here’s a false mythology

about chess; you don't I
have to be a genius to
play well and enjoy hours
of concentrated excitement. |
Indeed, genius in one field is no |
indicator of brilliance in |
another. Alan Tunng, probably

the most brilliant mathema-
tician involved in I\rc.d.llly the |
| German ENIGMA cipher |
| during the Second World War, |
is said to have been *‘an
| absolute duffer'” at playing
chess

| chess sets, you don’t even need
| a human opponent
| great advantage that when you
| are losing you can simply switch
| off the thing that’s wiping the |

| are capable of

|

|

i
| to the rules, and generally they ‘

| input

However, with the develop-
ment of microcomputer chess
programs and portable sensory

This has the

floor with vou.
The
compulers

play chess, generally according

programs and chess

n table 1 actually

beating vou,
unless vou are a regular player
with some experience. Some of
the programs will offer you a
good game at quite a high level
of competence

T'he Chess King Pocket Micro
sct is the only one of the four
dedicated machines that does
have a ‘‘sensory’’ board.
Instead, moves are keyed into
the computer using the six keys
at the bottom of the computer
panel.

These keys shilt automatic-
ally between the letter and the
number depending upon
whether you are entering the
first or second co-ordinate of a
T'he other four |
kevs control the level at which F
the machine plays LV, make the |

not

piece’s posilion

machine play the next move
MO, and clear an incorrect
entry CE before it is entered

into the program EN,
Clearly the Chess
output is greatly

King's
sim-
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Figure 1: The opening position of all the

pieces.

plified compared to the multi-
plexed eight column by eight
row input and 16 light emitting

diodes — LEDs — output in the
other three machines. This
simplicity is reflected in the

Chess King's single chip and
simple printed circuit board.

T'he board folds in two and
makes a neat package in a soft
plastic case about 19.5 by 6.5 by
2.5 cms. Battery life is said to
be about 400 hours and there is
a recessed on/off switch on the
side of the case. The pieces on
the board are punched from a
strip of magnetised plastic.
There are no spare pawns or
Queens which makes life un
necessarily difficult if you, or
the machine, succeed in pro-
moting or exchanging a pawn
for a Queen or another piece in
the course of the game.

The CGL GrandMaster
program was written by White
and Allcock Ltd but the manual
for the Chess King does not
state the origin of the machine
code held in the chip. It is a

a b

[ limited program both by the

standards of the other machines
and the software for the BBC,
QL and Amstrad computers

I'he Chess King has only four
levels of play and, while the
number itsell 1s comparatively
unimportant, the highest
strongest — level allows the
machine only eight ,to 24
seconds on average to formulate
its next move.

Pawn promotion, when a
pawn reaches the opponent’s
end of the board, is assumed to

NOVAG Micro 1.
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Figure 2: Part of the Chess King instruction
manual,

be to a Queen while the rules
permit the plaver to choose 1o
promote the pawn to a Queen,
Rook, Bishop or Knmight

Switching the machine off

| erases the current game and the
|
| Chess King sets up a new game

| avtomatically

i

when switched
on.

Probably the most important
failing in the Chess King is the

inability to verily where all the




1hove detarl

of Chess King.

Below Chess King

Pocker Micro. Left SciSys

draw. | have taken none ol the
machines through the series of | Explorer.

repetilions necessary 1o provoke the case ol a stalemate [

| | adraw according to the 50 move by immediat threefold

7 __| | rule but as all the machines are | repetition, only the Mate light
u ¢ to take back more than t . by im

* most four hall moves at best

. and is

pieces on the board are placed

in the computer’s memory. | sophisticated of the three | Explorer can backstep thre

Nothing 15 m« frustrating | dedicated computers, | 3 | two White/Black moves at 1as bo

than setting up a devious trap | sets out the hardware config- | some stages of the game { the best p *51

only to find that the machine | uration and software speci seems unlikely that any of the | design of the mag I ha

couldn’t care less because it | fication for the various | machines has the capacity to | looked at. The Ex; Cl

thinks one piece is somewhere | machines and programs | detect a sequence of 50 identical | what your ne i )

else entirely. The Micro 11 failed to spot a | moves. | be and th wh
There 15 no wa take back | potential 3 move draw when Indeed, the Explorer | waiting for you to mov 1|

a move nor 1o re noves | playing against the Explorer and | instructions say honestly: “‘In !

that have been made other than | then did not indicate that the |

draw had occurred while the
Explorer lit up the appropriate

by writing them down as you go |
along. However, at £22.95 in |
North

cheapest dedicated machine to

Oxfordshire it 1s the | LED to indicate a stalemate or

be found and 1 is very portable
'he NOYAG Micro 11 also

uses a single chip to hold the

program and play the game,
T'he chip 1s a traditional 40 pin

integrated circuit and figures 4

and 5 show the printed circunt
board with the output LEDs
and the two ]‘i.l\'.;\ m

mbranes
that form the sensory board

A move is made on a sensory
by pressing the piece into its |
socket until two LEDs light up |
to indicate the current row and |
column — rank and fi

. terminology

> in chess

the piece

The piece is removed from its

1 and pressed down into
the new location until the

S0C

\ computer beeps to indicate that
| the N

nove has b accepted

The computer’'s move is
indicated by lights in the same
A way, the position of the piece to

be moved is indicated and when

it has been depressed the
destination co-ordinates light
up
The NOVAG Micro 11 is 7 by
; 5 by 1.5 ins. in size and shares
/ several of its functions with the
SciSys Explorer chess computer.
The Explorer machine is 7.5 by
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what’s the best reply it can
make. Neither the Micro Il nor
the Chess King do this and
clearly it increases the power of
the program considerably.

Colossus 4.0 and QL-Chess
both think in their opponert’s
1ime and you can turn off this
feature which makes the
program weaker: that’s to make
you feel even smaller when vou
lose the 10th successive game.
The compartment on the right
hand side of the Explorer board
holds the spare pieces safely, a
good range of functions are
given by the **function”’ kevs,
three AA cells provide more
than 100 hours use and the
machine will store the state of
a game for up to one vear when
the power switch is turned to
“memory”’.

The SciSys machine has a
good set of standard opening
moves — the **book’" — which
it plays quickly and decisively so
long as your responses match its
expectations. Unlike some early
chess programs, the Explorer
scems to have no trouble

moving from its openings book
to the middle game. Most chess
computers are comparatively

weak — by good players’
standards — when the majority
of pieces have been captured

and the war on the board enters
the “‘endgame’”.

Martin Bryant wrote White
Knight Mk 11 and Mk 12, and
is responsible also for the
Commodore 64 program Colos-
sus Chess 4.0. The instructions
for the programs arec very
similar and clearly the
architecture of the software is a
progression from one program
to the next.

There is an interesting series
of comparisons in the back of
the instructions for Colossus
Chess 4.0 between micro-
computer chess programs for
the Apple 11, Spectrum, Atari,
Dragon, Electron, Oric and
ZX-81 computers. Colossus 4.0,
running on an Apple I1, beat
everything in sight including
both versions of Colossus is
supplied with a number of
demonstration games for
tutorial purposes.

The QL-Chess 3D display is
a lot of fun and, like Martin
Bryvant’s programs, plays a
good strong game of chess,
However, the plan view
provided in Colossus 4.0 and
the White Knight series is clear
and gives unequivocal infor-
mation about the state of the
game.




