Chess Games & Micro Programs Battle It Out

1st Creative Computing
Microcomputer Chess
Tournament

When Intermat ional Chess Grand-
master David Levy wagered thal no
compyier program would be able o
beat him in the next ten years. it
became obvious thai compuler chess
was big money. It always has been.
Millions have been speni on ressarch
projects studying chess as an axer-
clse in artificial intelligance, but the
raally bilg monay was yat 1o coma,

It was Inevitable that the micro-
computer would anter the scene. The
big money came to computer chess
as the compuier bacame insxpensive
enough for everyone to afford one.
Hordes of machines and programs
began to bld for the millions of
customer dollars. The claims are
myriad, Boris Is King! Challenger is
tha best. Karpov is afraid of our Chess
Compuler. Sargon: The 1978 cham-
plon. Microchess 1.5 s the besi
computer chesa program, Thers is an
old saying: The amazing thing about
dancing bears |sn't how wall thay
dance but that they danca at all. Insan
obvlous 5

How much of the noise |s advar-
tising hype? How much of it is dus to
thi skill of the programmars? Are any
of them any good or |8 microcompuner
chass still in its dancing bear phasa?
Which of them plays the basi gama ol
chess? How many writers are telling
us they don't dance as well as bears?

Armed with several pounds of
salt, | pitted fiva of the best known
{read most highly advertised) againsi
sach other in a8 microcomputer chess
tournament to anawer ihese ques-
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tions. However, since nobody buys
computers (o have them play each
other, | Insured the relevance to
human players by including two rated
humans.

HUMAN 1400 is an average lourn-
ament chess player with an ofllcial
rating of 1400, The scale runs from
400 to Karpov's 3000 +. He started
playing chess al age T and has playad
In numerous tournamenis. He prefers
awldeopen game.

HUMAMN 1000 ks an average chesa
playar. He nevar studied chass,
axcapt for the opening, and hadn'
played for ten years bafora his recent
series of games. HUMAN 1000 has a
fair grasp ol basic strategy, good
ability in the opening part of the game
and plays consarval ively,

Tima

There is a subile dilfersnce
between playlng another human and

There is a subtie differ-
ence between playing an-
other human and playing a
computer. People expect
computers to be faster
than they are.

playing a8 computer. People expect
computers 1o ba fastier than they ara.
People are reassured when the com-
puter takes more time to find the
maowe thiey sslacted.
There s also a boredom
thrashold. Of six humans | tried, all
showed aigns of boredom when
required to walt over three minutes.
Try it yourself, pul something on a
computer screen and see how long
you can look a1 it without fidgeting.
The human player simply won't wait
vary long for the computer to make its
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Thors's & iod of conlusian in ihe compuber
ohanss world wiih the myrisd of confileiing
olaima.

only legal move. The most desirable
time appears to be between one and
iwo minutes, more time becomaes &
burden ower & fitty move game. |f the
computer s playing well, shorter
times becomea intimidating.

| set each machine so that |t took
a8 much time as possible under (hies
minutes. All of the programs
Micrachess 1.5 could be sat higher.
Normally the niot setting was much
higher. Chesa Challenger (ool six
minutes at It's naxt setting. Sargon
averaged 10 minutes. JS&A took four
houwrs, Thase levels ane too long 1o be
praciical,

Tha Tournamani

Thefirst computer contestani was
Microchess 1.5, which | purchased at
a Aadic Shack. Writien in 1976 by
Peter Jennings and marketed
Personal Software, Microchesa 1.5 s
the old man of the group. | ran it on a
4K TRS-80.

Microchass 1.5 evokes the same
sadness as Eniac. In i's day, it was a
friumph of innovation and program-
ming abllity. Now, like Eniac, it is
mainly an historical curiosity. Micro-
chass 1.5 didn't win a single gama in
the tournamant. It's style of play was
dascribed by one speciaior as “Altack
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at all cos1s.” As black, it soamed
particularly prons to develop one
plece, move it untll it lost it, and
devalop another place as iHustrated in
Figure 1. This iz a hideousiy bad style
of play. | inquired of Personal Soft-
ware [f there was a problem with my
tape. Thay offered me my money
back, | plan on taking it and | suggest
you do the sama.
If chess on microcomputers |s like
a dancing bear, then Microchess 1.5
iz a damecing bear in a telephone
booth. It only requires 4K and that's
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TIN-0BT o di-oT KO wii-ol
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ok ml-di K-K1 Af-ail

far while it's thinking. This
lets you analyze your re-
sponses while waiting. It
was the only computer
that did anything interest-
ing while thinking.

the only reason | can think of for buy-
ing one. HUMAN 1000 beat Micro-
chess handily twice and said, “I'va
playsd worse chess players but | don't
ramembar when," HUMAM 1400°a
included the shortest game of the
tournamant, & ten move classic. He
spent! a substantial amount of his

tima laughing.
OCTOBER 1970

BORAIS was ihe second unil io
arrive and it promptly beat Micro-
chess twice. Figure 1 shows the posi-
thon after sight movas, Having won
two knighis for a pawn, Boris has
already won the game. It fook only
seven more moves, Human 1000 baat
BORIS iwice and HUMAM 1400

routinaly increased Boris’s comput-
Ing time. While neither game was
difficult, they weren't laughers aithar.

Boris playn fair chess &nd I8 e 1mining.

Boris Is markeied by Challiz of
Rockville, Maryland through quality
stores. Thoy have a toll free numbaer,
(BOO) B3B-BIB0, so you can find out
where Boris is sold. i comes In a
variety of models ranging from the
naw Boris Diplomat a1 $118.85 to a
coffes table model that salis for
considerably more.

Boris has most of the desiable
features. Criap calculator style keys,
an_ easy-to-fead display, random
movas between equal aliernatives,
ability to play both black and white,
eaay spacial positioning and move
verification and aeasily undersicod
instructions. Boris also uses a timer
system which has advantages and
disadvantages. The disadvantage |a
that it always takes that amount of
timeeven If it only has one move. The
advantage |s thal you always know
axactly when it will respond.

Boris also displays the move Il
considers best so tar while it's think-
ing. This lets you analyze your re-
sponses while waiting. It was the only
computer that did anything Interest-
ing while thinking. We Iikad this
featurs very much,

And, ol course, the messages.
When the computer is ahead, or tha
gama is about even, one liners appear
randomly. The cute messages stop
whan the machine is bahind. It lan't
Henny Youngman, bul it may make
Boris the best "entartainment” value,
Boria plays a reasonabie game,
though in the early game | lacks
insight. In the end game, when theare
are lewsr aliernatives o evaluate,
Boris becomas stronger.

Our Sargon tape arrived next.
Sargon wad wrltien by Kathe and Dan

Spraklen and s published by Hayden
Putdishing. | bought my copy from
Micratronix. Sargon was run on @ 168K
TRS-80. It is also avallable for other
machines and In book form. Uniar-
tunately, our Sargon tape wouldn'l
Ipad. Hayden Is awara they have a
problam. They are working on | and
ar vary courfeous about axchanging
fapas. If you are having problems
don’t hesilate to send yours back.

The JSAA Chess Compuier was
the next unit to arrive. The unit is
manufaciured in Hong Kong making
it the only foralgn entry. At $100, it is
only eniry with no chess sai or dis-
play, This unit has real problams. it
has very sloppy Reys thal may requina
pushing several times or respond
more than once o a single push. The
display doasn't match the keys which
created problems during the tourna-
rrient.

In iis cwn peculiar way, the JS&A
unit is wery reassuring. Even Russaian
cheas champions understand the
caphtalistie concept of hyps. Thalr
ads quote Karpov as saying he'd
played several games with it at leved 8
and found it a challenge. So the first
thing | did was to begin & gamea al level
six. It took the JSAA unil betwean 32
and 42 hours o compuie a responsa
to E2-E4 {pawn to king four). Assum-
Ing that &8 game neads 30 moves (o
qualily as chalienging, Karpov musi
have spent two months per gamae in
the sama location. Hype.

Tha banit “dedicated” chess mach|isas - Ohass
Challengar T

The JSAA unit's stralegy seems o
ba “Defond at all costs and attack I
you ses & free pleca or a quick kill.,”
Against weaker players, I| spends &
lot af s moves waiting for an open-
ing. Againsi stronger players, 0
sputters, and gasps and plays moves
that HUMAMN 1400 described &8
“wimply (lliterate.” Karpov described
It when he sald, "*You Americans have
a saying: Garbage in, garbage out.”
The unit won't really play white. You
can makes i move first by entering the
illegal move E2-E2 but that produces
amirnor image game.

TheJSEA Chess Compuled wal in
troubla against Microchess untll
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Microchess madae a homifying blunder
and lost the gama. Their sscond game
ended in a draw, the only gama of the
tournament Microchesa 1.5 didn't
|lose. Boris, Human 1400 and Human
1000 il baat It convingingly. Human
1400 was laughing again.

The JS&A Chess Computsr
doesn't check your moves for legality.
Combined with the slappy keys, this
leads io numerous misiakes, We
found the opening move AS-DE
{emply sguars lakes Quesn) especi-
ally devastating. At this point |
thought thai Boris might be the
uitimata winner in the computer divi-
sion. So far, none of the unita had
seriously challenged a human player.

Then Chass Challenger 7 ap-
peared. It is tha lalest model manu-
factured mnd marketed by Fidelity
Electronics of Chicago. This model
sells for around $100 (just llke the
JSAA unit), Chess Challenger 10 sells
for $275. You can order ona by calling
(B00) 243-56T6.

Chess Challenger has fairly crisp
keys and an audio fesdback system
that's nice. It has all the fsaiures
Boris has axcepl that its special pasi-
thoning was difficult to masterand the
instructions were unclear, Chess
Challenger's best leature ia I1's book
of openings in moamory. This insures
that Challenger won't ged into rouble
early, It also makes Challenger the
best chess tutor.

Chass Challenger doas have some
weak points. |t has fine carved
wooden chess pleces and plastic
sandwich bags (o carry them in, but |
don't understand why they put
magentic welghts in pleces io be uaed
with an all plastic board, You actually
need a carrying case and a board. Tha
display can be difliculi 1o mad In
cartain M-nhlln!, Overall, it s the

So far, none of the units
had seriously challenged a
human player. Then Chess
Challenger 7 M

cheapesi looking unit of the group,
but it plays a territic game of chesa.
At loval seven i1 ruthlessly punishes
nol only mistakes but weak plays.
Challenger magda tha fewest blunders
of any of the computers and its styla
of play is easily the most human of
the programs we exam | ned.
Challenger creamed JS&A and
Microchess, It's game with Human
1400 was a litile diffarent. Human
1400 realized ihai he was in frouble
about 16 moves into the game., He
Was nevar able o recover and re-
signed after 42 moves. In this tourie-

miant, it was the first time any of the
computers had beaten & human,
Human 1400's play improved con-
siderably now that ha had an
opponant he had to be serious aboul.
He wion all the reat of his games.

Moral: Microcomputer chess pro-
grams aren't as good A8 an average
tournament player...yel. . butl i1 you
get careless some of them will beat
you.

Thio aincironio ioser - JEAA Computer GChass,

The maiches with Human 1000
bacama more iImportant. If Challenger
could baat Human 1000 twice then it
wouldn't make much difference how
the other games turmed out. Human
1000 was aware of Human 1400°s loss
and realized that his normal siyle of
play was doomed (o defeal. On move
11 Human 1000 offered a quesan sacri-
flice. See Figure 2. interesi In the
game suddenly ran high. The fore-
gone assumption that Challenger
would have litile troubla with Human
1000 crashed. Thers was a trap. If
Challenger accepted the sacrifice, it
would evantually lose a plece and
perhaps the gama. If it declined, then
Human 1000°'s advaniage would be
much less. The other computers had
accepled every sacrilice offered.
Speculation was that Challenger
would accapl the sacrifice and the
mormaentary maierial advantage.

Chass Challenger 7 declined the
sacfilice. Il deamonstrated much mare
insight than any of the previous pro-
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Figurad. Human 1000 va. Cheas Chalianger.

grams. Although Chess Challanger
|lasi both @s to Human 1000, thare
was vary little doubt that it would be
the eveniual computer winner.

It came as a surprise when Boris
draw Challenger in the firat game. The
sacand gama is shown in Figure 3.
Boris has Challenger in perpetual
check, Challenger couldn't find the
way oul, The game ended in stale-
mate by repetition. Challenger had
drawn both of its games with Boris.

Figurad, Bofis v, Chans Challenger,

The good Sargon tape arived and
the program dispalehed JSAA and
Microchess with relative ease. Sargon
playa an inferesting, unhuman game
of chess. Still |t wins pames and was
the untied, unbealen winner of the
West Coast tournameni. It is a bit oo
aggressive as black, attacking whan it
ashould ba consolidating. It's losses
stem from this fact. It has a special
axchange evaluator that sometimes
gives it great depth of insight.

The outcome of the entire
tournament would depend
on one last game. | could
almost hear Challenger
cursing for not being able
to break to stalemate with
Boris.

-

Sargon displays as many as the
last 1en mowes, which is a very nice
feature. it took a while to gel used io
making moves without hitting enter,
The graphics are acceptable although
It is possible to get confused about
which color a plece Is. | think they
nead a feaiure to number the board.
Sargon beat Boris as white but lost as
biack In two long games. As black,
Sargon lest to Challanger.

| was ready to write up Chess
Challenger 7 as the computer winnar
at this point. But one skeptic pointed
ot that If Sargon cauld win as white,
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as |t had against Borls, there would be
a three way tie in the computer
matches. Boris and Challenger would
have records of 5-1-2 while Sargon
would be B6-2-0, Sargon won it's
second game against Challenger. It
lost bath games to Human 1400 and
a3 black against Human 1000,

The outcome of the entire tourna-
ment would depand on ona last game,
I esuld almost hear Challenger
cursing for not being able o break to
stalemate with Boris. If Human 1000
lost, than Sargon and Challenger
would be essentially thed. Any other
conclusion and the oclear winner

T,
Chafitz has recently hired
Atkins and Slate (the pro-
grammers of the World

Computer Chess Cham-
pion Chess 4.6) to work on
the Boris program.

would be Chess Challenger 7. After
consultation |t was decided that
Bargon would be declared tha winnar
If it won. Both would hava beaten
humans playing about as well. And
ﬁ:ﬂm was taking about hall as much

@,

Would Human 1000 do |t again to
Sargon aa he had against Chess
Challenger? | Imagh this to ba &
marmant of high tension in the micro-
computer chess world.

And The Winner Is...

HUMAN 1400 won eight straight
games before sulfering his only
defeat to Chess Challenger, than ha
went on to win three more, His record
was 11 wins, one loss and was good
for an sasy first place.

HUMAM 1000 won second place
before he played Sargon. He beal
Sargon a3 white, Chesa Challenger
and Boriz only by playing his very
best . These three systems are
all rated near the 1100 leval. This is
slightly weaker than an average
fournament chess player. JS&A and
Microchess are still in the danging
bear phase.

Human 1000 offered & bizarre
awap In the cruclal game with Sargon,
Ha traded & knight for three pawns,
Materially the trade was about evan
and It had devastated Sargon's pawn
structure. More important though, it
premalurely freed Sargon's gueen
rook. This was a fatal flaw. Six moves
later Sargon offered the rook as a
sacrifice. Tha stunned spectators
walched the only computer ariginated
sacrifice in the toumnament

Human 1000 playing Borls while baing 8n inber-
faca. (A photos by B. Chilooat,)
checkmate.

Sargon
Human 1000.

Sargon, therefore, was the com-
puter winmer, It I8 easily the best
program avallable for the home eom-
puter. & very close second, essen-
tially a tie, is Chess Challenger 7, the
best of the dedicated chess com-
puters. Tha resulls aré shown In
Flgured,

had beatan

and it's only a guess, is that thay've
combined & laster clock with Texas
Instrument’s bubble memory chip,
Something ke that could really make
Boris a unit to be conslderad, it would
be s quanium leap.

Usa of Sargon will increass, even-
tually pushing Microchess 1.5 out of
the markel. Sargon I, which will
prabably have an opening book, will
come out sometime in the not oo
distant future.

The future of Microchess |s more
difficull io predict. Microchess 1.5 Is
marg heavily advertised than Sargan,
#0 it will hoid on for a while, Micro-
chass 2.0, the version avallable for
Pat and Apple, Is reported to be beiter
than Microchess 1.5. Unless they
come oul with & version lor the
TRS-BO, | don't ses8 how they hold on
to the TRS-B0 market .

One of the interesting things
about Challenger is how much of the
pachage is computer...less than half.
| expect the next model 1o be the size
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The JSBA people tell us that thay
are discontinuing their Chess Com-
puter. Onae industry source says that
there are legal problams. Tha JS&A
Chess Computer is such an inferior
preduct that it richly deserves to bo
discontinued. JS&A, though, can be
counted on to bring oul & new product
which should ba much better,

Chafltz has recently hired Atkina
and Slate (the programmers of the
World Computer Chess Champlion
Chaas 4.8 1o work on the Barls pro-
gram, | expect them to add an opaning
book and introduce & pruning mech-
aniam. Chafliz has |ust announced a
braakthrough thal, they say, wiii
revalutionize computer chess though
they don't say what it is. My guess,

T2

of a hand-hald calculator. This should
run In tfie $50-875 . It may even
be available for Christmas. 1"l prob-
ably buy one.

Of course, others will enter the
field. Mighty rumors are coming from
the manufecturers about the powers
al the Atari chess program. | hope ta
raport on thal later. As of June 1979, it
was unavallable in mid-America.

Cardinal had & unit mentiened In
the May issue, though no word Is
avallable on how good It s, | fully
expect Texas Instruments to get Into
thua:l'w ' Chesas Ch

and Chess Challenger are
this bast avallable now. They have put
to rest the dancing bears. Now the
amazing thing about chess programs
will be how well they play, =)

CREATIVE COMPUTING




