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A
distinguished and well-respected mental jouster

recently explained the winning strategy used for a

national championship: “You should be going for ties

... a tie will very often get you a tie or a win.” Poker

player Annie Duke was explaining the methodology

of her 2006 championship—in rock, paper, scissors.

In winning the 2010 U.S. Chess Championship, GM Gata

Kamsky proved that a tie is indeed as good as a win. In a dra-

matic tiebreaker, Kamsky’s draw odds crowned him champion

over GM Yury Shulman.

The procedures of the tiebreak between the two men proved the

decisive twist in a new format that debuted at this year’s cham-

pionship, held May 13-25, 2010 at the Chess Club & Scholastic

Center of Saint Louis. The structure cobbled the field together for

the first seven rounds, promoted the top four to a round-robin quad,

and then used a clock bidding game to ensure a champion after

regulation time ended.

That final element came into play when Kamsky and Shulman,

tied after seven rounds along with GMs Hikaru Nakamura and

Alex Onischuk, and then tied between only themselves after ten

rounds, were summoned for an 11th and final game. At stake

was the title of 2010 U.S. Championship and past viewers of

“Name That Tune” will recall some similarities to the procedure

that followed. Kamsky, seeded second, and Shulman, seeded

fourth, began the match by producing a card with an amount

of time written on it. They were blind to their opponent’s offer

but were informed that the person with the lower time would get

that amount of time, and choice of color. The player with the

higher bid would get exactly one hour for the game but the player

choosing Black would get the benefit of draw odds.

Shulman’s card was revealed first. He bid 39 minutes, 55 sec-

onds. Tournament arbiter Carol Jarecki lifted the other card.

The small crowd let out a faint gasp when she revealed Kam-

sky’s envelope. Twenty-five minutes. The incredibly low bid

meant that Kamsky chose Black, had draw odds, but willingly

offered his opponent more than double his time. The pre-game

psychology of the process revealed how the two players

approached the situation quite differently.

“I assumed that Gata would want to play black,” Shulman

said. “For me it was a clear point. If he went high, I had to think,

‘What was the lowest I could go?’” Shulman said that if Kam-

sky picked a low amount of time, then he did not consider his

own bid to be pertinent.

For his part, Kamsky said he did not even consider what

Shulman might bid. He made his decision based solely on his

own desires. “I want black because I’m more solid with

black,” Kamsky said. From a pure game theory perspective,

Shulman reasoned well, as he factored in his opponent’s

thinking. But what mattered more was the chess game itself.

Kamsky was unable to annotate the game so GM John

Fedorowicz, Kamsky’s second during his first world champi-

onship run, analyzes for Chess Life:
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Grünfeld Defense (D94)
GM Yury Shulman (2666)
GM Gata Kamsky (2769)
ch-USA Playoff, St. Louis (1), 05.25.2010

1. d4

Yury is an extremely well-prepared
player. When he’s playing white he can be
especially tough.

1. ... d5 2. c4 c6 3. Nf3 Nf6 4. e3 g6

Ever since he came out of retirement,
Gata has shown a preference for non-
theoretical openings. Here he chooses
the Slav. Black’s position is solid, but
lacks active prospects. Gata has also
played 4. ... a6 here with solid results.

5. Nc3 Bg7 6. Be2 0-0 7. 0-0 Qb6 8. b3 Bg4 9.
Ba3 Re8 10. Rc1 e6 11. h3 Bxf3 12. Bxf3
Nbd7 

After�12.�...�Nbd7

13. Bd6!?

Both Yury and Gata liked this bishop
maneuver. The bishop covers the b8-
square, which can be very important
when the queenside opens up.

13. ... Bf8 14. Bg3 a5 15. Qc2 Qa7

As we can see, Black must play a wait-
ing game.

16. Rfd1 Nb6 17. Be2 Nc8 18. c5

After this move White is threatening
the simple a2-a3 followed by b3-b4-b5.
Black must do something to prevent this. 

18. ... b6

This is the correct moment for 18. ...
b5!. If White declines the 19. cxb6 e.p.

capture, the position will be too locked.
19. ... Nxb6 20. Na4 Nxa4 21. bxa4 Rec8,
with the idea of ... c5 getting rid of the
backward pawn. 

19. Na4!

This move forces open the queenside. 

19. ... Ne4

Interesting is 19. ... b5!? 20. Nc3 (20.
Nb6—I believe that is White’s best chance
for an advantage is to open up the queen-
side; 20. ... Nxb6 21. cxb6 Qxb6 22. Qxc6

Qxc6 23. Rxc6 Ne4 24. Bxb5 Nxg3 25.
fxg3 and despite being a pawn down,
Black has good drawing chances) 20. ...
Ne7! White’s only break will be e3-e4 and
Black will be prepared for it.

20. Be5 b5 21. Nb6 Nxb6 22. cxb6 Qxb6 23.
f3 Nd6 24. Qxc6

With the board now open White can
claim an advantage. Finding these tough
moves has burned Yury's time advantage.

24. ... Reb8 25. Qxb6 Rxb6 26. Kf2 Ne8?!

It was time for Gata to try something
active, such as opening the a-file with
some counterplay—better was 26. ... a4!?. 

27. Rc2 Ba3 28. e4 Kf8 29. g4 h6 30. h4

White takes space while Black waits. 

30. ... Rd8 31. Bf4 Kg7 32. Be3 Nd6 

After�32.�...�Nd6

33. exd5!?

Most likely the most crucial moment of
the game. Yury wins a pawn, but Gata’s
pieces finally gain activity. Given the time
control, I prefer 33. e5!. White keeps the
tension and puts Black under heavy pres-
sure. 33. ... Ne8—the only thing saving
Black here is the a3-bishop, which pre-
vents White from doubling on the c-file.
34. h5!? At this point, White has several
promising tries, all involving kingside
action: 34. … g5 35. f4 gxf4 36. Bxf4
with the idea of g5, when White gets a
passed pawn supported by the bishop
pair. 36. ... Be7 37. Rdc1 Ba3 38. Rg1.

33. ... exd5 34. Rc5 Ne8

34. ... Bxc5?? 35. dxc5 Rc6 36. cxd6
and White’s bishops will mop up.

35. Rxb5 Rxb5 36. Bxb5 Nc7 37. Bd3 Ne6 38.
f4 Be7 39. Rh1

39. Kg3!? holds the pawn, but both play-
ers were battling serious time pressure.

39. ... Bf6 40. h5 gxh5 41. Rxh5 Bxd4 42.
Bxd4+ Nxd4 43. Ke3 Nc6 44. Bb5

44. a3!? Re8+ 45. Kd2 Rb8?! (45. ...
Rd8 keeps Black hanging on) 46. Rxd5
Rxb3 47. Rc5 Rb6 48. Kc3 and White has
a won position here, as Black is com-
pletely tied up.

44. ... Nb4 45. Kd4 Rb8 46. a4 Rc8 47. Re5
Kf6 48. Rf5+ Kg6 49. Re5 Kf6 50. g5+

White retains winning chances, but
material is dwindling.

50. ... hxg5 51. fxg5+ Kg6 52. Re7 Ra8 53. Be8?

Shulman considered this a serious
error. With 53. Kc5!?, White has chances
to win the a5-pawn.

53. ... Kxg5 54. Kc5 f5 

After�54.�...�f5

Black has two passed pawns while
White has none. It’s clear with draw odds.
Gata will be the U.S. champion.

55. Rg7+ Kf6 56. Rg6+ Ke7 57. Bb5 f4 58.
Rg4 f3 59. Kb6 f2 60. Rf4 Rf8 61. Rxf8 Kxf8
62. Kxa5 Nc6+!

Securing the draw and the title.

63. Kb6 Nd4 64. Bf1 Nxb3 65. Kb5 Ke7 66.
Kb4 Nd4, Draw agreed.

The game ended as Black’s knight is in
good position to sacrifice itself for White’s
last pawn.

“This was really fun, I enjoyed it,” Kam-
sky said of the bidding procedure. He
won $30,000 of the $160,000 total prize
money and earned his first U.S. champi-
onship title since 1991. “In hindsight I can
say that bidding that low amount of time
was probably a mistake. Bidding 25 min-
utes probably cost me. Maybe half an
hour and then it’s really about equal,
because you have a half an hour advan-
tage and you have White—it’s a serious
thing. I really needed that time to think
during the middlegame. I started to play
too fast and I blundered.”

When Shulman uncorked 34. Rc5, the
champion knew right away he had missed
it and began silently berating himself.
Though Fedorowicz’s analysis showed
that there were other promising contin-
uations, no player likes to be rattled with
a move that he did not analyze. For the
second time in the tournament, the stoic
Kamsky turned to the crowd and shook
his head in disgust as his time halved
from four minutes to two. Previously, he
showed the same emotion in round seven
against GM Alex Shabalov.

r+-+r+k+
zpp+n+pvlp
-wqp+psnp+
+-+p+-+-
-+PzP-+-+
vLPsN-zPL+P
P+-+-zPP+
+-tRQ+RmK-

-+-tr-+-+
+-+-+pmk-
-tr-snp+pzp
zpp+p+-+-
-+-zPP+PzP
vlP+-vLP+-
P+R+LmK-+
+-+R+-+-

r+-+L+-+
+-+-tR-+-
-+-+-+-+
zp-mKp+pmk-
Psn-+-+-+
+P+-+-+-
-+-+-+-+
+-+-+-+-

Cover Story

CL_08-2010_US_Championship_AKF_r12_chess life  7/16/10  8:39 AM  Page 30



uschess.org Chess Life — August 2010 31

After the initial surprise of these knee-
bucklers, Kamsky explained how he
recovers from the mental shock: “You
realize your clock is ticking, then you
look at the position. I think we are all a
bit crazy when it comes to one minute or
less because you just can’t play any kind
of position. People have been known at the
highest level to drop rooks, whole pieces.
Anything goes really. I realized, OK, I
blundered only a pawn. I should be really
happy. I blundered only a pawn. But the
position got simplified. As Capablanca
says, ‘The less pieces there are on the
board, the easier it is to play.’”

He continued, “Objectively I think Yury
was completely winning, but when you
have one minute on your clock, it’s not so
easy. He just blundered ... Kg5. After that
I realized that I was actually slightly bet-
ter and I started to play for a win.” The
game ended with both players having only
seconds remaining and playing almost
exclusively on the five-second increment.

“In a nervous situation, you have a
high probability of making mistakes,”
Shulman said. “Gata reminded me today
of Alexander Alekhine, who said you have
to win three stages of the game. I only won
two. Gata had like nine lives in this game.”
Shulman pocketed $25,000 for second

place, which was about three times as
much as when he won the title in 2008.
Shulman, who is the most active teacher
of the players who made the final four,
offered a fix for his mistakes. “I have
three camps coming up in June, July,
August. Hopefully my students will show
me how to win a pawn-up ending.”

“Kamsky does this kind of garbage all
the time,” GM Jesse Kraai said enviously
earlier in the tournament. “You think
he’s worse, then he gets you!”

“Every game I played here was a really
fighting game,” Kamsky said. “Except for
yesterday, but it was an exception
because preparation was done years ago.
I was expecting the opening.”

Kamsky was referencing round ten,
when the same two players played a full-
length battle with the same colors as in
the tiebreak. The duo led their fellow
quad qualifiers by a full point. Going into
the game, Shulman’s lifetime record
against Kamsky was a frustrating +0-
1=5. So while he pressed his advantage
as white, he had to ensure that nothing
worse than a draw came about. The result
was a repeat of their Grünfeld from the
2009 U.S. Championship, until Kamsky
differed with his tenth move. Shulman
played a novelty on his 17th—some

thought his attack vicious, others spec-
ulative. Either way, Kamsky responded
quickly and confidently. “Yury is trying to
avoid the playoff because Kamsky is bet-
ter in rapid chess,” GM Varuzhan Akobian
postulated (Kamsky co-won the rapid
portion of the 2009 Melody-Amber tour-
nament, along with Viswanathan Anand
and Levon Aronian). The open lines being
more visually impressive than useful, the
two traded down and agreed to a draw.
They both finished with 7/10, necessitat-
ing the tiebreak.

“I think the whole line was basically a
draw,” Kamsky said. He explained the
reason for his celerity. “We (Emil Sutovsky
and I) prepared this line for (Veselin)
Topalov.” Kamsky played Topalov in 2009
for the right to challenge for the world
championship. Kamsky admitted that not
everything was worked out in advance. He
called Sutovsky five minutes before the
game and asked about the attack that
began with Ng5. “[Sutovsky] said, ‘Don’t
worry about it,” Kamsky said with a laugh.

Kamsky and Shulman distanced them-
selves from Nakamura and Onischuk,
the other quad members, thanks to two
decisive games in round nine. The finishes
to those games could rightly be considered
the raison d’etre for the tournament for-

The final four fight it out in the comfortable confines of the Saint Louis club’s tournament room.
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mat, which was designed by Chris Bird,
IM Greg Shahade and WGM Jennifer Sha-
hade (Jennifer also served as the
tournament chairperson and an on-air
commentator along with GM Maurice
Ashley). Instead of top-ranked players
versus bottom half contenders in the clos-
ing moments to the championship, the top
four players were pitted for the final four
days of the event.

In round nine, Nakamura took white on
board one. Spectators eagerly awaited
this game more than others after the
defending champion’s comments follow-
ing his previous game. Nakamura said his
strategy was to play with restraint, with
one exception.

“Whoever can win one game in the

quad (will be champion),” he said. “When
I play Alex (Onischuk) I’ll play solid. Every-
one’s trying to beat Yury (Shulman).”

Shulman would not be lured into mak-
ing an overt comeback. He deflected the
perceived affront by continuing his self-
deprecation. Shulman smiled and said
simply, “Maybe it’s a good strategy, I don’t
know. I will play the same way. Let him
enjoy the strategy.”

Nakamura’s earlier comments after
round six proved somewhat prophetic.
“I’ve reached a situation similar to last
year where I’ve played everyone at the
top. I’m waiting for the quad disaster. I’m
pretty much expecting the worst. I’ve
been the wrong colors against the wrong
people.” Still, he had white against Shul-

man and most expected a sharp battle.
In what would end up winning the best

game prize of $1,000, sponsored by
chess.com, Nakamura and Shulman
played a tactical melee. After the shot 24.
... Rxg5! fellow competitors came by one
by one like rubberneckers watching a car
wreck. Nakamura shook his head for each
of them while Shulman refused to look up
from the board, doing his best to mask his
excitement. Other than a frantic foot tap,
Shulman stayed nearly motionless as he
rechecked his analysis. He later said his
friends told him he should never play
poker because he cannot hide his emo-
tions. In this case, neither could his
opponent. Nakamura puffed his cheeks
and contorted his mouth on one side like

Chess Life Online editor Jennifer Shahade and 
GM Maurice Ashley provided live commentary
throughout the event from the Saint Louis Chess
Club’s broadcast room. 

Cover Story
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a stumped game show contestant.

“For Hikaru, it’s like a war, the last

battle in his life,” GM Alex Stripunsky

said. “That’s how he plays.”

French Defense (C18)
GM Hikaru Nakamura (2812)

GM Yury Shulman (2666)

ch-USA Quads, St. Louis (2), 05.23.2010

Notes by Shulman

Round two of the quad has all four

players tied for first. This game was

Hikaru’s last as white and I knew he

would put all his efforts towards winning

it. I was thinking about which strategy he

might choose, but was absolutely sure

that Hikaru would search for my weak

spots in his preparation. I do not have a

wide opening repertoire and felt that

Hikaru might prepare some forcing line.

But the question was where? After 1. e4

or 1. d4, or somewhere else?

1. e4

OK, it is 1. e4. So it will be my fourth

French of the tournament. 

1. ... e6 2. d4 d5 3. Nc3

I knew that Hikaru could surprise me

in this game—he always tries to bring

something fresh to the board. I prepared

lots of different lines before the game,

and 3. Nc3 against my favorite French

was among them. I felt that Hikaru might

throughly analyze the “poisoned pawn”

variation and wanted to surprise him a lit-

tle myself.

3. ... Bb4 4. e5 c5 5. a3 Bxc3+ 6. bxc3 Qa5!?

It was not too hard to realize that

Hikaru probably spent his entire prepa-

ration on 6. ... Ne7 7. Qg4 cxd4 8. Qxg7

Rg8 9. Qxh7 Qc7 10. Ne2 Nbc6 11. f4. I

already played 6. ... Qa5 a couple of times

and had some good positions.

7. Bd2 Qa4 8. Nf3

Most of my preparation  was spent on

8. Qb1 and 8. Qg4, since I felt that they

are more in Hikaru’s style; one ends up

in an absolutely locked position, which

Hikaru often strives for (especially with

black), and the other is highly tactical,

also a Hikaru strong point. 

Meanwhile, Hikaru felt that he wanted

to try something in between. (8. Qg4; 8.

Qb1.) Here I entered into a deep thought

trying to recall our analysis with Gata,

which we had prepared for his match

against Topalov. Gata implemented the

French a couple of times, including two

games against Topalov and had really

promising positions, but the score in his

first four French games was really tough

for him: 0-4 (!). 

I was able to recall all the variations

during my blitz play-off against GM Boris

Savchenko in Khanty-Mansiysk 2009,

but 90 minutes plus 30 seconds incre-

ment was enough for me in this game.

Hikaru and most of the spectators prob-

ably felt that I had no clue about the

position, it was just that I was trying to

recall what was the most precise move

order in order to get to the position after

12. ... h6!

8. ... Nc6 9. h4

A valuable option for White is 9. dxc5

f6 10. Nd4 (10. Be3) 10. ... Nxd4 11. cxd4

Qxd4 12. Bb5+ Kf7 13. 0-0. There is

venom in this position.

9. ... cxd4 10. cxd4 Nge7 11. h5 Nxd4 12. Bd3 h6!

Gata and the analysis team felt that

after this move White should think only

about equality. Hikaru probably felt at

first that since Anand did not play this

move, it might not be the best option, but

the deeper he looked into the position, the

more he understood the advantages of it.

Black gave away his dark-square

bishop and it was important for him to

stop the weakening of the g7-square.

Since White does not have time for Rh4??

because of ... Nxf3+, Black can just take

care of his d4-knight one move later. Also

Black has the kingside castling option

that wasn’t there when the white pawn

was able to land on h6. If Black can cas-

tle, land a knight on f5, and trade

light-square bishops (what a dream)—

then he will be in great shape! White

needs to act right away! 

12. ... Nec6 was the main line for a

while; 13. Kf1 Nxf3 (13. ... Nf5 14. h6 g6

15. Bg5 with good compensation for the

sacrificed pawn). 14. Qxf3 Qd4 (14. ...

b6 was played by Viswanathan Anand,

but not many French players would wish

to repeat the following line: 15. h6 Ba6 16.

hxg7 Rg8 17. Bxa6 Qxa6+ 18. Kg1 Rxg7

19. Qf6 Rg8 20. Rxh7 Qb7 21. Bg5 with

a huge advantage for White as in Kas-

parov-Anand 1992) 15. c3 Qxe5 16. Re1

(16. h6 g6) 16. ... Qf6 (16. ... Qd6 17. h6

g6 18. Qf6 Rg8 19. Bg5 and the position

is full of opportunities for White) 17. Qxd5

e5 and probably Black is still OK.

13. Kf1 Nxf3 14. Qxf3 b6

After�14.�...�b6

15. Qg3

I felt that Hikaru was about to play

15. Qe2 but could not find anything

attractive after: 15. ... Bd7 16. Rh3 Nf5

where White needs to fight for equality.

15. ... Ba6 16. Qxg7 Bxd3+

I could also try  a funny trick: 16. ... Rg8

17. Qh7? Qxc2, but I could not imagine that

Hikaru could miss something like this. 

17. cxd3 Rg8 18. Qxh6 Qd4 19. Re1

This move is a novelty. White only tried

19. Rc1 before and after: 19. ... Qxd3+ 20.

Kg1 Qe4!; the position probably remains

equal. (20. ... Nf5?! 21. Qf4 and White

establishes full control with his queen.)

21. g3 (21. Bg5 Qxe5 [Black can also

continue the game by 21. ... d4!? but his

chances are probably close to even any-

way.] 22. Bf6 Qe4 23. g3 Nf5 24. Qh7

Rxg3+ 25. fxg3 Qe3+ 26. Kg2 Qxg3+ 27.

Kf1 Qf3+ 28. Kg1 with perpetual check)

21. ... Qxe5 22. Qf4 Qxf4 23. Bxf4 f6

with probably an even endgame.

19. ... Qxd3+ 20. Kg1 Rc8

Another option was 20. ... d4,  but I felt

that ... Rc8 cannot be bad—I develop my

final piece and should not have any trou-

bles. Meanwhile, White should not rely too

heavily on his h-pawn since his king is not

safe yet and the pieces are not well coor-

dinated; 20. ... Qf3 21. Rh2 is probably

just a waste of time.

21. Bg5?

After�21.�Bg5

This is the first real mistake of the

game, although Hikaru would later say

that picking the French was his first mis-

take. Both of us seriously considered 21.

Qe3, and if Black keeps the queens on the

board then White is at least able to

improve his queen position. If a queen

trade, the advantages of one side are

approximately compensated by the advan-

tages of the other: 21. ... Qxe3 (21. ... Qh7

22. Qh6 [22. Qb3 probably requires Black

to search for a queen trade anyway after

22. ... Qc2, since 22. ... Rc4 23. Qb5+ {23.

h6} 23. ... Nc6 24. h6 and this position

although with mutual chances seems
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good for White {24. Qa6? Qd3! with  the

inevitable ... Rxg2+ and ... Rg4 discovery}])

22. Bxe3 Nf5 23. Rc1 is still full of life, but

probably the game will end peacefully.

21. ... Qf5 22. f4 Rc2

Now Black threatens no less than 23. ...

Qxf4! 24. Bxf4 Rgxg2+ 25. Kf1 Rcf2 mate.  

23. Rh2??

The only defense was 23. Qf6, but it

was not the reason to play 21. Bg5. Gre-

gory Kaidanov has said, “How important

to say, ‘I am sorry,’” meaning that when

one makes a mistake, it is very important

to admit it quickly and in some cases

even return a piece to its starting point.

It might cost two tempi, but it would be

the lesser of two evils! 23. ... Qxf6 24. exf6

Nf5 and although the game is annoying

for White, he has chances to defend it.

23. ... Qd3

Hikaru did not spend much time on his

previous move, leaving himself with

around 50 minutes on the clock against

my seven. So, he kept on searching for

any possible chances in this position. It

turned out that 23. Rh2 was so bad that

when I tried to search for White’s “any”

chances, the best I could find was a pawn

endgame while a queen down.

24. Qf6 Rxg5

Hikaru missed this idea. He analyzed

it only after 24. ... Qd4+, where the game

would still be going on. (24. ... Nc6 was

also winning, but I played 24. ... Rxg5 not

because it looks more impressive, but

because it was simpler—probably Capa-

blanca who was always in favor of

simplicity in chess would choose the same

option); 24. ... Qd4+ 25. Kh1 Rxg5 26.

fxg5 Nf5 27. Rh3 Qg4 28. Rg1 Rxg2 29.

Rxg2 Qxh3+ 30. Kg1 Ne3 although in

addition to perpetual check options, Black

probably can play for a win here as well.

25. Qxg5

Trying to enlist the queen via 25. fxg5

would not help either: 25. ... Nf5! 26. h6

Qd4+ 27. Kh1 Ng3 mate!

25. ... Qd4+ 26. Kh1 Qe3!, White resigned.

After�26.�...�Qe3

Shulman continues:

Hikaru resigned in view of 27. Rd1 (27.

Qh4 Rc1) 27. ... Rc1 28. Qg4 Qe1+ with

a cute checkmate. What a game! Some of

us might think that this was a brilliant

performance by Black, some of us might

say that Hikaru simply made two mis-

takes which led to his king being trapped.

Some  beginning chess players might say

that this was the game between two begin-

ners! After all, Black moved his queen

twice in the opening before developing

his pieces, then White pushed his h-

pawn twice; both sides never castled and

White missed a back-rank checkmate. 

Of course, this game is simply an exam-

ple how modern chess has changed. It is

now almost impossible to beat strong

players by simple means, so from the

first moves each side tries to prevent their

opponents’ ideas so much that some-

times they violate opening “rules.” 

When we finished our game, I started

waiting for the result of the game between

Gata and Alex. Alex declined a draw offer

and lost, which meant that everything

would be decided in the next game

between me and Gata. That game ended

in a draw and we had to play an Armaged-

don game. Lots of chessplayers told me

that it was an unfair system—I would

say that at that point we could almost toss

a coin already. 

Gata and myself were able to pass

through a strong tournament with the

same score, but only one could be called

“champion.” It was my fault, and not the

system’s, that after playing a great

Armageddon game—I missed the simple

39. ... Bf6 winning my extra pawn back.

I am still proud of myself that I was able

to find further fighting chances, but we

should not forget that Gata is absolutely

amazing in protecting worse positions.

He definitely deserved to be a champion

again after 19 years!.

Former World Champion Garry Kas-

parov surprised the Internet and

in-person audience with a live call-in dur-

ing round nine. Kasparov claimed that he

introduced the pawn sacrifice versus

Anand in 1992. Kasparov doubted the

quality of Nakamura’s 13. Kf1. “It’s very

difficult for White to create any real

threats,” he said. “White is a pawn down

and I don’t see any real prospects.”

“With Shulman, if you try to beat him,

he will beat you,” said IM Levon Altoun-

ian. “That’s the kind of player he is.”

“It seemed liked Shulman understood

the position a little better,” said GM Josh

Friedel, echoing the sentiments of many

top players. Several grandmasters later

said that they would not choose the

Winawer Variation against Shulman.

Nakamura belatedly agreed. “The first

mistake was the opening choice,” he said.

“I wasn’t 100 percent prepared. I was fol-

lowing a Kasparov game. I guess if you

have to lose, it’s better to lose in a Kas-

parov game.

“Since I moved to St. Louis (one week

before the tournament), I feel like playing

in your hometown is a disadvantage. I’ve

been way too comfortable. I’ve been play-

ing well below what I am capable of.” 

Though Kasparov offered chances for

Nakamura to become one of the world’s

top-five players, he cautioned that the

top American player’s gangbuster

approach may not be as effective against

the world’s elite. “They’re not so sensitive

to the Nakamura style,” Kasparov said.

World number one GM Magnus Carlsen,

also being interviewed by phone, did not

include Nakamura in his list of main

rivals, but he did concede that “right now

I have some problems playing Nakamura.”

While the Shulman shocker was taking

place, Kamsky had his hands full against

Onischuk, who was sporting a 49-game

unbeaten streak in U.S. championship

play. The run still had a way to go before

eclipsing Samuel Reshevsky’s 1940s stan-

dard—82 games.

Kamsky, worse much of the game, jet-

tisoned a pawn for active play. He offered

a draw in the waning moments, which

was refused. With some intricate techni-

cal play remaining, Kamsky was taken

aback by Onischuk’s speed. 

“He played ... Kd5 really quickly and I

was really surprised,” Kamsky said. “At this

moment any move can cost you the world.”

Onischuk’s error did not cost the world,

but it did cost the game, the streak, and

any chance of winning his second U.S.

championship. With him and Nakamura

losing, they stayed on 5½, and were math-

ematically eliminated as both Shulman

and Kamsky moved to 6½ and their tenth

round face-off. Nakamura and Onischuk

played an uneventful draw to finish tied

for third place.

While the battle for final-round position-

ing took place on the top two boards, the

rest of the field finished their tourna-

ment in the so-called “Challenger Swiss.”

Shabalov attempted to make amends for

not converting against Kamsky in round

seven. As detailed in last month’s issue,

a couple of different moves on the top

three boards would have greatly altered

the final-four field.

Shulman and Onischuk were on 5 and

agreed to a draw to get to the finals. Sha-

balov (4½) had to win as Black against

Kamsky (5), and he very nearly did it. He

won a bishop by allowing what wound up

being a benign discovered check. Shul-

man ambled over and was joined by GMs

Robert Hess, Jaan Ehlvest, Sergey Kudrin,

and Dmitry Gurevich in trying to make

sense of the mess. But as he did in the

tiebreak, Kamsky remained cool under

-+-+k+-+
zp-+-snp+-
-zp-+p+-+
+-+pzP-wQP
-+-+-zP-+
zP-+-wq-+-
-+r+-+PtR
+-+-tR-+K
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positional and time pressure, and found
a way to net some pawns as compensa-
tion. Shabalov sensed that the compensa-
tion was adequate and he reluctantly
offered a draw.

Three-time champion GM Larry Chris-
tiansen got mightily close to being the
dark-horse championship candidate.
Christiansen first won the title 30 years
ago and gained entry to this U.S. Cham-
pionship by winning the U.S. Senior
Open. “It’s pretty impressive that Larry is
doing so well,” said Anand, who took time
out from celebrating his successful world
championship defense to also call in live
to the commentary room.

Known for his swashbuckling style,
Christiansen (4½) found out he would
get white against Nakamura (5) and said,
“I can live with that.” True to form, Chris-
tiansen achieved a promising attacking
formation. His self-professed mantra from
earlier in the tournament was, “When in
doubt, attack. Don’t screw around.” Need-
ing to win, he missed the critical
continuation. But as GM Ashley said on
the live broadcast, “You don’t want to
put yourself in a position where you have
to win in the last round (of the Swiss).”

Swashbuckling
GM Larry Christiansen (2657)

GM Hikaru Nakamura (2812)

U.S. Championship (7), 2010

After�33.�...�Bd1

34. Ng3

34. Rxd5! Bxe2 (Even worse is 34. ...
exd5 35. Rxg6+ Kh7 36. Qf6) 35. Rd7
Qc4—Black has to try to get the queens
off the board before White invades with
Rbb7. This square is better than c5—
there are no tricks with Rd8+ since the
Be2 also guards the queen. 36. Qe5!! (36.
Qd6 Qf4 prevents any Rb8 ideas. And
37. Rd8+ Rxd8 38. Qxd8+ Kh7 goes
nowhere) 36. ... Qf4 37. Qxe2 and White
should be able to use either his kingside
pressure to win in the middlegame or his
c-pawn to win in the endgame.

34. ... Qxc3 35. Rxd5 Qxd4 36. Rxd4 Bc2 37.
Rd7 Rf6 38. Nh5 Rf7 39. Rxf7 Kxf7 40. Rb7+

Kf8 41. Nf6 Bg6 42. Nd7+ Kg8 43. Ne5 Bh5
44. Re7 Re8 45. Rc7 Rb8 46. Nd7 Rb1+ 47.
Kh2 Bf7 48. Nf6+ Kg7 49. Ng4 Rb5 50. Nxh6
Kxh6 51. Rxf7 Kg6 52. Rf8 Rb4 53. Kg3 Ra4
54. Rf3 Rb4 55. Re3 Kf5 56. Kf3 Rf4+ 57.
Ke2 Ra4 58. g4+ Kf6 59. Kf3 e5 60. Rb3 Kg6
61. Rb6+ Kf7 62. Rh6 Rf4+ 63. Kg3 Ra4 64.
f3 Rb4 65. Rh5 Kf6 66. Rh6+ Kf7 67. h4
gxh4+ 68. Rxh4 Ra4 69. Rh6 Rb4 70. g5 Rf4
71. Ra6 Rf5 72. g6+ Kg7, Draw agreed.

Like Kasparov, Anand offered some
insight into Nakamura’s play. “He’s got to
work on his game. In certain areas, espe-
cially in finding aggressive openings, he’s
already a big player. If you’re going to play
matches, you’ll need to curtail this a little
bit. But he doesn’t lack confidence, that’s
for sure.” Regarding the Christiansen
game, Anand said, “I’m not sure if Naka-
mura knows how (to play for a draw).”

“I was guardedly optimistic,” Chris-
tiansen said of his initiative. “I made
some inexactitudes, as they say. The real
tournament is over. It’s kind of a let-
down. It’s hard to get psyched up now.”

One motivation still available to play-
ers who did not qualify for the finals was
the two rounds remaining in the Swiss
and the $10,000 fifth-place prize, which
was equal to the fourth-place prize that
went to the bottom finisher of the quad.
That placing came down to Shabalov and
Stripunsky, who squared off in round
nine. Stripunsky played eight decisive
games out of nine in St. Louis, and this
one was no different.

Sicilian Defense, Kan Variation (B42)

GM Alexander Shabalov (2640)

GM Alexander Stripunsky (2649)

ch-USA St. Louis (9), 05.23.2010

Notes by Shabalov

1. e4 c5 2. Nf3 e6 3. d4 cxd4 4. Nxd4 a6 5.
Bd3 Bc5 

Two weeks before this game Alex has
played 5. ... Qc7 against me in the same
situation (last round, being half a point
ahead). After 6. 0-0 Nf6 7. Qe2 d6 8. c4
g6 9. Nc3 Bg7 and a long complicated
game, Black held and went on to share
first place at the Philadelphia Open.

6. Nb3 Be7 

Another possible retreat is 6. ... Ba7.
White developed a nice initiative and won
a game in Anand-Svidler, Moscow blitz
2009 after 7. Qe2 Nc6 8. Be3 d6 9. N1d2
Nf6 10. 0-0-0 Bxe3 11. Qxe3 Qc7 12. f4
0-0 13. Rhg1 etc.

7. Be3 

(see diagram top of page 37)
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St. Louis
Competitors spoke glowingly about the
conditions at the chess club, which
hosted the event for the second consec-
utive year. Players were treated to a
red-carpet opening ceremony and daily
catered meals. Chess Club Director
Tony Rich implored the two dozen play-
ers to inquire about any detail that
might enhance their experience. GM
Loek Van Wely stopped by for the end
of the tournament and compared the
club to the famed Pioneer’s Palace.
Nearly every player availed himself to
post-game interviews in the commen-
tary room, and many stayed beyond to
watch the live coverage. Most took
advantage of a chauffeured night out
to Busch Stadium for a St. Louis Car-
dinals game, where the home team’s
pitcher duly hit a grand slam.

Players had differing opinions on the
new format, but for Shulman, this took
a back seat. “The organization was
such a high level; they have a right to
(try something new). They really want
chess players to feel like celebrities. I
can’t explain enough how grand it
was.” He said he did not have an issue
with the tiebreak parameters, though
he could not remember a tournament
in which he did not lose a game but
also did not win the tournament.

During the rest day after round seven,
Nakamura and his fellow St. Louis
grandmaster, Ben Finegold, climbed
atop lifeguard chairs to direct their
armies in a human chess game outside
the club. Chess club sponsor Rex Sin-
quefield dressed as the white king,
and under Nakamura’s guidance his
troops emerged victorious, though to
experienced onlookers, the moves
looked suspiciously similar to a game
from history. 

The public chess game continues the
expansion of the game to the local pop-
ulation. Consider than in the past 12
months, St. Louis has birthed its U.S.
Chess League team—the Archbishops.
The city has also hosted two U.S.
championships, two U.S. women’s
championships, one U.S. junior cham-
pionship, and has had two grandmasters
move to the city. Nakamura chose an
apartment in a recently gentrified down-
town neighborhood. “I never though I’d
see a chess grandmaster living on Wash-
ington Avenue,” said St. Louis Board of
Alderman President Lewis Reed. “I’ve
spent the better part of the last month
in the area,” Nakamura said. “I love it.”
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Shulman�on�the�Championship

I would like to say a couple of words about the tournament itself. The organization of it was absolutely amazing! Saint
Louis Chess Club made it all possible to be sure that all the participants felt comfortable and did not need to worry
about anything but the games! We were provided with healthy snacks, drinks, and dinner after the game at the tour-
nament hall. The VIP room would allow participants to analyze their games and communicate with each other, which
is one of the main reasons why we are playing chess! The media coverage of the match was a real surprise to me! BBC,
FOX, local channels were covering our U.S. Chess Championship! Chicago Tribune usually is traditionally not much
into chess, but was happy to highlight it and hopefully will do so in the future. The spectators were taken care of—
they could watch the games live or go downstairs and listen to absolutely entertaining commentary by Maurice [Ashley]
and Jennifer [Shahade]. Through their comments one could feel intensity of the game as well as the depth of grand-
master thought. I am really happy that the next U.S. championship will take place in St. Louis again. Hopefully all
qualification events will also be held there. I am sure even the players who already qualified for the next U.S. champi-
onship might consider to take part in such nicely organized tournaments. I am really proud to see a positive trend in
chess development in the United States—the U.S. Championship in St. Louis, Copper State, National Open, tourna-
ments at Texas Tech are organized on a highly professional level. I hope we will see more of such events in the future!

~Yury Shulman

“I am really proud to see a positive trend in chess
development in the United States ... the media
coverage of the match was a real surprise to me!
BBC, FOX, local channels were covering our U.S.
Chess Championship.”
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After�7.�Be3

This setup was introduced by Anand in

his famous victory versus Markowski

inBundesliga 2004 (7. ... d6 8. N1d2 Nf6

9. f4 b6 10. Qe2 Bb7 11. 0-0-0 Qc7 12.

g4! etc.). The white knight goes to d2

instead of c3 and Black’s traditional coun-

terplay with b7-b5 becomes ineffective.

7. ... d6 8. N1d2 Nf6 9. f4 Nc6 10. c3!

This move is a necessary part of White’s

setup. They failed to do it here 10. Qe2

Nb4! 11. 0-0 0-0 12. a4 Bd7 13. a5 Rc8

14. Bb6 Qe8 15. Nf3 Bb5! in a recent

Gouliev-Humpy, Gibraltar 2010 game

and Black reached comfortable equality,

winning later.

10. ... b6?!

A standard reaction (Markowski did

the same) in this line leads Black to a very

passive position. Good or bad 10. ... e5

was called for, but, understandably,

Stripunsky did not want to play it with-

out proper preparation. The game could

have continued 11. f5 d5 (Another criti-

cal move is 11. ... g6 and now White is in

between two sharp lines: 12. Nc4 gxf5

13. exf5 d5 14. Bb6 Qd7 15. Ne3 Bd8 16.

Bxd8 Qxd8 17. Bc2 and 12. Qe2 gxf5 13.

exf5 d5 14. 0-0-0 Rg8 15. h3 as it was

seen in Kokarev-Badmatsyrenov, Tomsk

2009) 12. Qf3 g6 (very dangerous is  12.

... dxe4 13. Bxe4 Nxe4 14. Nxe4 Qd3

because of 15. Rd1 Qc2 16. 0-0 Qxb2

17. f6 gxf6 18. Rf2 Qa3 19. Nxf6+ Bxf6 20.

Qxf6 Qf8 21. Bc5 and White scored con-

vincingly in Ardeleanu-Siebrecht/Triesen

2008) 13. 0-0-0 gxf5 14. exf5 Rg8 15.

Bc2 Qc7 and here the opponents agreed

to a draw in Kritz-Horvath/Budapest

2004, quite possibly a little premature.

11. Qf3 Qc7 12. 0-0 Bb7 13. a4 0-0 14. Nd4!

This is another strong move, restricting

Black’s possible counterplay with ... e6-

e5 (knight goes to f5).

14. ... Nd7 15. Qh3 Rae8?

This is a final mistake, as he leaves no

space for maneuvering around his king.

But the good advice is already very pre-

cious for Black in this position.

16. Rf3!

This simple rook lift decides.

16. ... Nc5 17. Bc2 e5 18. Nf5 Bc8 19. Qh5
Bxf5 20. exf5 e4 21. Rh3 h6 22. Bxc5 bxc5
23. Nxe4 Qd8 

After�23.�...�Qd8

Many moves win here, but the fastest

way is this continuation.

24. f6! Bxf6 25. Qf5, Black resigned. 

After 25. ... Rxe4 26. Qxe4 g6 27. Qxc6

he is down a rook.

Shabalov’s miniature gives some con-

solation to an otherwise up-and-down

tournament. He began by sacrificing his

queen for three pieces in round one

against Kraai but agreed to a draw in a

messy position. Later, he was better

against Shulman before giving away his

advantage and losing. Despite that, were

it not for the aforementioned narrow miss

against Kamsky, Shabalov would have

had a puncher’s chance for an astound-

ing fifth U.S. championship.

Other subplots also manifested dur-

ing the championship. The obscure

tournament format still allowed for norm

possibilities (organizers said they con-

ferred with FIDE to ensure this). Of the

three international masters, Irina Krush,

though seeded second to last amongst

the 24-player field, quickly showed she

had the best chance to earn a grand-

master norm. She has been sitting on

one norm for several years, and came

tantalizingly close to her second after a

fast start. In round one, many of Krush’s

fans were delighted by her rare positional

crush of GM Gregory Kaidanov, a game

antithetical to her style. 

“My thinking process was not so

smooth,” Krush said of the game. “Some-

how I kept control, even though I was

doubting myself.” She made a morbid

mental reference to her game with

WGM/IM Anna Zatonskih at last year’s

U.S. Women’s Championship in which

Krush’s queen got ensnared on the queen-

side. “When my queen got to a3 and he

played ... b5, I had visions of Anna. I’m not

going to do anything stupid like that

again.”

She gained a larger following as the

tournament continued. Though she

dropped a heartbreaking game to Akobian

and could not convert a winning rook

and bishop versus rook position against

GM Ray Robson, her six-hour marathons

and fighting spirit did not go unnoticed.

“I’m mindful that as the only woman

here, when I do well, it’s like the under-

dog doing well. I realize that’s why some

people are rooting for me.”

Ashley said Krush plays better when

she ends the practice of “hero-worship” of

her fellow competitors. Though Krush

was prone to making statements like “It’s

not going to be easy for anyone here to

lose to me,” and “That’s the way I play

chess—I confuse my opponents with

moves that don’t make sense,” she made

the comments after victories.

Krush followed with more solid results

against other top players, but in round

eight ran into Christiansen, who was

fresh off the Nakamura disappointment.

Sicilian Defense (B20)
GM Larry Christiansen (2657)

IM Irina Krush (2493)

ch-USA St. Louis (6), 05.19.2010

Notes by Krush

My criteria in selecting this game for

annotation clearly wasn’t to choose my

‘best’ effort in St. Louis. Instead, I thought

it would be interesting to show a game I

felt I’d learned the most from, and this one

against Big L hit the mark on both the

chess and  psychological aspects.

1. e4 c5 2. b3!?

You can surprise even someone who

expects to be surprised. This little move

(at least on move two!) never appeared in

my hours of preparation. I thought for a

while, and found a solid scheme of devel-

opment.

2. ... d6

It makes sense to control the e5-square,

and prepare the knight’s arrival on f6.

3. Bb2 Nf6

What I liked about this setup is that it

puts the question to the e4-pawn early.

4. Bb5+

Not something I predicted, but who

can understand the Bb5 move in the

Sicilian, anyway? I suppose White has a

slight problem with their light squared

bishop with the pawn on b3, so they try

to trade it off.

4. ... Nbd7

Just like in regular Bb5+ Sicilians, ...

Bd7 was completely possible too. I just

wanted to keep the game more compli-

cated and preferred to get that bishop

for a knight.
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5. Qe2 e6

I could have started with 5. ... a6 imme-

diately, since on 6. Bd3 Black has 6. ...

Ne5.

6. f4 a6 7. Bxd7+

White could also hold on to their bishop

with 7. Bd3, but then Black expands on

the queenside with 7. ... b5.

7. ... Bxd7 8. Nc3 Bc6 9. Nf3 Be7 10. 0-0 0-0
11. Rae1 b5 12. d3

By this point, both sides have pretty

much completed their standard piece

development and can now think about

their middlegame plans.

12. ... Qc7

A flexible choice, connecting the rooks.

(I considered the concrete 12. ... d5 but

rejected it because White has the power-

ful f5! resource at the end: 13. exd5 Nxd5

14. Nxd5 Qxd5 (14. ... Bxd5 15. f5) 15. f5!;

I also thought about expansion on the

queenside with 12. ... b4 13. Nd1 (13. Nb1

is equally possible.) 13. ... a5 14. Ne3 a4

but somehow I just didn't feel comfortable

with chasing White’s knight to a good

position in the center, while searching

for play on the a-file.

13. e5 Nd5

13. ... dxe5!? I pretty much rejected

this capture on principle, not wanting to

hand over the f-file to White on a silver

plate. But even with this gift, Black’s

position is very resilient and it isn't easy

for White to muster up a real attack. 14.

fxe5 Nd7 15. Ne4 h6 16. Qf2 (16. g4!? Now

that I thought of this move, it strikes me

as the kind of thing Larry would play.) 16.

... c4 17. Qg3 cxd3 18. cxd3 Bxe4 19.

Rxe4 Qc2 20. Rg4 Qxb2 21. Rxg7+ Kh8

and in this variation, White’s attack leads

to nowhere.

14. Nxd5 Bxd5 15. c4

Here came one of the first dividing

paths in the game.

15. ... Bb7

Stubbornly holding on to the bishop. I

foresaw some danger for Black in this

continuation, i.e., in allowing the Nf3 to

stay alive, and had to decide if the com-

ing danger was worth parting with the

bishop pair. So I did examine 15. ... Bxf3,

but my heart wasn't in it. I think playing

15. ... Bxf3 is like admitting your position

is slightly worse, cause it can't handle the

risk of actually making the decision you

want to make. But I had faith in my posi-

tion. 15. ... Bxf3 is what you'd expect: not

as bad as it seems, and not as good as

you’d want. 16. Rxf3 dxe5 17. Bxe5 Bd6—

this move ensures that White doesn’t

have time to create the attack they’re

hoping for, and the game can continue 18.

f5 exf5 19. Bxd6 Qxd6 20. Rxf5 and still

White has some pressure in this major

piece endgame due to their more active

pieces.

16. exd6 Bxd6

This position was one of the key

moments in the game, and Larry spent a

long time here, probably calculating the

same thing I was.

17. Ne5

I was happy to see this, as I knew Black

had nothing to worry about now. I was

quite afraid of 17. Ng5!?

Analysis�after�17.�Ng5

... and was busy constructing some

lines of defense for Black. 17. ... Bxf4—

Now I considered three moves for White,

two of which simply fail but one which can

justify the pawn sacrifice. 18. Qh5! a)

18. Qg4 Bxh2+ 19. Kh1 Qg3! I was happy

when I spotted this effective queen move;

b) 18. Bxg7 had me concerned for a while

too, but Black has the same defense: 18.

... Kxg7 (I still hadn't combined the ideas

from the lines I was studying, so I didn't

realize that I had this defense based on

... Qg3, and tried to build a defense

around 18. ... Bxg5 19. Bxf8 Rxf8 [19. ...

Kxf8 20. Qxe6 Rd8 is another non-losing

continuation, but Black can do a lot bet-

ter than this.] 20. Qg4 h6 21. h4 f5 which

works too.) 19. Qg4 Bxh2+ 20. Kh1 Qg3

(During the game, I only saw 20. ... f5 21.

Nxe6+ Kh8 22. Nxc7 fxg4 23. Nxa8); 18.

... h6 (18. ... Bxg5 19. Qxg5 is just bad for

Black since I have to give away the f-

pawn to stop mate.) 19. Ne4

Analysis�after�19.�Ne4

It's actually quite surprising that after

giving up the important f-pawn, White’s

strongest continuation lies in this line,

which includes a calm retreat by the

knight. So what does White have for the

pawn? Well, the f-file has been opened and

all of White’s pieces are pointed at Black’s

king. The c5-pawn is hanging, but most

importantly, sacrifices loom on f6 and

particularly on g7. And Black now has to

decide between a “safe” move which forces

White to sacrifice more material to make

a draw, or, if they have doubts about

White’s compensation, a “show me what

you’ve got” move. 19. ... f5—Very safe.

Now the main line goes 20. Nf6+ gxf6

(20. ... Kh8? 21. Rxe6) 21. Rxf4 Qxf4 (21.

... Qg7 22. Rf2 leaves White with better

chances) 22. Qg6+ Kh8 23. Bxf6+ Rxf6 24.

Qxf6+ Kg8 25. Qxe6+ Kh8 26. Qf6+ Kg8.

19. ... Rac8—Let’s call this the other main

option. (19. ... Bxe4 20. Rxe4 doesn’t lead

to anywhere good for Black.) Now White

has to continue actively with 20. Bxg7,

and ... after some crazy stuff, we’ll get an

equal position too. I'll let you explore this

on your own if you're interested; for now

I just wanted to bring your attention to all

the great attacking/defensive ideas the

position holds.

17. ... f6 18. Ng4 Rae8

Black is very solid here, and it's hard

for White to improve beyond what he has.

The question is, can Black improve, and

how? 18. ... Bxf4 looks risky, and appear-

ances aren’t deceiving in this case: 19.

Nxf6+ lands immediately 19. ... gxf6 (19.

... Rxf6 20. Bxf6 gxf6 21. Qg4+ Bg5 22.

h4) 20. Qg4+ Bg5 (20. ... Kh8 21. Rxf4) 21.

Bxf6 Rxf6 22. Rxf6 Qg7 23. Qxe6+ Kh8

24. Qe8+! Rxe8 25. Rxe8+ Qg8 26. Rxg8+

Kxg8 27. Rb6 and the bishop is lost.

19. Qf2 Kh8

You don't want to fall for a trap like 19.

... Qf7? 20. Bxf6! h5 (20. ... gxf6 21.

Nh6+) 21. Be5.

20. Re3 Qf7 21. Qe2 Re7

21. ... Qh5!? sets a trap: 22. Rxe6??

Bc8!

22. Rf2 Ree8 23. Rh3 Qg6 24. Rg3 Qh5

I thought the position was about equal,

and White’s best would be to repeat moves

with Rh3-g3. But Larry keeps the game

going with the not very desirable h2-h3 (it

takes away all of White’s attacking ideas

on the h-file.

25. h3 Qf7

Transferring the queen back to c7 (25.

... Qf5?? 26. Ne3).

26. Qd2 Qc7 27. Qe3

(see diagram next page)
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After 27. Qe3

The second critical moment in the

game. Somehow, I hit upon the high

risk/high reward idea of kicking

White’sknight away with ... h5. High

reward, because if White retreats to h2,

then ... e5 seemed strong to me. High

risk, because obviously ... h5 weakens

Black’s king quite a lot, and allows White

a dangerous knight sacrifice on f6, fol-

lowed by Rg6. I became so fixated on this

idea that I spent the majority of my

remaining time trying to make it work,

and in the meantime was basically

blinded to any other plans for Black.

There is, though, an interesting psycho-

logical context for my fixation on ... h5: a

few months back, I had used this exact

move against Vinay Bhat in Gibraltar,

and it had really been the star move of the

game (just like here, the idea was to kick

away a knight on g4). So I had very fond

memories of this idea, and I guess they

prevented me from evaluating its merits

objectively. It’s not that it doesn't deserve

to be considered, but it is quite apparent

(even to me, at the time) that it’s a very

risky option, and why would you commit

yourself to such a course when your

opponent, in fact, threatens nothing at

all? Thus, my irrepressible inner desire to

recreate a pleasant memory leads me to

destroy a perfectly good position within

two moves. I’ll try not to repeat this.

27. ... Re7?

A positive interpretation of this move
would be that I am “bolstering” the sev-
enth rank in anticipation of Nxf6 on a
future ... h5. But really this awkward
rook move takes away the Bd6’s retreat
squares and interferes with my ability to
operate on the seventh with the queen.
27. ... h5 28. Nxf6 and now the correct
recapture is  28. ... Rxf6! (28. ... gxf6 29.
Rg6 and Black is in trouble: 29. ... Rf7 [29.
... Qf7 30. f5! e5 {30. ... exf5 31. Bxf6+
Qxf6 32. Qh6 mate} 31. Rh6+ Kg7 32.
Bc1! threatening Qg3+ 32. ... e4 33. Rg6+
Kh8 34. Bb2! Be7 35. Qg5] 30. Bxf6+
Rxf6 31. Rxf6 Kg7 32. Rxe6) 29. Bxf6
gxf6 30. Rg6. This looked dangerous to me
during the game, but Black can defend
with 30. ... Qf7 31. f5 (31. Qg3?? actually
loses to 31. ... Kh7) 31. ... Be5! and Black
is holding on. If I’d remembered that the
board consists of more than one square,
I might have found 27. ... Bc6!? prepar-
ing play on the queenside with ...
a6-a5-a4 (and h3-h4 by White can always
be met with ... Qf7, and the pawn can’t
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GM-in-residence Ben Finegold shows a different kind of move at the closing ceremony party with a Lady Ga-Ga impersonator.
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advance further). If I’d wanted to put a
rook on the seventh to prepare ... h5,
then I should have tried 27. ... Rf7!?
although after 28. h4 h5 White will still
continue with 29. Nxf6 gxf6 and now
either 30. Rg6 or 30. Qe2 where he has
enough play for the piece, but Black
should be able to defend.

28. h4

Now White is threatening to seriously
improve his position with h4-h5, forcing
me to weaken my kingside with ... h6.
Note how I can’t play ... Qf7 anymore.
Thus I felt compelled to play ... h5 myself,
despite still being worried about the piece
sacrifice on f6.

28. ... h5?

28. ... Ree8 29. h5 h6 30. Nxf6 gxf6 31.
Rg6 is an example of what could happen
to Black if he doesn’t deal with White’s
growing initiative; 28. ... Ref7, keeping f6
well guarded, would have been a better
way to defend: 29. h5 h6 30. Nxh6 gxh6
31. Rg6 Qe7.

29. Ne5!

After�29.�Ne5

A devastating incursion courteously
set up by Black with his two prior moves.
Incidentally, 29. Nxf6 was still possible;
it just isn’t relevant when White has
something like 29. Ne5.

29. ... Bxe5

The knight is immune to capture by the
pawn: 29. ... fxe5 30. fxe5 Rxf2 31. exd6
Qxd6 32. Qh6+ Kg8 33. Rxg7+.

30. fxe5 f5 31. Qg5

What’s that pawn doing on h5?

31. ... Kg8 32. Rf4!

Killing my hopes of counterplay after
32. Qxh5 f4.

32. ... Rd7 33. Qxh5 Rfd8

Not very resistant; I was pretty gloomy
about my defensive prospects here in
view of White’s simple but dangerous
plan Qg6 and h4-h5-h6. My defensive
prospects are better in the following vari-
ations: 33. ... Qa5 34. Qg6 Re7 35. h5
Qd2 (35. ... Qxa2 36. h6 Rff7 37. Rh4

Qxb2 38. Qh7+! a nice mating motif 38.
... Kxh7 39. hxg7+ Kg8 40. Rh8 mate) 36.
Rf2 a) 36. h6 Qxf4 37. hxg7 Rd8 38. Rh3
Rxg7 39. Qxe6+ Rf7 40. Qg6+ Rg7 (40. ...
Kf8 41. e6) 41. Qe6+; b) 36. Rh4? f4 37.
Rgg4 f3 38. h6 f2+ 39. Kh2 f1=N+ 40. Kg1
Qf2+ 41. Kh1 Bxg2+ 42. Rxg2 Qxh4+ 43.
Kg1 Ne3+; 36. ... Qe1+ 37. Rf1 Qe2 38. h6
Rff7 (38. ... Qxb2 39. hxg7 Rff7 40. Qh7+
Kxh7 41. g8=Q+ Kh6 42. Qg6 mate) 39.
Bc1 Qxe5 40. Bf4 Qd4+ 41. Kh2 bxc4
42. Bg5 Rd7 (42. ... Re8 43. h7+ Kh8 44.
Qxf7) 43. hxg7 Qxg7 44. Qxe6.

34. Qg6 Rxd3 35. Qxe6+ Qf7 36. Qxf7+ Kxf7
37. e6+!

The final bit of accuracy (37. Rxf5+
Ke6 38. Rfg5 Rxg3 39. Rxg3 Rd2 and I still
have some counterplay).

37. ... Kxe6 38. Rg6+ Kd7 39. Rxg7+ Kc8 40.
Rxf5, Black resigned.

A big thanks to the “wildcard selection
committee” for giving me the opportunity
to compete in this incredible event. I had
my highs and lows in St. Louis, but over-
all ... it was one of those experiences you
live for. And it did end on a high. 

Due to the loss, Krush entered the final
round needing to win against Kraai, who
also got off to a fast start. Despite still feel-
ing the effects of a rib injury that he
suffered during a car crash while travel-
ing from a tournament, at one point Kraai
won three games in a row. The two ate
sushi the night before their encounter,
with some interesting gamesmanship.
Kraai arrived at dinner late and already
knew the pairings for round nine. Krush
did not know that they were slated to
play. She excused herself from the table
during the meal and walked by the club,
one block away, and returned to the table
with a smile. The pretense now shared,
Kraai joked that he was on the “commit-
tee against norm inflation.” During the
game the next day, his fictional position
proved true as he rebuffed the best lunges
that Krush could offer. Their draw netted
them both an equal score and the most
overachieving results of the players in
the contender Swiss.

Prognostications that younger players
like Robson, Hess and GM Alex Lender-
man would contend never materialized.
Robson and Lenderman played most of
their games from the bottom half of the
standings. Hess finished tied for second
at the 2009 U.S. Championship but could
similarly never get anything going this
time around. As this year’s championship
was the final tournament for rating qual-
ification to the 2010 U.S. Olympiad team,
he was also trying to overcome a rating
deficit to Akobian. Hess was balancing life
decisions like team selection, his accept-
ance to Yale University and the Samford
fellowship. Despite always looking relaxed

at the board, he took several of his losses
hard, but the chess community was quick
to remind that he just recently gradu-
ated from high school.

The championship also doubled as a
renaissance to several previously dor-
mant openings. Benonis flew off the
shelves. There was also a Schliemann
Defense and Nakamura played a Vienna
Gambit against Onischuk in which his
king was on d1 and his queen on e1 in the
first ten moves. A late-arriving spectator
may have wondered if the digital boards
in use were malfunctioning.

“I don’t know if there is theory,” Naka-
mura said. “I came up with the idea while
at the Vancouver [Winter Olympic] Games
... I don’t think beginners should look at
this game. It violates everything a grand-
master says.” 

Onischuk said preparing for Nakamura
is like preparing for GM Vassily Ivanchuk.
He studied ten different openings and “I
expected all of them.” Nakamura and
Shulman also played in the Swiss portion
of the event. That game featured a three-
queen middlegame, and Shulman, who
had the lone queen, was the attacker!

After round ten, a $10,000 blitz tour-
nament caught the attention of hordes of
GMs. The tournament was so strong that
several GMs played the entire event but
still did not finish with a plus score.
Nakamura won going away. With 8½ out
of nine, he won $2,000 and helped com-
pensate for not winning the main event. 

On the morning of the final day, play-
ers volunteered their time at a local
science museum. Masters played blitz
and blindfold matches against the stu-
dents. Lenderman enjoyed the interaction
so much he stayed beyond his shift to
continue teaching.

The tournament concluded with some
surprises at the closing ceremony. Held
on the penthouse of the swanky Chase
Park Plaza Hotel, players sat overlooking
the St. Louis skyline as USCF Executive
Director Bill Hall announced that a hand-
shake agreement had been made for the
championship to return in 2011. Kamsky
gave a brief acceptance speech and was
donned with a winner’s brown jacket.
Players and fans moved to the dance
floor, when the biggest novelty of the tour-
nament occurred—a Lady Gaga imperson-
ator dashed out to serenade superfan
Finegold.

Later, Kamsky could be seen commis-
erating, still proudly wearing his coat. “I
consider this to be the premier American
tournament,” he said. “This was a very
important title. I have the World Cup title,
now I have the U.S. Championship title.
What’s next?” .
Read much more at Chess Life Online on

uschess.org, May and June archives, includ-

ing a video interview with Kamsky.
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