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Center Game
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Opening Lines

My definition of the Center Game
includes all of the openings that
can be transposed from the
starting position above. The list
would include the following
openings:

Center Game (C21)
1.e4 e5 2. d4 exd4

Bishop’s Opening (C24)
1l.e4e52.d4exd4 3. Q.c4
N6 4. nf3 d5

Verasov’s Gambit (C24)
l.e4e52.d4exd4 3. H.c4
NE6 4. N3 Hxed

Philidor Defense (C41)

l.e4e52.d4d6 3. Hc4

King Pawn Game (C44)
1l.e4e52.d4exd4 3. Q.c4
N6 4. N3 Q.c5

Scotch Game (C45)
1l.e4e52.d4exd4 3. Q.c4
N6 4. NE3d6 5. Hxd4
Nxd4 6. ¥xd4

Giuoco Piano (C50)
l.e4e52.d4exd4 3. H.c4
N6 4. NF3d6 5. Hxd4

Two Knight’s Defense (C55)
l.e4e52.d4exd4 3. H.c4
IAY G AY & XA

Transpositions

The Center Game is loaded with
move transpositions. One has to
be constantly aware of them.

Techniques Learned

The Center Game is designed for
wide-open play. You immediately
open up the diagonals for both of
your Bishops. You want to develop
your pieces quickly and attack
fast. You are not concerned about
recapturing the Black pawn on d4
right away should Black capture it
with 2. ... exd4 as most players



do. You would prefer to capture
the pawn back later with your
Knight on g1 (Hgl-Df3-Hixd4).
The decision to delay the capture
of the Black pawn on d4 provides
Black with an opportunity to err
by defending the advanced d-
pawn with c5.

Our first attack game just happens
to be a case where Black did
exactly that.

(W) MassCarnage (2200)
(B) king92 (1339)
[C21]1CC512,11/20/2010

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.Q.c4 c5?

So many weaker players are
material mongers. They grab
every piece of material they can
and play to hang onto it as long as
they can. As | tell my students,
when your opponent plays 3. ...
c5? to hang onto the pawn, let
them keep it! The plan here is to
play 4. Hf3, 5. 0-0, and 6. c3 to
permanently give them the pawn.
Our compensation for the pawn
will come in the form of faster
development and weak squares to
attack namely d5 and d6. Under
the worse case scenario, where
your opponent “plays like a

Grandmaster”, you will win back
the Black d-pawn and have a very
good position. Of course, | must
point out that Grandmasters will
not play c5 to hang onto the
pawn. They will develop their
pieces instead.

4..0f3 h6?

So many players have been
burned by the Fried Liver Attack
that they consider the move h6
necessary to their survival. The
truth is, developing a piece is
more beneficial, like Hc6.

5.0-0

White can already win with the
move £e5! because of the Black
errors. However, Chess Masters
are not out to blast you off the
board, even if at times it seems
that way. Generally speaking, we
want to develop most or all of our
pieces before attacking.
Undermanned attacks can be a
very risky venture especially if the
defender repels your premature
advances. Part of a player’s
growth is related to knowing
when to attack and when to wait
for more forces before
proceeding.

5....8e7?



Once again Black should develop
his Knight to c6. For the most part
you want to develop your Knights
before your Bishops because of
the Knight’s limited range.

6.c3

Once again 6. He5 wins right
away.

6. ...dxc3?

Nf6, dS, and Hcb are all better
choices.

7.2xc3?

Shame on me!, | should never,
ever miss the game ending move
7. ¥%d5!. The move ¥d5 must
always be checked out because
frequently it wins a piece and the
game instantly. Games #003 and
#004 provide other examples of
this opening trap.

7. ... 2 f6 8.e5

Another key move in this opening
is €5. The move e5 causes
problems for Black by:

1) forcing the Knight on f6 to
move from his best square;

2) enabling White to open the
e-file for his kingside Rook
should Black decide to play d6
to develop his queenside
Bishop; and

3) gaining space for White’s
pieces.

8...»h7

Unfortunately Black has no other
quality alternatives.

9.EBel

This move is designed to prevent
Black from playing d6 to complete
the development of his
queenside.

9....0-0

The move 9. ... d6 would lose the
Bishop on e7 after 10. exd6. Black
would compound his issues by
following up with 10. ... %xd6

11. ¥xd6 losing his Queen.

10.Q.f4

White continues to deter the
Black move d6.

10. ... HNc6 11.%e2

The White Queen vacates the d1
square for the queenside Rook.

11. ... g5 12.£.xg5!

Why trade the White Bishop for
the Black Knight instead of the
White Knight? The answer lies in
square control. The White Knight
on f3 controls the critical d4
square. If Black is able to play



&Hd4, he will be able to block the
White pressure down the d-file
and

unravel his bad position.

12. ... 1xg5 13.Had1

White completes the
development of all his pieces. The
White Rook exerts a great deal of
pressure along the d-file. White’s
advantage in the position is
roughly a pawn

despite being down a pawn.

13. ... He8 14.We4

Once you have finished
developing, the next step is to
improve your position in some
way. In games between strong
chess players, the winner is
usually decided by these piece
improvement maneuvers. The
other moves | considered in this
position were:

14. h3 to remove the possibility of
a back rank checkmate.

14. ©e4 to attack the weak d6
and c5 squares.

I chose 14. ¥e4 because | liked
the additional possible options of
h4, 8d3, &d5, &f5, etc.

14. ... d5?

Frequently when you apply

immense pressure on an
opponent, they crack and lash out
with a poor move. The move
played fits into that category.

15.8.xd5

Hxds, Axds, and Exd5 are all
good moves. | chose Axd5
because | felt the threats of

A xf7+ and Lxc6 could not be
adequately defended.

15. ... We7?

Black needed to try 15. ... ¥b6 to
defend his Knight on c6 again.

16.5 xg5

The decision to capture the Black
Bishop at this point in the game is
predicated by the upcoming
White capture of the Black Knight
on c6. Basically the White Knight
on f3 will no longer be required to
defend against a subsequent ©Hd4
move by Black. The other reason
for the move is that White is
winning and trading down helps
the winning side.

16. ... ¥xg5 17.8.xc6 Af5?

Black counters with a very poor
move. When making moves of
this type, you always have to ask
yourself, “what happens if he just
ignores my threat?” Here | can see



that | will end up with a Rook,
Bishop, Knight, and a great
position after the smoke clears.

18.9 xe8! A xe4 19.)xe4

This move provides White with a
tempo by attacking the Black
Queen. The extra tempo will be
utilized to rescue the White
Bishop from danger.

19. ... ¥xe5 20..0d6 ¥ xb2

Black is pawn grabbing in an
attempt to reach material
equality.

21.Q xf7+ ©h7 22.h4
White removes all back rank

issues and plans on wedging in his
Bishop on g6 after the move h5.

22. ... Bf8 23.h5 ¥ f6
24.0.86+ Hg8 25.f3

Black was threatening to capture

the White f-pawn with
25. ... Yxf2+,

25. ... ¥g5 26.He2

After realizing that Black could not
capture the White f-pawn, White
simply ignores the possibility and
dares Black to capture the
poisoned pawn.

26. ... Exf3?

Black’s error leads to a quick
finish.

27.He8+ HEf8 28.Hdel ¥f6
29. B xf8+ ¥ xf8 30.He8 1-0

In the Center Game you must
always check for the move ¥d5 to
determine if it works. | refer to
this move as the Knockout Punch.
The move works in a multitude of
positions. The next two games
illustrate the two types of
positions where the move can be
employed. As a general rule you
never want to play ¥d5 if your
opponent can defend all the
threats. Your Queen being located
on the d5 square leaves her
susceptible to counterattack.

This is another example of Black
refusing to return the pawn on
d4. The initial White strategy is



the same as when Black played
¢5. You still want to play £f3, 0-0,
and c3 to let him have it.

(W) Joel Johnson (2250)

(B) Daniel Pecherski (1134)
[C21] Dave Small Invitational,
Phoenix, AZ, (Round 3),
06/10/2006

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.0.c4 Hcb
4..0f3 Qc5

Once again Black refuses to return
the pawn.

5.0-0 d6 6.c3

Frequently | play the alternate
move h3 here to prevent the pin
move, 8.g4, before proceeding
with the original plan.

6. ... dxc3 7.4xc3 Hf6 8.4 g5

The determination of where to
place the White dark-squared
Bishop relates directly to what
Black does with his dark-squared
Bishop. If the Black dark-squared
Bishop is outside the pawn chain
(c7, d6) and cannot return to e7
breaking the pin, then White’s
dark-squared Bishop should be
placed on g5 to pin the Black
Knight on f6. If the Black Bishop is
defensively posted on €7, then
White should play h3 to prevent
Hg4, followed by Le3.

8...h69.9h4

The purpose of pinning an enemy
piece is to create pressure and
opportunities for exploitation.
Capturing the Knight on f6 would
release the pressure and be a
mistake.

9.... £e6 10..nd5 Q.xd5?

Black needed to play g5 to break
the pin. The move &.xd5? enables
White to open the e-file for his
Rook and displaces the Black
Knight on ¢6 to a less desirable
location.

11.exd5 He7?

Black should return the pawn with
the move 11. ... £e5 12. Hel 0-0
13. Hixe5 dxe5 14. Hxes.
However many players have
difficulty with the decision to
return material, even if it relieves
the pressure.

12.9 xf6

This move destroys the Black
kingside pawn structure. Black
was willing to head down this
route because he plans on castling
gueenside and will attempt to
utilize the open g-file to attack the
White King.

12. ... gxf6 13.Hel



In order to prevent Black’s plan,
White will apply severe pressure
to the Black Knight on e7.

13. ... %d7

Black proceeds with his plan to
castle queenside.

14.%e2

White brings a halt to the Black
plan. If Black castles here, he will
lose his Knight on e7.

14. ... A b4??

Black does nothing to remedy his
problem. The moves &f8 and £d8
remove the pin on Black’s Knight
and are the first step towards
preventing what happened in the
game.

15.9.b5! c6 16.dxc6 bxcb
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The Black Queen is stuck between
a rock and a hard place, she needs
to defend the checkmate on e7.

17.... Q.xel 18.HExel BEd8
19. % xe7# 1-0

Checkmate, not Queen capture!

The first example of the Knockout
Punch occurs because the f7
square is extremely weak and
defending the square causes a
significant loss of material.

(W) Joel Johnson (2201)
(B) Gianni Giaconi (1280)
[C24] Valley Chess, Phoenix, AZ,
(Round 3), 06/08/2008

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.0.c4 D6
4.2f3 QA b4+ 5.c3 dxc3 6.bxc3
He7??

Black needed to play 6. ... &¢5 so
if White eventually played ¥d5,
both the f7 square and his Bishop
on c¢5 could be defended with the
move &e7.

7.e5 Hg8 8. d>5!

White heads right for Black’s fatal
weakness. | cannot stress enough
that | would not play this move if
the threat were not lethal. If you
place your Queen on d5 and he



can defend your threat or you do
not have a threat, your Queen will
be misplaced and vulnerable to
attack. | also would never play the
move with the hope he will not
see the checkmate. If | decide to
threaten checkmate at any time, it
is because the move is:

1) unstoppable;

2) creates a weakness;
3) gains a free tempo; or
4) wins material.

8.... 2ho6

Black defends the threatened
checkmate, Wxf7 #.

9.9 xh6

White captures the defender and
the checkmate threat is in play
again.

9. ... Ef8 10.{.xg7 1-0

The second example of the
Knockout Punch demonstrates
another situation where the move
is lethal.

(W) Joel Johnson (2200)

(B) Phil Kusner (1380)
[C24] Valley Chess, Phoenix, AZ,
(Round 4), 08/31/2008

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.0.c4 D©Hf6
4.2f3 QA b4+ 5.c3 dxc3 6.bxc3
Ac5

This time around Black plays the
correct move £.c5.

7.e5 Ne4??

A poor response to the move e5,
as Black needed to play the move
d5. White would have a small

advantage after 7. ... d5 8. exf6
dxc4 9. Exd8+ &xd8 10. fxg7
He8+ 11. dl1.

%/:I‘.A ZI‘./:I:
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8.&d5!

The double attack Knockout
Punch wins the Black Knight on e4
after Black defends the
checkmate on f7. Both Black
Knight moves that defend the {7
square, namely £g5 and Hd6,
just leave Black in deeper trouble
after White captures the Knight.



8. ... %e7 9. xe4

Many high rated players resign
here because of the piece loss.
Much like Black, | need more
convincing before proceeding
down that path. Also | have won
many, many completely lost
positions. It is a special skill of
mine. How did | reach the point
where | could accomplish this feat
on a regular basis? By fighting to
the bitter end in every game.
Resigning at the firt sign that you
are losing robs you of the
opportunity to work on this skill.
And conversely if you compete
regularly against players who
resign early, you will never learn
how to put people away, another
important chess skill.

9...d610.0-0

When you have won enough
material to win the game, as in
this case, you want to complete
your development and prevent
any counter play. What you
should not do is spend moves
grabbing more material before all
your defensive issues have been
resolved.

10. ... Hc6 11.Eel

This move defends the White
Queen, which breaks the pin on

the White e-pawn. As a result, the
move threatens to capture on d6
followed by trading Queens. After
all trading is a primary method of
closing out a game for the player
who is winning. If you trade all the
pieces off the board, Black will
find himself still down the Knight.

11. ... Re612.exd6 Q.xd6

Over the next few moves White
proceeds to trade everything he
can.

13.0 xe6 ¥xe6 14. ¥ xeb+
fxe6 15.2xeb6+ Hf7 16.ng5+
Hf8 17.0.a3 He8 18.Hxe8+
Hxe8 19.9 xd6 cxd6 20.H)d2
h6 21.%e6 g5 22.5el &d7
23..0d4 1-0

Black’s passive play leads to a Lay
Down Sacrifice to expose all the
weak dark squares around the
Black King.

(W) MassCarnage (2200)
(B) cajob321 (1330)

[C21] ICC tourney 387829 (3 0),
(Round 4), 08312011

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.0.c4 Hcb
4.3 QA b4+ 5.c3 dxc3 6.bxc3

The move Hxc3 is also good but |
prefer bxc3.

6.... 8¢5



The move 8e7?? would be a
blunder due to the Knockout
Punch move, &d5.

7.0-0 X f6

Black should play d6 hindering the
White move e5.

8.e5! LN g8?

Black’s first choice in response to
White’s move e5, should be the
counterattacking move d5!. The
only exception is when Black has a
Bishop on e7 and White can
capture two pieces for one.

9.8.¢5

Another alternative for White is

9. Axf7+ &xf7 10. &d5+ &f8

11. ¥xc5+ winning the pawn back
and preventing the Black King
from castling.

. e DgE7 10.20bd2 0-0
11.5e4 A b6?

Black had to play either d5 or d6.
Now Black is losing.

12.%d2

White is eyeing the Lay Down
Sacrifice move, Hf6+. The move
¥d2 prepares for a subsequent
invasion of the weak dark squares
around the Black King. As it turns
out the move Hf6+ could have

been played immediately.

. %e8

13.0\f6+!

A very powerful Lay Down
Sacrifice because Black has no
choice but to accept the material,
otherwise White will capture his
Queen on the next move. The
other reason why this move is so
strong relates to the exposing of
all the weak dark squares around
the Black King.

.. gxf6 14.Q xf6

Now White controls the g7 and h8
squares and Black has no means
of fending off the invading White
Queen.

. Df5



The move Hgb stops the White
check along the g-file but leaves
the weak g7 square as easy
pickings after ¥ho6. And the
problem with &f5 is ...

15. g5+ Hg7 16.xg7# 1-0
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