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IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE ENDING 
 

By Bob Basalla 
 

A common mistake that players new to chess make is, after learning the basics of how pieces move 
and the rules of the game, is to aim most of their studies on the opening moves.  While I agree that 
openings, meaning developing our pieces and controlling the center, are important to becoming a 
good player, they are no more important than the strategy and tactics that happen most in the 
middlegame.  And they certainly are no more important than the last stages of many games: the 
endgame.  In fact, one can argue that endgames are the most important phase of the game.  After all, 
what use is it to play a good beginning and middle of a game and then not be able to turn your 
advantage into a win just because you don’t know how to finish up in the endgame?  First of all one 
must learn the basic checkmates: king and queen against the opponent’s lone king; king and rook 
against king, king and two bishops against king, and the difficult king, bishop and knight against king.  
But there is much more than this.  Endgames with all kinds of pieces and mixtures of pieces will crop 
up, and the better you learn to use your pieces well the more success you will have.  That is the 
importance of endgames.  With few pieces left on the board you have to play well with the ones you 
have left or you’ll have no chance.   
 

Here are two examples of endgames I went into trying to win but not being sure if I could.  But my 
knowledge of how to use my remianing pieces and what I needed to do guided me to victory.  Not the 
most masterly of games, but I think they will make the point. 
 

The first position is from a 1995 Parma Chess Club Round Robin game where I had white in the 
following position: 
 

   
 

Black begins with the forced play:  1…Rc8-f8 2.Qf3xf8+ Qe7xf8 3.Rf1xf8+ Kg8xf8 4.Kb1-c1 (Played 
on the general rule of activating the king in the endgame.  We were both short of time in a 90 minute 
game at this point, so it was a little harder to calculate.  That is not a complete excuse, however.  Had 
I already figured it out I would have first played Pc2-c3, which even though it may give me doubled 
isolated pawns as well, it will give me access to black’s  queenside.  The whole idea of most 
competitive endgames is the creation of a passed pawn and eventually a new queen.) 4…Kf8-f7 
(Black looks to enter the game through the kingside.  But it is his queenside that needs more 
defensive attention.)  5.Pc2-c3 Pb4xc3 (Might as well as he can’t keep me from entering his 
queenside in any case.)  6.Pb2xc3 Bd4-g1 (Gaining a tempo for defense by attacking the h-pawn.)  
7.Ph2-h3 Bg1-h2 8.Kc1-b2 Bh2-f4 9.Bd2-e1 Kf7-g6 (Black hopes for counterplay, but he’s already 
busted.) 10.Be1-f2 (Since white can’t easily take the c-pawn withoug giving black entry toward the 
kingside, a better move is Kb2-a3.) 10…Kg6-g5 11. Kb2-b3 Ph6-h5 (Note he could have done this 
the previous move.  Neither side is playing this perfectly.)  12.Pg4xh5 Kg5xh5 13.Kb3-a4 Bf4-d7 
14.Ka4xa5 Bd2xc3+ 15.Ka5-b5 Bc3-d4 16.Bf2-e1 and black resigns as he can’t stop the a-pawn 
from queening and has no way to queen one of his own pawns in response.  Even though his “bad” 
bishop is outside of the pawn chain, it is still hampered in getting around the board where it needs to 
be.  This was the fatal factor for black’s game. 
 

The things to note here are: I have control of the only open file; that all 
the black pawns except the doubled isolated one on e6 are on the 
black squares, the same as his remaining bishop on d4; and that I am 
threatening to win that bishop with Pc2-c3.  Black is being forced into a 
bishop ending where white has lots of targets to go after with his own 
bishop.  I wasn’t absolutely sure that this would win, but all the 
chances would be mine, and, anyway, I have nothing better to do 
anyway!   



2 of 2 

The next game is from the 1995 Ohio Chess Congress, just a few weeks before our previous game!  
A cash prize was on the line if I could win the following position: 
 

   
 

First I tried 1.Bh6-g5, figuring that even though black’s bishop is “bad” (somewhat hemmed in by his 
own pawns) it is what he needs to guard his e- and c-pawns, as otherwise those duties would have to 
go to his king, which would then not be as available to stop me from entering that side of the board.  
See the ripple of consequences that can arise from a single move?  1…Ra8-f8  (My opponent has 
figured some things out for himself.  He can keep me out by opposing the file while saving his bishop.)  
2.Bg5-e3 (I’m trying to win so I don’t want to trade all the pieces.)  2…Rf8-a8 (My opponent is trying 
to win as well, even though a pawn down.  After all, he can take the prize money too if he succeeds!)  
3.Be3-h6 (Back to square one, but this time it’s his move.  I don’t know what I would have tried next 
had he played Ra8-h8, kicking my guy out.)  3…Be7-d6 4.Pg3-g4 (Sooner or later I have to try this.)  
4…Ra8-h8 (As I said, a move earlier this move would have been clearer.  Now I can muddy the 
waters with my next move.  It doesn’t have to lead to anything, but it keeps the game alive.  That’s 
what you do in such situations when trying to win a likely drawn position.)  5.Bh6-g7 Ph5xg4+ (Aha! 
This must be a mistake as it allows my king to enter the fray.  I think he was looking at attacking my h-
pawn by …Bd6-e7 but forgot that his rook had to move away from attack first.  Now at least I have 
some chances to infiltrate.)  6.Kh3xg4 Rh8-g8 (6…Rh8-h5 fails to 7.Rf2-f6+ and 8.Rf6xg6.  He now 
has three pawns that need defending.  White is making progress.)  7.Bg7-f6 (Not 7.Rf2-f6+ Ke6-e7 
8.Rf6xg6 Ke7-f7 winning a piece.)  7…Nd4-c6 (His best placed piece has to desert its post to help in 
the defense.)  8.Kg4-g5 Nc6-b8 (8…Bd6-e7 will save the g-pawn but lose the c-pawn.)  9.Kg5-h6 (I 
counted on this move, even though it leads to some exchanges.)  9…Nb8-d7 10.Kh6-h7 (This had to 
be well calculated so that I didn’t drop something.  True, black manages not to drop any more material 
himself, but my king is now inside the enemy camp!)  10…Nd7xf6+ 11.Rf2xf6+ Ke6xf6 12.Kh7xg8 
(The smoke clears and we see black’s problems continue.  Notice he can’t trade pawns with 12…Pg6-
g5 because I will pass by with Ph4-h5 and he can’t stop my pawn while I can corral his.  This means 
black must defend passivly and hope I cannot force him to undefend one of his pawns.)  12…Bd6-e7 
(The threat is …Kf6-e6.)  13.Nd3-e1 (Something else I noted before going into this line back at move 
9.  The better at calculating you are the less unpleasent surprises await you to foil your plans.)  
13…Kf6-e6 14.Ne1-f3 Ke6-f6 15.Nf3-g5 Be7-d8 (The only way to defend against 16.Ng5-h7+ and 
17.Kg8-g7 winning the g-pawn as the h-pawn is then menaced.  However, the white king can now 
continue its unlikely odyssey.)  16.Kg8-f8 Bd8-e7+ (See that the bishop was the only thing black 
could move!)  17.Kf8-e8 Be7-d6 18.Ke8-d7 Bd6-e7 19.Kd7-c6 Kf6-g7 20.Kc6-d5 Kg7-h6 21.Ng5-f3 
Kh6-h5 22.Kd5xe5 Be7xh4 23.Nf3xh4 Kh5xh4 24.Ke5-f6 (Note that I could have played Ke5-d5 if I 
needed to grab the c-pawn to win.  In this case it didn’t matter.) Pg6-g5 25.Pe4-e5 and black gives 
up.  The end would be 25…Pg5-g4 26.Pe5-e6 Pg4-g3 27.Pe6-e7 Pg3-g2 28.Pe7-e8(Q) Pg2-g1(Q) 
29.Qe8-h8+ and black’s new queen is lost.  I won the money! 
 

 

We had just reached the first time control and each had an hour to 
finish the game from here.  I had an extra pawn but as you can see it 
is the backward one on the a-file, hardly a potential queen.  I figured I 
would somehow have to break through on the kingside to win.  It might 
take a mistake by my opponent to allow this, so I had to be ready to 
exploit one if it came.   
 


