Building your own database by CC-IM Mike Donnelly

Recent times have seen enormous changes in the way chess can be studied. Even only a few years ago books and magazines were the main source of information on openings and details on opponents mostly came from actually playing them or from comments from chess colleagues. The availability of cheaper computers and the rise of the Internet have changed that approach forever. This article provides a few ideas on how the ambitious young player or the experienced club player keen to progress further might meet the challenges and opportunities this new technology offers.

The earlier approach to study using books and magazines could be supplemented by obtaining tournament bulletins and organising a system around, say, a file card index. The latter could include details such as books and magazine page numbers relevant to a particular opening in a player’s repertoire. This method always had a number of inherent flaws: 

(1) It takes along time for books to be published, typically 1-2 years, or even longer if a book is translated from say Russian. A lot usually happens in most openings in that sort of time scale and opponents usually also change their openings and sometimes, especially for young players, their strength and style can change dramatically in just a few years. 

(2) Books and magazine tend to concentrate on Grandmaster games which is fine for learning about the game but tends to set a standard that most players cannot attain. In addition, the players featured are very unlikely to be future opponents except for the odd player or two that eventually reaches this level.

(3) There is not always available a recent or good book on the opening that a player wishes to study.

(4) Books and magazines tend to concentrate on one or a few rather limited area of chess. For example they publish material on super tournaments, cover only over-the-board or only correspondence chess. It still has not, for example, dawned on most o.t.b players that even modestly rated e-mail and correspondence players can frequently overturn established opening theory regularly played by GMs or find notable opening improvements in main line theory. I noted recently that Garry Kasparov does not omit postal games from his “information net” since he was recently featured on the TV studying an edition of Correspondence Chess Yearbook.

These drawbacks do not prevent a player from achieving an improved standard of play. It is, however, far more effective to study chess using an electronic chess board/computer which allows information to be handled easier and, in addition, the time consuming step of constantly resetting up the pieces when using a board and pieces manually is eliminated. 

The above comments (1-4), however, pretty well apply to most of the large commercial databases, for example Mega Database available from ChessBase. These sort of collections can take a long time to come out, tend to concentrate on elite tournaments and cover one area of chess with not all opening possibilities featured in sufficient detail. They can of course be used to examine reasonably recent trends in GM play or for historical research but these are features more likely to be of use in regional tournaments and postal play than for the majority of games in the Coventry League. There is of course no inherent reason why standards of opening theory knowledge in local leagues cannot improve. This was certainly a feature of the active Teesside and Manchester Leagues I have played in but is not, regrettably, an outstanding feature of the Coventry League except for a few high board players. An obvious but understated benefit of opening study is a better understanding of the start of the game. If this is linked to study of typical middle-game plans then overall a better standard of game is produced which in turn is more enjoyable and may even end up in print as a record of a finely played game. This could be in Peter Gibbs “Birmingham Post“ column or in the Coventry and District League bulletin or club bulletins. The Internet offers new places to publish games with, for example, the Warwickshire CA site, local clubs such as Kenilworth, Whoberley and Sutton Coldfield, to mention just a few, all coming on-line in the last year or two. Clearly being accessible globally these sites have the potential to have much larger audience than newspapers or the membership that a single club can offer. This additional means of publicising the game could help promote a club and its events and also increase its membership.

Over the last two or three years the Internet has offered not only a wealth of GM and IM games but also a rapidly increasing number of club and county level players games can now be found in downloadable game collections. These include games from the 4 NCL, minor and major events, junior training events and grading or age restricted tournaments or casual games played by e-mail.

There are literally hundreds of chess sites on the Internet almost all have sprung up recently. Here are a few sites that provide games by players of widely differing standards, some of which you are likely to meet in o.t.b or correspondence play. Other sites listed feature openings that are not frequently played by top GMs so can be useful for a club player’s opening repertoire. Keen players can obviously devise their own list more suited to their personal needs.

The first five addresses provide correspondence or o.t.b games by players of all standards whilst the last three are examples of sites specialising in unusual openings.

http://www.iccf.com -site of the International Correspondence Chess Federation.

http://www.geocities.com/Colosseum/Midfield/1264/  -site of the International e-mail Club.

http://www.dbsugden.clara.net - site of the British Correspondence Chess Association.

http://www.gironet.nl/home/Kooij97/index.htm -a personal site that provides mostly o.t.b and some postal games and offers a free service of specific opening or players games.

http://www.bcmchess.co.uk -site of the British Chess Magazine, regional and national o.t.b tournament games are provided in the news section.

http://www.chesscentral.com/ -site of the publishing company of the same name offering e-books on, for example, 1…Nc6.

http://www.algonet.se/~marek/ -Marek Trokenheim’s site on Sokolsky’s opening.

http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/4902/ -Tom Purser’s Blackmar-Diemer Gambit site. 

It will soon become apparent that using this method one can soon develop a significantly sized database. The point of course is not to be able to play through every game. That is neither required nor indeed practical. For example the database I have built up for International postal play consists of about 850,000 games the vast majority of which are not in the commercially available databases. I will leave the interested reader to work out how long it would take to play through this number of games allowing only five minutes per game!

A carefully built up database of whatever size offers the following advantages in studying openings, middle-games and even to some extent endings and also for preparing for opponents. Valuable study time is saved in focussing better on specific opening variations and by more accurately predicting the course of a game. Thus one can:

(a) Identify the openings a player most often uses and potentially find difficult lines for him or her to face. Care must be taken in searches since some commercial databases or web sites are not consistent in the spelling of a player’s name or use all, part or none of a player’s initials. Thus players with similar or identical names could easily be confused negating the benefits of the search. The use of ratings, geographical and gender considerations and age estimates can be useful in sorting this problem out. These cannot of course protect a player from two recent bizarre incidents. Firstly where a male player masqueraded as a female in the British Ladies Correspondence Championship and secondly where a player changing his name as occurred in the most recent British o.t.b Championship. Both rare incidents fortunately. 

(b) Seek information on the style of an opponent.  For example are they attacking players or prefer games with a defensive character. Do the openings they select lead to open positions or tend towards closed ones. Does the player handle the clock well or often lose on time. Is the opponent easily beaten by stronger players or has mishaps against much weaker players. This information can be used to prepare for an opponent one example being to adjust the character of the opening to suite yourself rather than your opponent.

(c) Seek information on future opponents. For example age and frequency of playing. Younger players tend to be more aggressive in their style and play sharper openings whereas older ones, as a broad generalisation, tend to have more rounded styles but are often not as up-to-date with theory as younger ones. Young players can often be underestimated by older ones since the former can develop in strength extremely quickly in short time-scales whereas older players tend to have a more level strength or may even be in decline (not a possibility of course to mention to Victor Korchnoi!).

(d) Investigate opening trends since the last book on a specific opening was published. It is interesting to note that many top o.t.b players and also many postal players operate in a sort of nether region between publication of books on an opening. In other words lines are played that are frequently not mentioned in the last book but will feature in the next one as established “theory”. Although this would demand a great deal of independent work for club players some lesser imitation of this approach could be used to ensure an opponent is put on his own resources at a much earlier stage in the game than they would normally expect. This would then increase the possibility of time trouble as they attempt to solve the unfamiliar problems at the board. 

(e) Openings could be specialised in that are not mainstream. This approach was used by the Danish GM Larsen even against world-class players in the 60s and 70s and can also be used by club players. Larsen often played moves like 1.f4 or 1.g3, which he had carefully studied before hand but his opponents were immediately in unchartered seas. Although there is now some theory on these moves the same cannot be said of 1.Nc3 a perfectly reasonable way to open but how many players would have an idea of what to play in reply?

In summary it would seem as if computer developments have affected even the way people study chess but offers some interesting ways to improve ones own game as well as allowing players of all standards to take a more active part in chess promotion.

M.J.Donnelly, Sept., 2001.
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