The 2nd place in WC - achievement or failure? 

By Ando Meritee, 1997 

This is a question I asked from myself right after ending of 5th World Championship in Renju. In some moment I felt that because of my bad play I didn't deserve a place among top three, so my 2nd place was the biggest luck. But in the other moment I thought that I am too good player to be only no.2, I should have been the winner. I still haven't found the answer to that question. In order to make some clearance I decided to look back all the way I came through during the WC-series. 

I became the World Champion in 1993. Nobody believed at that time that I was the best and deserved the first place. Neither did I. Only good fighting spirit and big luck helped such "green" renjuplayer like me. I didn't have enough playing experience, self-confidence, patience. I had played only 5 years and I was only 19 years old. I had some advantages, too. I had different playing style than Russian players although I grew up together with them - almost everybody knew that. I was probably the second best in the world in theoretical knowledge after Nakamura - almost nobody knew that. I had the "black book" full of my own variants. There was a logo of WC-2 at the cover of the book which showed the time I started to make it. During two years it became full of valuable variants. The biggest advantage in WC-3 - because of my "green" status many people didn't take me seriously and therefore many of them failed against me. The champion title gave me one of the most valuable qualities - self-confidence. Since then the self-confidence helped me to realize the my little predominance against other players in different tournaments. In the end of 1993 started a series of victories - 24 games in a row! It included tournaments Malmö Open (8 from 8) and Team European Championship (10 from 10). True fighter Konstantin Nikonov stopped that series at Karepa in 1994. By 1995 I got one more disadvantage - I had lost my "green" status and since then every point became much harder to get than before because everyone tried to play against me extra carefully. Everyone was satisfied with half-a-point against me and therefore many of them tried to play equal patterns which usually lead to draw indeed. So I had to increase my fighting spirit even more in order to get over that obstacle. Among the other qualities I had become a famous "cheater". It means that in equal positions, where usually the draw is inevitable, I manage to catch the double-four. Of course, the main helper is usually opponents time-trouble. I have tens of games of that kind. This is my only weapon against players who came to play only on a draw. 

In 1995, World Championship in Renju took place in my home town Tallinn. I don't try to find any excuses to my result there, so I will speak just as it actually was. Ants Soosõrv and Virko Annus (the main organiser) did everything to keep me out from organising so that I could prepare for playing well in World Championship. But still, I couldn't prepare myself enough, neither psychologically nor theoretically. One month before WC in Tallinn I didn't look any variants at all. My "black book" was somewhere in the corner of drawer under a dust. It was a real set-back time for me. Lucky me that my opponents didn't know about this. I really hate to play in Tallinn! This is the only place in the world where I can not be real me. This is probably familiar problem for many renjuplayers. However, my good friend "self-confidence" came back to me before the 9th round with Ilyin. As a result Ilyin missed the World Champion title only because of lack of self-confidence. But I was lucky - I became no 2. in WC-4 in Tallinn. Believe it or not, I was lucky indeed. Although I would have had theoretical chances to become a champion if Kawamura had lost his last game to Salnikov, I didn't have hopes because I knew that Kawamura is too (damn) good renjuplayer (he still is!) to slip. So I wasn't sad. On the contrary, I jumped up because of joy when I saw how Ilyin "presented" second place to me by losing to Soosõrv in the last round. Thank You, Ants! By the way, despite Soosõrv's unstable performances in different tournaments, his understanding of the game has reached to very high level. He understands renju almost in the same way as I do. There are many players who have many good qualities like theoretical knowledge, good calculation ability, "cold blood" etc., but they still do not understand the game. I started to understand renju in 1994, I had played 6 years by then. 

1996 was a year of biggest team competition - Team World Championship. I remember, in 1990, I played in USSR Team Championship in team called Baltic-1. I played in the 4th table. I was pretty good player by then, but with no understanding of renju. As I didn't feel much responsibility, I played without being very nervous and helped Baltic-1 to become champion. My idol was Aldis Reims at that time. I always admired his playing style. Reims understood something that the others didn't. I could feel it looking his games but it wasn't easy to explain. Another thing, Reims knew how to handle the responsibility. In 1996, I had to be "engine" and "heart" of Estonian team. I carried the responsibility through all the team tournament, it was hard and disturbed playing good renju. Estonia was in final!! It was like a beautiful dream. Russian team seemed unbeatable. One thing was sure - we could not beat Russia by force, we had to be smart. But in order to be smart enough, the player must be calm and concentrated. Well, I wasn't. I even argued with referees in some moment which I feel very ashamed about now. Estonian "engine" fall apart an the train stopped at place no 2. There is so much to learn from every competition. This tournament taught me a lot. Another year passed. Suddenly it was already the summer of 1997. Now I had been smarter - I hadn't forgotten to play renju more often. I took part in several renju tournaments, I fixed my Internet connection and went on with playing renju via e-mail. Making "Renju World" helped me to keep a good level in renju. Right before the World Championship in Sankt-Petersburg I looked over my qualities. What had I learned during nine and half years? Who am I now as a renjuplayer? Here are some evaluations of my qualities: 

Calculation ability - very good.
Theoretical knowledge - very good.
Ability to evaluate the opponent qualities - good.
Self-confidence - very good.
Handling the responsibility - medium.
Health - good.
"Cheating" ability - good.
Playing as white - very good.
Playing as black - good.
Understanding of renju - very good. 

As You can see from my qualities, I really prefer playing as white indeed. I love playing as white! And... I couldn't be a famous "cheater" if I didn't prefer a white color. In Team European Championship in 1994 I played 9 games from 10 as white. Even now, in WC-5 I played 8 games from 11 as white. Now I will try to describe my hard way through the WC-5. I will present all my 11 games with commentaries. Everyone can see, if my self-evaluations were correct. Perhaps it is even possible to answer to the question - 2nd place in WC - achievement or failure? 
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Kawamura - Meritee, 0:1 

The first opponent (how ironic fate!) - the World Champion Norihiko Kawamura. Although it made me a little nervous, I was somehow happy about this. I had carried two years the heavy pack of shame - I lost to him in WC-4 without fighting. Now it was a time to throw this pack away. Usually, especially in high level tournaments, it is good to be preliminarily white. So, being tentative white against Kawamura, I become a little sleepy. He put d3 and I felt like home! I had played this pattern so many times - so there is nothing to be scared about. I chose white, of course, and slept on. 7th move wake me up! In some reason I didn't expect that. Especially because this pattern is so unclear - there are three ways to play as white (8-8, 8-9 and 8-17). 8-9 leads to the position which looks like i5, where black has win, but here it is a little different: a black three to point 20 is not played. As I wasn't 100% sure that 8-9 doesn't loose, I chose most peaceful 8th move. 12?! (Kawamura says "?", I say "!"). Normal development until 18. Sharp 19! My 20th move was made in order to avoid black connection with the left side. Of course, the move 20 demanded a lot of hard thinking. 23! - Great Kawamura surprised me! I really hoped that he would go on with straight attacking but it seems that I underestimated him. 24?? The first and only mistake. Kawamura showed me excellent win later: 25-25, 26-26, 27-n10, 28-L8, 29-n11, 30-n13, 31-i5, 32-56, 33-o8(!). Probably 24-57 is right. By 38th move I had got everything I needed - properly defended position, white color, good will to win. What now? It all came so suddenly. I was defending a moment ago and now having a free road to go. I should have been ready for that, of course. So I am the only one to blame about the nightmare which followed. I played like a idiot beginner! By move 43 I held my head between the hands and the only relieve was that nobody was seeing me "doing shit". Was it late to turn into better shape? Not yet. 44th move - reasonable play. By move 56 I controlled the situation again. I prepared to play next move to L6, but suddenly - Kawamura defended on the right side himself. Oh, lucky me! It was a simple catch of double-three on the left side. 
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Meritee - Gardström, 1:0 

In the next round I played with Petter Gardström. After hard game with Kawamura I didn't feel very balanced, so I went to play with thought "maybe-he-makes-a-simple-mistake-so-I-don't-have-to-try-anything-hard-myself". Believe it or not, I had the same thought 2 years ago in WC-4. I was punished - he took half-a-point away by force and I felt helpless. Wise man learns from mistakes - well, I didn't. Ants asked me later: "Why did you play this variant??" And he was right. Why indeed? My face turned more and more pale when I saw him putting all moves correct, one after another. Even 24 was correct. What to do? One good idea - when the water is too clear that both players see the bottom, one must make it wavy. So I did. I played in a most peculiar way and I was quite successful, he didn't understand me indeed. 34 - a good sign of confusion. 39 - more waves. 40 was made quite fast. I was really surprised. He didn't even understand that only the miracle saved him from direct black win. Now only cheating can help. 51 and 53 - see what happens! 54 - he got greedy and that was it. I was lucky once again! 
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Reims - Meritee, 0:1 

Although I had 2 points from 2 games, I was really angry to myself. What is happening? My play doesn't remind WC at all. More like Sunday afternoon renju tournament. I decided to concentrate well for 3rd game against Reims. Aldis Reims is probably the second hardest opponent for me after Soosõrv. He made a good challenge with move 13. 14 - logical continuation. 16th move shows well my spirit. Many others would have chosen 16-i11 instead. After 17 I started to regret my 16th move. I thought a long time. One variant doesn't work, another either. To attack or defend? Up or down? Left or right? I really made me crazy. Finally I found moves 18, 20 and 22. 23 was weak move. After the game we analyzed a lot and found that the best way to play as black is: 23-h5, 24-i6, 25-i5, 26-g5, 27-f4, 28-h4 etc. The final mistake was move 25. 
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Karlsson - Meritee, 0:1 

As previous game turned out to be quite nice one I started to play with Karlsson in relaxed way. Thinking afterwards, I probably chose a bad variant - although white controls all the game, it is not easy to get more than draw. But draw wasn't the result I expected. Variant up to 22 is very well known. It is most common continuation in opening d8. There are two popular moves: 23-23 and 23-25. Since Stefan didn't feel himself good in variant with 23-25, he played 23-23. 26 - best move. I have seen many other attempts with different 26th moves, but they are less successful. Stefan made 27th move quite fast. He probably decided to play this long variant till the end without exceptions.38-38 is necessary in every case. 40-41 can also be played but it is not so strong because of 41-40. 41- secure move. Once before I played this variant with Soosõrv. There I thought a lot before making 42nd move. But in fact, there are no good alternatives. So in our game with Karlsson I played 42-42. In some reason Stefan started to think long before making 43rd move. Why? I was surprised. When I played with Ants it took only maybe 3 minutes to understand that all other moves lose quickly. Moves from 44 to 54 - most boring but obviously the best. Of course, I wanted to play more actively sensing that otherwise draw is inevitable, but I found nothing for white. The biggest hope came with moves 62, 64 and 66 but 67(!) was there and ruined my nice plan. The following game doesn't look sensible. Stefan was in time-trouble soon, so I tried to make some traps for him. He managed to eliminate them one after another. Finally I was lucky - he made a mistake with move 95 letting me to win by catching a double-four. What can I say? Draw would have been fair result, I think. 
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Sagara - Meritee, 1:0 

Already before the WC I told everyone that in my mind Sagara is strongest Japanese player at the moment and I thought that he will get higher place in WC than any other Japanese. I had won him once, and this was definitely advantage for me. He played 9th move just as I expected. Before the Opening Ceremony I had some time to look through all the games from Qualification tournament and 9th move was played there in some games. 10 - good. 11 and 12 repeat old theory. 13th was interesting move. It should not be underestimated. Maybe 14th was too careful, however 15, 16, 17 and 18 were predictable and I was satisfied with the position I got. 19! 20 - probably the best defence. 22?? I was really crazy. Why there? It looked like passing a move. I really underestimated black possibilities. There are not many players in the world who can win in this situation but unfortunately Sagara happened to be one of them. 24 - still fighting. I expected 25-c7 after which I planned to play 26-e7. But as I said before, Sagara is too talented renjuplayer. He invented move 25-25 (!!) with quite short time. This was sure "knock-out". I couldn't find any defence. After the game we both agreed that 22-28 is correct. He even said that 14 should be played more bravely. 
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Nara - Meritee, 1:0 

Before 6th round I had 4 points from 5. But the 6th round was really tragedy for me. Having played this variant as black before with Kozhin in Podyuga Open, I analysed it a lot and therefore I was ready to play it with any color. I thought that he will play 11-k7 as usual theory. Before the game with Nara I had heard some talks that 6th move is losing one. After my game ended I heard that the day before that Peskov won in same way against Fedorkin in Open tournament. As the playing halls were separated and were very far from each other, nearly nobody from A-final had time to visit B-tournament hall. So I didn't know anything about Peskov-Fedorkin. Nara played very fast and I suspected that he might know something but it was too late to turn away. After 15th move I looked hopelessly on the board and after 15 minutes I realised that black has won in every variant. After the game Sinyov came to our board and asked why I gave up. I told that I gave up because there was no defence, why else. He said that it was worth to try to play on: 16-i4, 17-g5, 18-g4. There is extremely hard win, he said. But excuse me, although the win is maybe 10 moves long, it is very logical and easy to be found. Perhaps against 2 kyu it would have been worth to try to play on, but not against experienced master Hideki Nara. However, it was a good lesson for me. Nara told that he knew the win for sure and he had discovered it last night in the hotel. Our common analyse with Nara showed that after 12-g8 there is also black win with 13-12. It is also impossible to stop the three from other side with move 10. 
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Kozhin - Meritee, 0:1 

Although I had lost good chances to champion title, the loss to Nara raised my fighting spirit. 4 from 6 wasn't so bad after all. In 1993 I had 3½ from 6 and I won last five games then. Now I tuned myself in same spirit. Kozhin looked strange already before making the first move. I knew that he had prepared a lot during last night but in some reason he didn't put opening immediately. He must have had some suspicions. Finally, he put d3 and I read from his face that this wasn't really the opening he had analysed all night. 5th move - challenge. I couldn't refuse to play it. In the same time GardstrÖm played same 5th move against Soosõrv. Poor Petter! I and Ants have played and analysed this variant quite lot. There was no way to surprise us. 9 - one of many possibilities. 10 - definitely the best move. 11? - it is not Kozhin's style. 13? - either he had no hopes anymore or he just miscalculated the variant. After 14 white win is simple, indeed. 
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Meritee - Soosõrv, 1/2:1/2 

In the 8th round it was most hard to keep up the steam. Soosõrv has always been the hardest opponent. Nobody else knows me so well as he does. I11 - perfect choice. It says that Ants was satisfied with half a point and I knew that it is really hard to overplay Ants in this opening. Ants was even smarter - he knew that I will not play 5-g9 since I want to get more than half point, so he was prepared against 5th move I played. Why I played 13-13? I really don't know. Perhaps the reason is that before this in many games white had defended very badly and this made a feeling that 13th is quite good. 14(!). I looked at the position with very sad look. I stepped into a shit again, I said to myself. It would be too strange to switch into defence, so I continued this hopeless imitation of attack. I really felt helpless playing the game with Ants. Thank God, Ants didn't use his position in a best way. I was in timetrouble by then. Suddenly, both I and Ants got sleepy and none of us saw the childish win with two moves: 38-e7 and 40-d11. I saw it immediately after making 37th move. But I didn't gave up yet. Surprise, surprise! Ants played 38-38 - it seems that he trusted me enough, so he didn't check after every move if he has some simple win. By the way, if he had won me, he might become no.4 and my place would have remained the same. Ants, thank you for presenting me half a point I didn't deserve! 

	[image: image9.png]


Meritee - Klimashin, 1:0 

Klimashin is very quickly progressing and talented renjuplayer. But he is not so experienced yet. In future it will be much harder to win against him. So I used my temporary advantage in our game.
I played 7th move and I was sure that he wasn't prepared to play it. People mostly stopped playing this 7th move because of 8-8 I invented 6 years ago. At that time white won nearly all games with that 8th move. Now suddenly Klimashin played that 8th move against me. I was really surprised. Did he know this variant so well? Did he have some traps for me? Impossible, I said to myself. I had investigated this opening too much, so there was no way I could make a mistake. Already in 1991 I knew that my 9th move I played now is the best. Moves 10 and 11 were played quite quickly. I felt that Klimashin was little nervous, because there was no need to hurry as he did. By the way, Veidemanis made wrong 11th move at Karepa Open against Klimashin (11-29) and therefore lost. 12 - most careful move. 13, 14 and 15 was obvious continuation. Now I spent a lot of time to make a plan for further game. I was really hard to find the best way, but finally I found it. The series of moves 17, 19, 21 and 23 prepared my attacking plan. 24! Usually 24-g11 is better but here it would have been a mistake because of 25-e11, 27-f12 and later also to point L7 after which the line 23_21_3 goes into action. Klimashin's intuition helped him and 24 was correct. He was also in time-trouble by then. In WC it was quite usual that one of the players or even both had time-troubles in nearly every game. 25th move was necessary in order to avoid white's counterplay. Although he had to stop my threat on the right side, he did it in a best way by making some force of his own. So far he had played without mistakes. I said to myself that usually my opponents can not stand the pressure too long, so I was expecting Sasha to make a mistake soon. After 27 he played in the best defensive way - 28(!), 30(!), 32(!). Although I had still advantage, my force was reducing all the time. 33-33 was better than stopping a three from the other side. I felt some weakness in moves 36 and 40, that gave me more hopes. 41 - a multiple threat (not directly, of course). He decided to avoid the black connection with the right side (black move to k4 was very promising) and played quickly 42-42 which let me win easier than I expected. 
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Sinyov - Meritee, 1/2:1/2 

Already from the beginning of WC I felt that I will win against Hasegawa, so before the game with Sinyov I had a chance to become a champion. Kozhin was supposed to win against Hasegawa and I was supposed to win against both Sinyov and Hasegawa. So, there was a chance and I made everything to make it happen. I decided to play aggressively on victory no matter what. I didn't care if I jeopardized my 2nd or even 3rd place with that. Sinyov played this opening a little weaker than Kawamura did against me. He seemed to play without aim which confused me a little. Move 26 said: "I want to win!". By that time Kozhin had very promising position against Hasegawa which stimulated me even more. 32? When I made this move I was thinking of other 36th move than in our game. But as I changed my mind after 34th move and played 36-36, I shouldn't have played a four in move 32 at all but directly 32-34. I was a fatal mistake because it gave him a chance to attack in upper side. That really "ate" my time while searching for correct defence. Now I didn't have enough time to concentrate for finding a victory of my own. Sinyov is a player with a good tactic, I said to myself. 56? - I had lost my courage to attack sharp. I regretted this very much afterwards. My mistakes were balanced by Sinyov uncertain play. By 68th move I was back in business, but (oh dear!) my time was almost finished. I dropped moves nearly without thinking. He managed to find a miraculous defence with series of fours. The game after 95th move had no sense and was only an evidence of my disappointment. I felt little better when I saw that Kozhin had finally failed to win and made a draw with Hasegawa. So my chance to become a champion didn't depend on result of my game with Sinyov. 
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Hasegawa - Meritee, 0:1 

Last night. I had time to calm down and prepare to win against Hasegawa as I had promised to myself a long time ago. I said goodbye to chance to become no.1 and started to think about my chances to become no.2. Even if I win Hasegawa, Sagara must not get more than half point against Reims. Once before, in 1993, Aldis helped me in last round by beating Japanese (Nara) and that gave me a champion title. Some days before WC Aldis said that he will help me by beating Japanese in important moment. I admire his self-confidence. He really did just as he had promised. He played in excellent style against Sagara, attacking all the time, knowing that ending of the attack will destroy him quickly. Sagara couldn't stand the pressure and made a mistake finally. That game proved how important is the big playing experience of international tournaments as Reims had. The Japanese are simply scared of him. My game with Hasegawa ended much earlier than anybody expected. Hasegawa was too relaxed after winning a champion title in 10th round, so he did not concentrate at all. Although 21-21 is much weaker than 21-24, black should not lose so quickly, of course. 23 was a simplest mistake. It should have been 23-h4, 24-e4 and 25-23 after which white has good position but no win. 


Finally, the World Champion is Kazuto Hasegawa. I couldn't catch him by the end of the tournament. My "black day" (I lost to Sagara and Nara) destroyed my chances. I must learn from this. Perhaps next WC in China gives me opportunity to make it up. But... by then there will be new renju "stars" (Klimashin) who will jeopardise my chances to 1st place. Lets pray that at least some of the veterans (Reims, Nakamura, Soosõrv) will not prepare very seriously for next WC. In fact, Reims could become World Champion if he will find more free time to practise and prepare. However, I will definitely prepare for next WC. See You all there! 

