1st Finnish Championship Tournament

5.-6.6.2004 Tampere, Finland

By Samuli Saarenpää
In early June of this year, the 1st ever Finnish Championship tournament was played! Since we have players mainly from two cities, Helsinki ( the capital city of Finland ) and Tampere, it was clear that one of these would get the honor to host the competition. Tampere was luckier in this selection, mainly because the 3 players from Tampere have played renju for a longer time than other players. So, Tampere could be considered as the Renju-capital of Finland :)

6 players signed up to fight for the historical title, to become the 1st Finnish Champion! We were hoping for more players, but for us even 6 was enough. Playing system was decided to be Round Robin and time control 60 minutes without extra time.  The historical 6 players were: Marko Pellikka (Tampere), Lauri Toivonen (Tampere), Samuli Saarenpaa (Tampere), Jussi Ikonen (Helsinki), Kari Haikonen (Helsinki) and Johan Grahn (Helsinki). You might recognize these players from ORC Game Server by usernames pellikka, zathras, SamSite, Morden, gms_03 and ristinolla ( in the same order ).

In the first round, Lauri met Marko. He opened D3 expectedly and Marko didn't swap. As I was waiting, Lauri chose a surprising move, he ignored normal patterns and chose 11-11. Marko wasn't stunned by this, instead he played a sharp answer, 12-12. In my post-tournament analysis, I didn't find any way for black to continue after this move. Marko didn't give black any chance in later moves, his attack was sharp and left Lauri totally without chances. It was predicted, that Marko would be close to tournament win and this game showed, that he was playing rather well at that time.
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Also in 1st round, Jussi faced Johan. Johan chose i11 and Jussi swapped colors. They played variant 5-i8, which is in my opinion most balanced and interesting 5th move. Jussi chose an unusual 13th move. After 14, Jussi played 15 to other side and Johan decided to build pressure to right side with 16. After 17, Johan tried to take activity with 18,20. Jussi blocked nicely with 21 and 23. Johan tried nicely to build attack on right/lower side, but perhaps due to his inexperience to board games, he chose 26-26. Jussi didn't make a mistake and follow this move. Instead, he found a short VCT with 27,29. In third game, I faced Kari. I also chose i11 and was forced to play with whites. We played the same 5th move, but I chose 8-9 mainly, because I knew I had theoretical advantage there. My plan worked and Kari fell into the trap I had hoped for. A bit risky tactics, but this time it was successful.
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In second round I faced Lauri. To my surprise he chose D9, I swapped. I chose the traditional 13 in this 5th move. I was expecting the surprise move to here already, and it came: 14-14. I thought I could improve the left side without worrying he would go to right side next. With move 17 I was hoping to "force" him to go to left side, but he surprised me with this 20. I worried I had misvalued the position I could make to left side, but still made 21 as I thought earlier. After 22 I worried more; the position didn't look as strong as I thought it would. With series 23,25,27 I wanted to keep tempo on left and try to go as low as possible. After 28 I continued attack on top corner knowing it wouldn't win. Main reason was to kill Lauri's time; he had used much time with earlier moves already. I felt I needed to get bigger time advantage, because white was pretty comfortable already. With 37,39,41 I wanted  to kill white chances on right side and make Lauri use more time in blocking my small developments there. When he made 42, I was pretty convinced I would win due to big time advantage. I comfortably blocked 43,45. Then he showed aggressiveness with 48. He had maximum of 1½minutes left, I had about 15minutes. I feared it might be enough if I don't defend well now. I noticed he was staring at the side of the board he was attacking in. This is natural when in time troubles. So I used a very risky tactics, and played 49-49! I saw he could make an easy VCT with move 50-50, but because of time trouble he did not check the reason for my 49, as I had hoped... After 50-50, I finished the game with a VCF that I had planned with 49-49. The risk was, that I didn't make 49-51 first! Had he played 50-51, then I would't have had a counter-VCF to 52-50! I played the move according to his eye-focus only and it was only on the part of the board, where he was attacking from. I was so lucky again, that my risky tactics worked for my best interest :)
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In another game, Marko was able to win Jussi, again as white in D3. Also, Johan played as black in D3 against Kari. A more unusual 5th move was used, 5-k9 . Johan started a nice attack after 16, move 17 is very good. Perhaps white could've saved a lot with another 22nd move, maybe even 22-26. Johan attacked nicely and got his first win while playing live games on board!

On the last round of the first day, I faced Marko. Before tournament, it was perhaps expected, that we would be strongest candidates for the championship, so a lot was in this game. Both had 2 games from previous rounds. I opened i11 as usual and he did not swap. Again same 5th was played as earlier, this time up to traditional 15th move. Marko tried a different 16 than is commonly played. It was no surprise move to me, I knew it to be atleast very close to black win. Soon, the win also came and after the first day I was in lead with full points.  In other games, Johan surprised Lauri rather quickly in D11 which is not Lauri's strongest opening. Kari and Jussi had a long and tiring battle. Finally, Kari won after Jussi's time ran out. Kair had used himself 59minutes at the moment!! :) 

On the morning of the second day, the 4th round was started. I faced Johan, who had already won 2 games. He chose D3 and I was happy with whites. Maybe sleepiness or inexperience was the reason, but he played one 5th alternative, that was new to me! I knew it must have been very good for white, so  I continued quickly, and after couple moves I made a judgement mistake... luckily my opponent was still perhaps upset, that he had fell into the mirror effect problem in deciding 5th moves and he didn't find a saving move. I was really lucky to win, already for the third time. I can’t say what would’ve been the outcome, if Johan would’ve found the save move. After that, I atleast would’ve had to struggle to get balance, not to mention win. 

I was not happy with my current playing level, it was not worthy of 4 points at that stage. But, sometimes luck is needed and this year it was on my side for sure. 

In other games, Lauri was more sharp in the morning against Jussi and Kari challenged Marko, with D3 again and Marko kept whites again. Marko defended calmly – again -  just waiting for the moment to strike back. Move 28 was the key on lower side. I couldn't find a win for black after this move in my analysis. Kari noticed it too and tried to desperately keep up the pressure in top left corner. But move 37 was final mistake, it didn’t create a serious threat anymore. So Marko began his final attack. He used the chances well, that Kari left him in lower side and finally win came quickly from right side. Kari also used a lot of time, so in many games he had to face time troubles in the end, which cost him some points. 
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This game showed well the meaning of experience in tournament games. Kari is a promising player with only some games played, while Marko has played tournaments outside Finland for many years. In the WC QT in Vadstena 2003, Marko finished with 4 points, which is a good performance. But before the last round, it was clear, that he could not make it to the A-tournament, so he got a pretty easy loss then. 

On the last round Marko and Johan met to fight for the silver. Johan needed to win, while Marko would be satisfied for a draw to ensure 2nd place. Johan chose D11 opening, knowing it is Marko's one of all-time most disliked openings :) Good tactics from Johan! He chose the long variant, which has been popular in mail tournaments last years. Maybe it can now be called the draw variant also :) Maybe knowing this, Johan changed black attack, but unfortunately for him, Marko was sharp and defended with correct moves. He knows theories even though he dislikes the opening. Soon, black attack was gone, and white had the time and space to build a nice 4x4-trap. Lauri finished his not so good tournament with a win over Kari, again Kari faced loss as black in D3. 
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My last game was with Jussi. I was expecting D3 or D11, but he chose D8. I swapped it. He left 5-i9 and the well known long theory up to 23 was played quickly. He thought quite a while and then answered with this 24, which was new to me. A quick review at the position told me, that with 25-25 black should be good. After 26,28 I was confident I had win. I played 29-29 knowing that 30 up would lead to quite a fast win on low side, with 31-k4. Jussi blocked from down and I started to calculate victory. I found, that 31-k8 is black win. Extra time I used to make sure that white couldn't create a VCF threat to left side, with 32-e7. Finally, I calculated black cut there, so 31-31 would be enough for win. Jussi chose 32 as I waited and 33 was already earlier on my mind as an answer to it. After 34, I calculated carefully again and was still convinced of win, so I continued 35-35. Jussi fought  until the end, but I had it all ready. Without 40-40, there would've been another VCF, so the white four was useless also. To this game I was most satisfied, because I played well and calculated all possible ways of blocking after my attacking moves. 

In the final standings, I managed to get full 5 points, Marko finished second with 4 points and Johan got bronze with 2 points. Lauri also finished with 2 points, but Johan won Lauri in their match, so Lauri had to settle for fourth place. Kari and Jussi both finished with 1 point , but since Kari won the game against Jussi, Kari was ahead of Jussi in the standings. 

When receiving the winner's trophy, I didn't still quite realize, how significant this win was. Later that day, when I went to sleep, I started to understand I was really a national champion. To win something as the first person ever, feels incredible. No matter who will be future champions, I will always be the very first one! :) This tournament gave me so much more confidence and hunger towards future tournaments. 

My wish is, that next year there will be twice as many players fighting over the Finnish Champion title! No matter how many players eventually will play, one thing is for sure: I will not give up the title easily! :) 

-Samuli-

