
Willy Hendriks

Move First, Think Later
Sense and Non sense in Im prov ing Your Chess

New In Chess 2014
Third Edi tion



Con tents

Pref ace . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
On the ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
Ac knowl edgements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

Chap ter 1
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
First move, then plan, then judge. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

Chap ter 2
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
Look and you will see ver sus trial and er ror. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Chap ter 3
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
My most beau ti ful move . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

Chap ter  4
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
Rec og niz ing the sim i lar . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

Chap ter 5
In search for the mas ter’s un der stand ing – back to De Groot . . . . . . 48

Chap ter 6
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53
Pat tern-like knowl edge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

Chap ter 7
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
If White ad vances with g4, block his ag gres sion with ...g5 . . . . . . . 66

Chap ter 8
Break ing news: knights are su pe rior to bish ops . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73

Chap ter 9
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77
Free Ad vice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78

Chap ter 10
Pro to col ver sus con tent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88

Chap ter 11
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93
The par tic u lar and the gen eral . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94

Chap ter 12
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99
Big plan, small plan or no plan at all . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101

Chap ter 13
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 111
See ing com bi na tions and mak ing plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 113

5



Chap ter 14
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121
Watch out, it’s a crit i cal mo ment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 122

Chap ter 15
Chance in chess . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 127

Chap ter 16
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135
The sa dis tic exam . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 136

Chap ter 17
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 142
It plays chess in me . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 143

Chap ter 18
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154
Trust your chess mod ule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156

Chap ter 19
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166
Quan tity is a qual ity too . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167

Chap ter 20
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 176
The hu man stan dard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 178

Chap ter 21
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 186
The chess nur ture as sump tion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187

Chap ter 22
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 192
The sci en tific scru ples of the chess trainer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 193

Chap ter 23
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
Qual ity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 201

Chap ter 24
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
Ex pec ta tions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 216

Chap ter 25
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 222
Stra te gic ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224

Chap ter 26
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
Ran dom puz zling . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234

Chap ter 27
Ex er cises . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240
Con clu sions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 241

The dis cus sion con tin ues. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247
In dex of Names. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 253
Bib li og ra phy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255

Move First ,  Think Later

6



Pref ace

._Mt._._
jJ_S_Jl.
._J_D_Jt
q._JiJ_I
._.i.i._
_._.b.n.
IiI_._._
_.kR_._R

._Mt._._
jJ_S_Jl.
._J_D_Jt
q._JiJ_I
._.i.i._
_._.b.n.
IiI_._._
_.kR_._R

Yes, I con sider my self to be a ra tio nal per son.
Yes, I played 20...®b8 in this po si ti o n.
No, plenty of time left on the clock.
Spent more than ten min utes on this move.1

Play ing chess can be con front ing, and it sure helps if you can look with a smile at
your own per for mances. I have known some play ers with a long ing for per fec tion -
ism, who could n’t ac cept their short com ings and quit play ing.

The term ‘con fron ta tion’ in a sen tence like ‘play ing chess con fronts us with the
work ing of our brain’ seems a bit strange. But, al though it’s our own brain, we
don’t seem to have great ac cess to it. This well-known fact is a ma jor theme (prob -
lem) in the whole his tory of the philo soph i cal and psy cho log i cal in ves ti ga tions of
our cognitive powers.

In the last de cades the cog ni tive sci ences (cog ni tive psy chol ogy, ar ti fi cial in tel li gence, 
neu rol ogy, neurobiology, phi los o phy and oth ers) have made considerable prog ress.
From gen eral con cepts and the o ries we are mov ing to wards knowl edge on a more
em pir i cal and mi cro scopic level, to sum ma rise it briefly and (too) sim ply.

Some of the old ques tions and new in sights of the cog ni tive sci ences form the
source of in spi ra tion for this book. Are they of any use for the player try ing to im -
prove his chess? Do they shed new light on our dif fer ent train ing meth ods? Or even 
sug gest new and dif fer ent forms of train ing?

If you play chess, try to im prove your chess or try to help oth ers to im prove their 
chess, a lot of ques tions from the cog ni tive sci ences au to mat i cally come into mind.

Can we make good eval u a tions by fol low ing some sort of to-do list? Does the
 recent at ten tion on un con scious de ci sion-mak ing pro cesses have some value for
chess think ing? Is sig nif i cant im prove ment pos si ble by purely psy cho log i cal
means? Is tal ent an over rated con cept and can we all be come grand masters?2
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This book wants to be an in quiry into these and re lated ques tions. A lot of the o ries
and books about our think ing and about im prov ing in chess will be re viewed, with
the em pha sis on their cog ni tive as pects.

It is not my in ten tion, however, to re lease a thor oughly sci en tific work. The way
in which play ing chess gives us some sort of ‘in side view’ into our mind is one of
the fas ci nat ing things about our game. Even if the start ing point of this fas ci na tion
is the well-known ‘how on earth could I play this move?’, a ques tion that might
turn out to be the ‘ul ti mate’ one as well. This in ter est and amaze ment is what I
hope to keep alive in this light-hearted inquiry.

This book is about im prov ing in chess, but apart from be ing a the o ret i cal dis cus -
sion it also wants to make a prac ti cal con tri bu tion to wards this goal. There fore, the
ma jor ity of the po si tions that are dealt with will be pre sented as ex er cises (puz zles) 
at the be gin ning of each chapter.

To an tic i pate a little: the au thor is of the opin ion that you learn chess only by work -
ing with con crete po si tions. Solv ing ex er cises is one way to do this.

One of the main prop o si tions of this book seems to be that the form in which
we write down our moves on our score sheet is suf fi cient ‘lan guage’ to learn chess,
and that no fur ther words are needed. (So why is n’t this book just a col lec tion of
puz zles, you may ask – and in deed, that could have been a won der ful out come, had 
the au thor not been so fond of hear ing himself talk.)

If you do the ex er cises, you will learn the most from this book. Some may say: you
will learn at least some thing. There is a fair chance that not ev eryone will en dorse
the points of view that are de vel oped in this book – to a considerable ex tent they
con flict with the doc trines of main stream chess didactics. Al though the au thor is n’t 
a French phi los o pher, he does pre fer claim ing the op po site rather than putt ing for -
ward some small re fine ment.

The chess frag ments in this book are care fully se lected. Since they are not pre -
sented as ex am ples of some big ger prin ci ple or truth, they should be able to speak
for them selves.

No board is needed to play over these frag ments. Al most all of them com prise a
di a gram and just a few moves, so ev ery one with some skill in vi su al isa tion will be
able to fol low them, ly ing on a couch or in some other pre ferred position.

So let’s start our jour ney into the cav erns of our chess-play ing mind. I can not prom -
ise the reader that, hav ing reached the end of this book, he will not play moves like
20...®b8 any more. But he will cer tainly have doubts about his ra tio nal ity!

1. Dam-Hendriks, Dutch Youth Cham pi on ship 1985 (no, I did not win the cham pi on ship

that year).

2. To avoid false ex pec ta tions in ad vance: had my an swer to this last ques tion been pos i -

tive, it would have been on the front cover of this book.
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Exercises for Chapter 14

._.tT_M_
_Ld._JjJ
J_._.i._
sJ_J_B_.
._.n._._
_._._.nI
Ii._.iI_
r.bQl.k.

._.tT_M_
_Ld._JjJ
J_._.i._
sJ_J_B_.
._.n._._
_._._.nI
Ii._.iI_
r.bQl.k.

71. White to move

T_.d.tM_
jJ_.jJlJ
._J_.sJ_
s._I_._.
.q._I_L_
_.n._N_.
Ii._BiIi
r.b.k._R

T_.d.tM_
jJ_.jJlJ
._J_.sJ_
s._I_._.
.q._I_L_
_.n._N_.
Ii._BiIi
r.b.k._R

72. White to move

._Td.lSt
jJ_._Mj.
._S_JjJ_
_B_J_._.
._.i._Ii
_.nQ_._.
IiIb.i._
r._.k._R

._Td.lSt
jJ_._Mj.
._S_JjJ_
_B_J_._.
._.i._Ii
_.nQ_._.
IiIb.i._
r._.k._R

73. Black to move

._._.rM_
_._._TjJ
J_._Q_._
_J_J_._.
._._Dj._
_._._._I
._._.bI_
_._._._K

._._.rM_
_._._TjJ
J_._Q_._
_J_J_._.
._._Dj._
_._._._I
._._.bI_
_._._._K

74. Black to move
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14. Watch out, it’s a critical moment

In chess lit er a ture, the term ‘crit i cal mo ment’ is used in two dif fer ent ways. In a
strong and in a weak sense, you might say.

Most of ten (mainly in game com men tar ies) this term is used in a rather harm -
less way to point at the de ci sive mis take or some other turn ing point in the game.
In ret ro spect, some move, plan, eval u a tion, or some thing psy cho log i cal is iden ti -
fied as the mo ment where things went up hill or down hill re spec tively.

Clearly it would come in very handy if those mo ments of more than av er age im por -
tance could be iden ti fied with fore sight as well. In some chess man u als, the ‘crit i cal
mo ment’ is pre sented as a con struc tive con cept in this sense. In ev ery game, a few
crit i cal mo ments are sup posed to oc cur, the mo ments at which the course of the
strug gle gets de ter mined and the de ci sive choices are made. In be tween these mo -
ments there are a se ries of moves of lesser im por tance and lesser dif fi culty.

So the player is ad vised to de velop some sen si bil ity for when such a crit i cal mo -
ment has ar rived and then spend some ex tra time to steer the game in the right di -
rec tion.

The dan ger of this con cept is clear as well: it gives the player an ex cuse for think ing
too long: ‘This is a crit i cal mo ment, now I have to play a re ally good move’, the player 
thinks. Later it turns out he has been spend ing half an hour on three moves that give
-0,05, +0,10 and +0,15 as a (com puter) eval u a tion. At the end of the game, new
crit i cal mo ments oc cur, but this time the dif fer ent eval uations are +0,45, 0,00 and
-2,75 and there is only one min ute left on the clock.

In Ex cel ling at Chess Cal cu la tion, Ja cob Aagaard gives some nice ex am ples of him self
spend ing a lot of time in dif fi cult (‘crit i cal’) po si tions, lead ing to great suc cess.

._T_T_M_
_Ld.lJjJ
J_.j.s._
sJ_._._.
._.nI_._
_._._.nI
Ii._.iI_
rBbQr.k.

._T_T_M_
_Ld.lJjJ
J_.j.s._
sJ_._._.
._.nI_._
_._._.nI
Ii._.iI_
rBbQr.k.

n Jacob Aagaard
Kezli Ong
Sweden 2003

17...d5

Move First ,  Think Later

124



Here Aagaard re al ised that af ter the planned move 18.e5, Black can play 18...Ãb4,
at tack ing both the rook and the e5-pawn. So he sank into deep thought. Af ter
think ing for al most 50 min utes, he found a sav ing pos si bil ity.
18.e5 Ãb4 19.Ãf5!
This is it. It was known to the ory, by the way, but Aagaard had to find it him self,
since he was al ready on his own for some moves.
19...Ãxe1? 20.exf6!

._T_T_M_
_Ld._JjJ
J_._.i._
sJ_J_B_.
._.n._._
_._._.nI
Ii._.iI_
r.bQl.k.

._T_T_M_
_Ld._JjJ
J_._.i._
sJ_J_B_.
._.n._._
_._._.nI
Ii._.iI_
r.bQl.k.

And White had ex cel lent play; try ing to hold on to the ex change with 20...Õcd8
(Ex er cise no 71) loses di rectly to 21.Ãxh7+! ®xh7 22.©h5+ ®g8 23.©g5
(21.©h5 h6 22.Ãxh6 also wins).

In Aagaard’s book, the crit i cal mo ments are of a tac ti cal na ture. Other au thors pres -
ent the mo ments when a plan has to be de vel oped as such spe cial mo ments, when
ex tra time has to be in vested.

To my mind, the is sue of the crit i cal mo ment is an ideal op por tu nity to mess up
what is clear with hind sight, with the (im-)pos si bil ity of what can be seen with
fore sight, when you are ac tu ally play ing a game. You might have the feel ing that the 
po si ti o n is very dif fi cult, and that a mis take will have grave con se quences, but this
does n’t mean that there won’t fol low many more of these mo ments. Nor is there a
guar an tee that the moves be tween which you are toss ing up do make a big dif fer -
ence. Will in vest ing a lot of time bring you a move like Aagaard’s 19.Ãf5? Maybe it
just is n’t there.

With hind sight it’s easy to say: ‘There I went wrong, that was the crit i cal mo -
ment, why did n’t I use some more time there?’

You can try to make a graph that ex presses the dif fi culty of the pro cess of de cid ing
on a move dur ing a game.

The as sump tion that im por tant tac ti cal or stra te gic de ci sions are fol lowed by a
se ries of moves of lesser im por tance and lesser dif fi culty, might give a graph like
fig ure 1 on the next page (with the move num bers hor i zon tally and the ‘dif fi culty’, 
on a scale from 0 to 10, vertically): 

14. Watch out,  i t ’ s  a  cr i t ica l  moment
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I don’t think this type of graph ad e quately re flects the ex pe ri ence of most play ers.
Maybe the very best re cog nize a pat tern like this, but for the great ma jor ity al most
ev ery move will of fer quite se ri ous prob lems.

Closer to most play ers’ re al ity co mes a pic ture with more grad ual dif fer ences (fig -
ure 2). Oc ca sion ally there is a move that can be de cided upon quite eas ily, but most
choices pose a lot of prob lems.

On closer in spec tion, the sec ond graph looks a bit like a mir rored ver sion of the
first one. Here, easy de ci sions are rare. Al most all moves of fer the op por tu nity to
make big, maybe de ci sive mis takes.

So crit i cal mo ments do ex ist. One fol lows the other!

Move First ,  Think Later
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