A Correspondence Chess System by CCIM Dr.M.J.Donnelly
Some years ago, back in the late 1970s and early 1980’s I had the opportunity to play the occasional postal game on top or high boards in Inter-County matches and the Postal Chess League of “Chess” (Sutton Coldfield), and also in competing for the Northern Counties Individual Championship. This level being roughly the sort of competitions I was playing in as an over-the-board (otb) player at that time. Some twenty years ago postal chess was quite closely related to otb chess and in fact was a sort of extension of that form of the game. This was because of the various systems that existed at that time for supporting otb chess. These included adjourning a game for later resumption and having games adjudicated where analysis could be supplied to the adjudicator to support a result claim. Thus for both these situations and for postal chess itself the ability to carry out a painstaking and systematic analysis of a position was a fundamental requirement. 

One useful feature of this approach for predominantly otb players playing some postal games was that, without the need to be concerned about the clock, there was a feeling of getting much deeper into the game and of the opportunity to play, in general, a much better quality game. Based on the hints for adjudication and pre-game opening analysis given by Mikhail Botvinnik (Botvinnik: 100 Selected Games, Dover 1960) the analysis was written down on paper. An attempt was then made to file the information carefully for the case of a postal game (for reference on the next move) or in order to present the information suitably for the case of an adjudicated game or, finally, to prepare oneself optimally for the resumption of an adjourned game. (In the case of adjudication I have discussed this approach in more detail in an article for CCN (Correspondence Chess News Number 74, 2002 and 95, 2003- available at http://ccn.corrspondencechess.com). Sorting information in this manner was also useful in making notes if a game was suitable for publication in newspaper chess columns or chess magazines.

Nowadays, of course, the game is very different. For otb chess the need for adjudications and adjournments has largely been replaced by use of quick play finishes in most types of competitions. For correspondence chess adjudications do still occur but seem to be getting quite rare. Both types of chess have been dramatically affected by the growth of computer and internet technology both in terms of the option to play correspondence moves and games much more quickly via use of e-mail (or now even server play) and in obtaining and handling large amounts of game information via databases. Again I have dwelt on the benefits of forming ones own database in a separate article “Building your own database” (Coventry and District Bulletin Number 1 Season 2001-2002). This article is also available at: http://www.hometown.aol.co.uk/DrMJDonnelly/opening_reviews_and_other_articl.htm).

The shortcomings of simply writing down ones analysis in a ring-file, looking up opening theory in, for example, paper version of Informator and listing opening ECO codes in a card file system just started to become evident when commencing playing for England in so called “Friendly Internationals” in the late 80s and early 90s but more especially so in playing in the Finals of the British Correspondence Championship in 1990-91. In all cases it started to prove quite a difficult task to get a good feel for the latest/relevant opening theory since this often required many tens of Informator to be open at the same time. In addition, some of the positions were so complex that it required pages of analysis to get sufficiently deep into the position to make what was thought to be the best move. I have a recollection of some twelve pages of analysis being probably the highest that was “achieved” and it was a time consuming task to get this in some readable order. By the time we reach about 1997-98 the problem finally completely hit home when playing in my first tournament in which a Correspondence Chess International Master Norm might have been obtained. I missed the norm by half a point and following my resignation in my only lost game my opponent kindly sent by return of post a print out in Chessbase format with part of the analysis done by Fritz showing I had:

(a) Not quite got the opening preparation correct and missed a more up to date and dynamic line than the one chosen.

(b) Missed one move in a long very complex variation and thereafter the game was hopeless although it took some time to finish (see Correspondence Chess Number 155 Autumn 2002 for details of this game). 

After this salutary lesson I decided a computer and chess database was a must. The morals of using a computer/chess playing software for analysis have raged for a number of years but now seem to have died down as no forceful ruling has been issued against their use by ICCF and more players just openly admit to their use. My personal opinion and proposed reasons against the use of the computer use have been published earlier (Chess Mail number 4 1997)
There does not seem to such a moral debate about the use of computers for handling game databases. Chess databases can then be readily used for researching both older and up-to-date opening lines and for examination of opponents playing style and favourite openings. This then readily solves the multiple Informator use problem alluded to earlier.

Entering the game scores and notes directly into the likes of Chessbase helps enormously in terms of time for replaying over analysis for checking purposes and in general terms for having more accurate information compared to hand-written analysis. In the latter case it is all too easy to make errors or get the material in a less than optimum order.  

Having set all this hardware and software up the reader may then ask what exactly then is the analytical system that is utilised? This can be summarised as a triple double-checking procedure.

Stage 1: Comprises identifying candidate moves that will be deeply examined at a later stage. Not every move needs to be examined only the ones which have some suitable relevance to the position. For example there are usually only one or a few means of sensibly dealing with a strong threat from an opponent or a capture of say a piece. More candidate moves are usually found when just pawns are captured or when dealing with some subtle positional feature of a position such as control of a key square or colour complex. Generally only brief analysis is required at this stage to eliminate none-candidate moves where refusal to recapture a piece usually just means that a piece is lost or a mate threat ends the game by simply not being dealt with. Further guidance on candidate moves can be found in one of Alexander Kotov’s excellent books (Think like a Grandmaster, Batsford 1971 p46-56). Once selected the candidate moves are listed and then a review is carried out to ascertain that nothing has been missed in terms speculative or very imaginative ideas where for example a piece can in fact be sacrificed for not immediately obvious compensation.

Stage 2: Each candidate move is then analysed in turn in detail and the results recorded. These are taken to the point where a reasonable preliminary assessment of the position can be made such as white has a slight or large edge or for example a certain player has compensation for some sacrificed material. The assessment in ECO symbols (for example +-) is recorded with each line. All analyses are then rechecked to eliminate obvious mistakes in analysis. Each line is then ranked in order of preference together with their ECO assessments. The process cannot readily be done with pen and paper but is straightforward in the likes of Chessbase. To help this process the actual basis of the assessment is recorded in words. A representative example is “white has a significant advantage due to a better pawn structure (fewer pawn islands) and can afford to transpose into a favourable ending if all heavy pieces are exchanged on the open b-file”.

Stage 3: Each line from stage 2 is then very carefully re-checked, any further errors eliminated and the order of preference is re-ranked if required and any ECO symbols changed if required. Again the descriptive wording is changed if required. A brief final review then takes place by just quickly playing over the variations and assessments to get a final feel everything is OK.

From these various analyses it is hoped that errors in analysis can be reduced as far as possible. In this way it is also hoped that the best move in the position can be derived which is then sent off to the opponent. In this manner not only is an effort made to play at the highest level practical but the procedure could also go some way to being able to compete against players who utilise chess playing programs either directly or as assistants in their play.

The system cannot obviously claim to enable one to play perfect chess but it does allow one to claim that the moves sent are the best a player can make and that they are based entirely on his or her own ideas. The system seems to work reasonably well in practices. For example it raised my rating from about 2200-2300 in 1996-1997 (using the paper Informator /hand written method) to its current level of 2460 and in the course obtained the International Master Title in 2001 (rating performance of 2450). In the 5 international events, mostly against IM standard players or above, since the inception of use of this system has resulted in but 7 loses. It is interesting to note that 6 out of 7 of these loses have come in extremely complex very tactical positions where perhaps the system is less well able to cope with the analytical ability of chess playing software on a powerful computer.

After this system had been utilised for a number of years I was asked to review a chapter of the book entitled “How to Think In Chess by Jan Przewoznik and Marek Soszynski (Russell Enterprises, 2001). I now have a full copy of this interesting book which describes and discusses the means by which an otb player analyses. In the chapter on Solo Analysis this is proposed as being best carried out via using the following stages in a process termed as phased problem solving (and I quote directly from the book):

(a) The orientation phase-the phase of familiarization with the position, with the problem; initial hypothesis generation as to what the solution might be.

(b) The initial exploration phase-introductory calculation of variations, exploration of possible game plans.

(c) The main investigative phase.

(d) The phase of final summing up the arguments for choosing a particular move ahead of others.

More details on these phases are provided in the book in the chapter on solving methods in particular in the section entitled progressive deepening. This phenomenon was observed by De Groot in his researches on players thinking procedures and involves two tendencies in the thought process. Firstly, a general striving to prove the rightness of the move choice. Secondly, an inclination to a progressive deepening and extension of the analysis.

It is also interesting to comparing the two procedures derived from the psychological analysis approach and the chess practice approach. Stage 1 can be equated with the orientation phase (a) described in the next but one paragraph above. Stage 2 can be equated with the initial exploration phase (b) whilst stage 3 equates with both the main investigation stage (c) and the final selection of a move (d) stage. The rechecking at each of Stages 1 to 3 can be equated with the phenomenon of progressive deepening. It can be immediately seen there is considerable overlap between the two approaches supporting the idea that the system is workable one for improving chess results.
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