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5. Rook vs. Pawn

This is one of the most im por tant chap ters in this book, and the most im por tant in
this sec tion about a piece fight ing against a sin gle pawn. Ex pe ri ence shows that
rook end ings are the most com mon end ings in prac tice, and also the most com -
plex, and that is why the chap ter on rook end ings is the lon gest in the book. Be -
sides, many rook end ings end up in a Rook vs. Pawn(s) end ing when one of the
play ers is forced to give up the rook for a passed pawn. 

On the other hand, this strug gle is much more com plex than Queen vs. Pawn or
Knight vs. Pawn, be cause any com plex i ties in those are re stricted to po si tions where
the pawn is on the 7th rank or, ex cep tion ally, on the 6th. But in Rook vs. Pawn end -
ings, the strug gle can be com plex re gard less of which rank the pawn stands on. 

An ex pe ri enced player who knows the themes and has time on the clock can
cal cu late ev ery sin gle line with ac cu racy; how ever, some times it is not that easy. In
any case, if the player is not fa mil iar with the sub tle ties hid den in this end ing, the
task is sim ply impossible.

END ING 21    Kings do not push. Just count ing

In or der to solve these end ings, the first ap prox i mate method is count ing tempi: for 
the at tacker, the tempi needed for both rook and king to con trol the pro mo tion
square; for the de fender, the tempi needed for the king to se cure pro mo tion and for 
the pawn to reach its goal. 
Un for tu nately, this sim ple tech nique only works when no spe cial cir cum stances al -
ter the cal cu la tion, and that hardly ever hap pens in this end ing. 
A typ i cal sce nario where sim ply count ing works oc curs when the kings stand at
dif fer ent sides of the pawn; nev er the less, great care is needed even in those cases. 
In the di a gram po si tion the kings will not meet, rook checks do not win tempi and
there are no more spe cial cir cum stances. That is why a sim ple count works. White
needs 5 tempi to con trol the pro mo tion square with both king and rook, whereas
Black needs 5 tempi to pro mote. The con clu sion is clear: if White is to move, he
wins; if Black is to move, he draws.

._._R_._
_._._._.
._._._.k
_._._._.
.mJ_._._
_._._._.
._._._._
_._._._.

._._R_._
_._._._.
._._._.k
_._._._.
.mJ_._._
_._._._.
._._._._
_._._._.

Po si ti o n 5.1 q
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1.®g5!
If he had the move, Black could draw by 1...c3 2.®g5 c2 3.Õc8 ®b3 4.®f4 ®b2ì.
1...c3 2.®f4 c2 3.Õc8 ®b3 4.®e3 ®b2 5.®d2 and White has ar rived in time, as
our sim ple counts had an tic i pated.
Ev ery thing looks easy but, even in this po si ti o n, if White changes the move or der
and starts 1.Õc8?, Black can in ter fere with White’s plan and draw thanks to a bril -
liant move: 1...®c3! We will see the vir tues of this move fur ther on.
In prac ti cal play, things are hardly ever that easy. In the next ex am ples we will dis -
cover the dif fer ent re sources both sides have at their dis posal in or der to ‘in ter fere
with the nat u ral course of events’.

Kings push... a bit

._._._._
_._._K_.
._._._._
_._._._.
._._Jm._
_._._._.
._._._._
r._._._.

¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬
_._._K¬¬
._._._¬¬
_._._._.
._._Jm._
_._._._.
._._._._
r._._._.

Po si ti o n 5.2

Euwe, 1934

q

This po si tion is very easy to solve, on the ba sis of the same prin ci ples as the
 previous one. With this we can com plete our view of the is sue. Euwe stud ied these
po si tions in the 1930s and stated that, in 5.2, White only draws when the king oc -
cu pies one of the marked squares, and wins in any other case. For in stance, in this
di a gram it takes the king 5 tempi to ar rive on time to con trol pro mo tion, whereas
Black needs 4 to se cure it. That means White ar rives on time if he has the turn.
The study of this di a gram makes us think that there is a large area where a sim ple
count works. It can work even if the king is on the same file as the de fender, un less
his way is blocked, as here.
1.®e6 e3 2.®d5 e2 3.®d4 ®f3 4.®d3 ®f2 5.®d2 1-0

END ING 22    De fend ing king on the 3rd rank cut off along a rank

When the king and his pawn are still fur ther from pro mo tion (in gen eral, when -
ever they have not crossed the mid dle line of the board), cut ting off the king is a
very im por tant re source: if it works, the rest does not mat ter. 
Cut ting the king off is very use ful when the de fender’s king is on the third rank,
and it wins straight away when we are deal ing with a rook’s pawn or when the king 

5. Rook vs .  Pawn
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END ING 41    Pawns on the 6th rank

._._M_._
_._._._.
._._Ii._
_._.k._.
.l._._._
_._B_._.
._._._._
_._._._.

._._M_._
_._._._.
._._Ii._
_._.k._.
.l._._._
_._B_._.
._._._._
_._._._.

Po si ti o n 9.1q

On the 6th rank, the pawns usu ally win. The win ning pro ce dure is quite easy, but it 
is worth not ing in or der to be come fa mil iar with the re quired tech nique.
The white pawns can not ad vance: not to e7 be cause then Black would give up his
bishop for the two pawns, and not to f7 be cause then both pawns would be block -
aded on squares of the same col our as the white bishop. This block ade is im pos si -
ble to lift and is one of the trade marks of op po site-col oured bishop end ings. So
White can not think of ad vanc ing the pawns, and in stead they have to stay on the
6th rank, un til the right mo ment co mes to move e6-e7.
The plan con sists of two clear stages: 
1) A bishop check to force the en emy king to de fine his po si ti o n...
1.Ãb5+ ®d8 (if 1...®f8, White car ries out the same plan on the other flank:
2.®d5 Ãa3 3.®c6 Ãb4 4.®d7 Ãc5 5.e7+) 2.®f5, and:
2) The at tack ing king out flanks his op po nent.
This plan would not be pos si ble with the black king on f8 and the black bishop on
d8, but then White could lose one tempo and Black would be in zugzwang. We will 
see this in our next ex am ple. 
2...Ãc5 3.®g6 Ãb4 4.®f7 Ãc5 5.e7+ 1-0

The bishop in front of the pawns

._.lM_._
_._._._.
._._Ii._
_._.k._.
._._._._
_._._._.
._._B_._
_._._._.

._.lM_._
_._._._.
._._Ii._
_._.k._.
._._._._
_._._._.
._._B_._
_._._._.

Po si ti o n 9.2q

9. Op po s i t e-co l  oured bish ops:  Bishop + 2 pawns vs .  Bishop
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Fifth sce nario

END ING 76    Vancura De fence against 2 pawns

This is prob a bly the least-known sce nario, though the most com mon in prac tice. 

R_._._._
_._._.m.
._._._._
_._._._.
I_._._.i
_._._.k.
._._._._
_._.t._.

R_._._._
_._._.m.
._._._._
_._._._.
I_._._.i
_._._.k.
._._._._
_._.t._.

Po si ti o n 11.14 n

There are some draw ing po si tions in volv ing a- and h-pawns, the most im por tant
one be ing an ex ten sion of the Vancura De fence. 
1...Õe4!
The only move to draw. This move is very im por tant: Black adopts a Vancura de fen -
sive set-up and pre vents the white rook from com ing out of its pas sive po si ti o n in
front of the pawn. 
From now on wards, de fence is quite easy, as White can not re ally make fur ther
prog ress. On the other hand, if Black adopts a wrong de fen sive set-up, White wins
rather com fort ably. If you quickly check your da ta base, you will see that the lat ter is 
the most fre quent sce nario in practice.
1...Õa1? 2.®f4 ®h7 3.®e5 ®g7 4.a5 ®h7 5.a6 and, as we know from End ing 66, 
White wins even with out the h-pawn.
2.a5
Or 2.h5 ®h7 3.®f3 Õh4 4.®e3 Õxh5 (Black cap tures the pawn and has time to set 
up the cor rect de fence) 5.®d4 Õg5 6.®c4 Õg4+! (only move!) 7.®b5 Õg5+
8.®b4 Õg4+ 9.®c5 Õf4 – Vancura.
2...Õe5!
Keep ing the Vancura Po si ti o n.
3.®f3 Õh5 4.®g3 Õc5 5.a6 Õc6! 6.®f4
As soon as White pushes the a-pawn one step fur ther, the black rook will be trans -
ferred to the rear of the pawn and we will reach End ing 75.
6...®h7 7.®e5 Õb6 8.®d5 Õg6 9.®c5 Õf6 10.®b5 Õf5+! 11.®b6 Õf6+!
When the white king moves far from the a-pawn, the se ries of checks may end.
There is no way to make prog ress.
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END ING 96    Sec ond-rank de fence

As we have stated, the Cochrane De fence works ex tremely well on the cen tral files,
and it is rather easy to achieve from a nor mal po si ti o n.
When the start ing po si ti o n of the king is more del i cate, or when a care less de fence
makes it im pos si ble to use the main de fen sive method, it is some times still pos si ble 
to adopt the so-called sec ond-rank defence.
This is a sim ple and un break able de fen sive set-up, de spite its some what wor ry ing
ap pear ance.

The sec ond-rank de fence con sists in plac ing both rook
and king on the sec ond rank. When a check forces the
king to the first rank, an im me di ate rook-swap of fer
emerges on the board, which al lows the king to come
back to the 2nd rank on the fol low ing move. 
The king may also be forced to the first rank by means of
zugzwang, but then the de fend ing side can hold thanks to
stale mate resources.

In the fol low ing po si ti o n, the black king is al ready locked on the edge of the board. 
Though no con crete threats can be seen, he may end up in the Philidor Po si ti o n if
he is not care ful. It is time to use the sec ond-rank defence.

._._._._
_._._.r.
._._._.b
_._K_._.
._._._.m
_._._._.
._._T_._
_._._._.

._._._._
_._._.r.
._._._.b
_._K_._.
._._._.m
_._._._.
._._T_._
_._._._.

Po si ti o n 13.16

García González -
Balashov
Le nin grad 1977

n

1...®h3!
In stead of play ing neu tral moves which may lead to dan ger ous po si tions, Black im -
me di ately seeks a de fen sive pro ce dure. The idea is ...Õg2.
2.Ãf4 Õg2 3.Õh7+ ®g4 4.®e4
This is one of the ba sic po si tions of the sec ond-rank de fence. Al though Black has
ap par ently fallen into zugzwang, he has a sim ple way to hold. The fact that the sit u -
a tion is ex treme can help us find our way, but even ex pe ri enced play ers may go
astray in this ending.
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