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Thinking of buying a chess
program for your micro? Don't
know what to expect or which
one to buy? Thenreadon . ..
Whether you're a chess fana-
tic or you just know the rules,
you will probably at some time
want to set a chess program
for your home computer. With
the great number of programs
now available, it may be a diffi-
cult decision to choose the
best one for your micro. In this
article Chess programmer
Martin Bryant looks at the
standard of play and the fea-
tures you can expect from the
best modern home computer
chess programs.

Slundard of pluy

The very best programs can now play at
a fairly good club level, from around
1600 to 1800 ELO (125 to 150 BCF). The
standard of play can vary greatly from
game 10 game depending on the type of
position encountered and the stage of
the game. Modern programs also usu-
ally have a much fuller understanding of
the more obscure rules of chess such as
underpromotions, draws by repetition,

draws by the fifty move rule and chess

clocks.

Here's what you should look for in a
good chess program. The most recent
programs are provided with many more
features of a much higher quality than
their older counterparts, such as:

@ Move entry by a cursor positioning
method. Why should people have to
turn their thoughts into an algebraic
form, just because its easier for the
program to understand? The cursor
method allows you to ‘move’ the piece
on the board, more like a real chess
game. The best programs can accept
both methods.
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@ The ability to step backwards or for-
wards through the entire game. Older
programs would allow you to take back
only a couple of moves, but with new
techniques the whole game record can
be stored and scanned with small mem-
ory overhead.
@ The oreintation of the board should
be reversible. That is the board should
be displayable with white or black at
the bottom of the screen. This allows
you to play black “up” the board, like a
real chess game, instead of having to
reverse your way of looking at it.
Several “modes” of play can add a
great deal of flexibiliry 10 a program.
The old fashioned eight “levels” can be
vastly improved upon these days. Some
cf the sensible “modes” are:
(i) “Tournament” mode: Full tournament
parameters can be set up, to make the
program play within any specified time
limit. An easy to use version of the full
mode is helpful as well, where you can
just specify the average move time you
wish the program to take. This can
range from one second to 99 hours,
effectively providing thousands of
“levels”. The program automatically ad-
justs its “lookahead”, to play within the
required time.
(1) “All the moves” mode: Chess clocks
are used, where you must play all the
moves of the game within a specified
game time. If you play too slowly, you
lose on time! Club players often use this
method in “five-minute” games where
both players have five minutes each to
play all their moves.
(iii) ‘Problem” mode: The ability to solve
chess problems of the type in many
newspapers is good. Beware however
of the programs which claim they can
solve mates in five or more, but then
take a week or so to do it! If the
program averages more than a few
seconds on any mate in two it is likely to
be horribly slow on deeper mates.
(iv) “Losing™ and “Equal” modes: Many
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players can't beat the programs on their
lowest settings. These modes allow the
program to quite deliberately try not to
win! Instead it either tries to gradually
lose or stay roughly level. These modes
can be of enormous help 1o the begin-
ner or very weak player. As the player
improves, the program magically im-
proves with him, always challenging
him, but not totally smashing him so he
just gives up.

The ability to quickly and easily set
up different positions is essential. The
program should also check that you
don't try to play on with an illegal board
position. For example, having P's on the
first rank, more than one king for each
side etc.

Whldl Progfam"

The best programs for playing strength
are usually the most recently released.
Any program which has been around
for over a year without an update, is
probably totally outdated as far as its
playing strength goes. A year is a long
time in computer chess, as can be seen
from the results of programs which
compete in recognised tournaments,
such as the European Championships at
the PCW show each year.

A chess programmer may achieve
glory ene year, but has to work very
hard on new ideasiechniques to im-
prove the program, so as not to be
leapfrogged by other programs by the
following year.

You should try to go for recognised
quality programs, which have com-
peted in many tournaments. There are
several reascns for this. Some of the
programs have obviously proved them-
selves by actually winning some of
these tournaments.

Others will have at least performed
reasonably well. The ones -that don't
enter at all, would probably be smashed
out of sight! Also the programmers be-

hind these programs are dedicated and

5 il
1y
MALN
Ml

(AT

—~—

T 1
e

oy
e

|

s TR






