 
best play Black will always be able to nullify it (a 
process called ‘equalisation’) and force a draw. Whether 
supercomputers will one day be able to prove this for 
sure, or perhaps even the opposite – that with best play 
White will win – is a question for the future. 

For now, it is a sobering thought, one which 
paradoxically can drive strong men to drink, that no 
matter how brilliantly one side plays, he* can only 

* Note: Sexist terms such as he, his and him throughout this book may 
invariably be replaced by the more mellifluous feminine equivalent. 
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olden days. Both cower at the rear during the heat 
of battle and only emerge to take a personal hand in 
the fighting after all the big boys have fallen, leaving 
just the poor defenceless pawns or infantrymen to be 
gleefully mopped up. 

Really classy pieces used to be 
fashioned from ivory, and this is still 

the one to go for if you’re feeling 
mischievous and your prospective 
opponent is wearing a ‘Save the 
elephant’ badge on his anorak.

Queen. The queen is the most powerful piece, 
combining the power of a rook and bishop to move 
any number of squares along a rank (horizontal), file 
(vertical), or diagonal. The bluffer may like to hark back 
to the Freudian theory that the queen’s power makes 
chess an Oedipal game, in which the mother figure is 
the most desired of all pieces whereas the father must 
be destroyed. 

Rook. A rook can move any number of squares along 
a rank or file. The reason why a chess rook is distinctly 
uncorvine in appearance is that the word derives from 
rukh, Persian for a chariot. Look out for the use of the 
word castle, the alternative name for the rook. Castling 
is also a manoeuvre introduced to speed the game up in 

trashed his hotel bedroom after losing to someone he 
didn’t rate, and Maia Chiburdanidze, women’s world 
champion 1978–91, after being knocked out of the 
qualifying competition by Zsuzsu Polgar, went off to the 
mountains of her native Georgia to become a nun. 

THE MATERIAL 
Everything on the chess board but the two kings is 
technically called material – a misnomer for ‘matériel’, 
the correct term for the equipment of an army. 
Collectively the board and its 32 men, consisting of 16 
pieces and 16 pawns, is called the chess set. Severely 
chastise anyone who makes the common mistake of 
confusing pieces and men, for this is as much a solecism 
as failing to distinguish officers from other ranks in  
the army. 

The men nowadays tend to be made of plastic or 
wood, but virtually every substance known to science 
has been used at one time or another. Really classy 
ones used to be fashioned from ivory and this is still 
the one to go for if you’re feeling mischievous and your 
prospective opponent is wearing a ‘Save the elephant’ 
badge on his anorak. 

Here’s your personal crib sheet of the pieces and 
their roles. 

King. The king can move one square in any direction. 
He’s the most important piece by definition, since 
his unavoidable loss ends the game. There is a close 
similarity between chess kings and the real ones of 
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is obliged to plod doggedly towards the enemy guns, 
cursing the knowledge that he is expendable.

However, two things keep these infantrymen going. 
Firstly, in the same way that a cat can look at a king, a 
pawn can sometimes take a queen. Secondly, if a pawn 
should successfully run the gauntlet and reach the 
opponent’s back rank, he can be swapped for any piece 
its owner wishes, normally of course a queen, since the 
lady is far and away the most powerful individual. As 
a rule, this happens, if at all, in the end game and the 
arrival of a new queen swiftly settles the issue. However, 
in freak cases, three, four or even more queens may 
be present at the same time. In the close confines of 
the chess board this is like the German Grand Fleet 
manoeuvring on a boating lake. 

Rough quantitative relative values can be assigned 
to the men to aid the beginner in assessing whether to 
swap. The pawn is the ‘unit of currency’ at one. Bishops 
and knights are three, rooks five and queens nine. But 
these figures are only very general and take no account 
of the board position or state of the game, so treat them 
with care. Accountancy has no place in chess. 

You cannot put a value on the king because his loss 
brings the game to an immediate end. In this respect 
chess resembles the United Kingdom, many of whose 
kings have been priceless too. 

which the king and either rook make a compound move 
that spirits the monarch to a place of relative safety 
away from the centre of the board. 

Bishop. A bishop can move any number of squares 
diagonally, so is always confined to squares of whichever 
colour they began on. Men of the cloth have always 
been found on the battlefield, assuring both sides that 
their god is with them, so the presence of bishops in 
chess is hardly surprising. The snag is that originally the 
piece now called the bishop was an elephant. Make of 
that what you will. 

Knight. The only piece which can leap over other pieces, 
the knight moves in an ‘L’-shape: two squares vertically 
and one square horizontally, or two squares horizontally 
and one square vertically. If its perambulations 
are plotted they bear a striking resemblance to the 
mathematical phenomenon of the drunkard’s walk. 
A piece described by a chess enthusiast’s non-playing 
girlfriend as ‘the darling little horsey ones’. 

Pawn – The least valuable man on the board and the 
most frequently sacrificed, hence the use of the term in 
everyday language. Its name originates in the Arab word 
for a footslogger. The French composer and chess player 
Francois-Andre Philidor held that the pawn is the soul 
of chess, but the average pawn, if it could speak, would 
probably venture the opinion that the fall guy of chess 
would be a better description. Uniquely, the pawn can 
only move forward (though he takes diagonally), and 
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