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Introduction

Handicap go games are obviously different from even games, and this difference is critical for both players. Black must use the handicap stones in an advantageous way, while White must try to neutralize the power of the handicap stones and to confuse Black by creating complexities. Many players mistakenly think that handicap games are easy for Black, thinking that all Black has to do is play solidly and defend. However, this is not the case. Passive, defensive play by Black does not work well in handicap games. The primary value of handicap stones is their usefulness in fighting. Black must play actively.

Handicap go tests your basic skills and your understanding of go, in terms of both local tactics and whole board awareness. For example, White will avoid common josekis that Black will be familiar with so that Black will not be able to simply play “book” moves. More thinking will be required, especially for White. Handicap go is a real test of overall situational judgment, especially for Black, but also for White. I hope the detailed analyses of the games in this book will help you to understand how both players should think about their play when handicap stones are involved.

Each handicap stone can be considered to be worth about ten points, so in a four stone game White is in effect giving Black the advantage of first move and a komi of thirty points, in a six stone game a komi of fifty points, etc. However, the handicap stones are really worth more than that because at the start of the game Black already occupies key points on the board. Because of this, from White’s point of view, handicap games do not have an opening. After Black places the handicap stones it is already the middle game.

I have placed questions in the commentary to encourage readers to think about the games as they work through them. 

Yuan Zhou


Game 1: Versus Keith Arnold at Three Stones

The first four games in this book were played in the Winter Warmer Tournament in Arlington, VA, in January 2001. The tournament was sponsored by the NOVA Go Club. My opponent in this three stone game is Keith Arnold, an AGA 5 dan. For the purpose of pairing, I was treated as an 8 dan throughout the tournament.
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Moves 1–2




＞

＜




White immediately tries to create confusion with the unusual play of White 1. Black decides to come into the corner with 2, which is fine.
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Move 3
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White 3 aims to get Black to respond around A so that White can begin to build a large framework with B. White hopes to get Black to fight in an area where the situation is relatively even, as the right side would be after Black A and White B—both players would have three stones on this side. Creating such “even” situations is an important tactic for White in handicap games. A white position here would also counter the power of Black’s stones on the right and top sides.
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Moves 4–8
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Black decides to take the lower right corner with a normal joseki. There is nothing wrong with this. Black expects White to complete the joseki with the normal gote extension at A, after which Black will play at B and be very happy. White A would make a good shape for White, and White would play there in an even game. However, after Black B, the overall situation on the right side would be even, while Black would be ahead on the other three sides of the board. So, naturally, White will not play that way in a handicap game. Any time an interaction produces an even result, it is good for Black in handicap games. White should avoid taking gote to get such a result, especially early in the game, even though it leaves a weakness in White’s position. White must count on his greater strength to overcome any effort by Black to exploit such weaknesses.
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Move 9
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So White attacks at 9 since Black did not respond to White’s approach move in that corner. Black can choose A, B, or C, but must respond. If Black plays elsewhere now and White gets to play B, this would be huge, giving White tremendous thickness and power while sealing Black into the corner. White prefers to take the outside in interactions early in a handicap game since that provides more flexibility. (This is a good strategy in even games as well.)
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Moves 10–11
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After White 11, Black has many choices: block on either side of White 11, jump out from Black 10, or play elsewhere. Because the right side is obviously important to White, Black should play something like A in order to reduce White’s potential there. See variation “Reducing White’s Potential” below.
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Reducing White’s Potential
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After White 1 () in the game, if Black plays A in this diagram before attacking with Black 1, White would respond at B, but if Black plays this 1 with 12 in the game and White responds with 2, Black would gladly exchange Black B for White A and then push White along the third line on the right side. This would be too good for Black for White to allow because it would give Black excellent outside influence and make the game simpler. White wants complications that will challenge Black’s understanding of how to play. So White would respond to Black 1 at B.
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Moves 12–13
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Black blocks on this side with 12 because there is more profit potential for Black to the left.
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Moves 14–15
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Black 14 is a good move, getting this group out into the center, but White gets to play 15. White 15 is not the normal two space extension to A because White is more concerned about center influence than making a small base with A. Also, White A would invite Black B, which would be good for Black. After White 15 the black group here is unsettled so White can attack it.
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Move 16
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Black 16 is the correct play: it attacks White’s whole group on the top side. However, White gets sente and can attack Black in the upper right. Nevertheless, Black must not become overly defensive since that would make the game easier for White to control.
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Move 17
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White 17 is the key point in this shape, threatening to connect at A. Black cannot ignore this attack.
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Move 18
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If Black connects at A with 18, White could wedge at B and create cutting points in Black’s shape. So Black plays atari with 18 before connecting, which is a good idea.
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Moves 19–20
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If Black makes a diagonal connection at A with 20, White could still connect under at B, which would give White a strong corner position and make the game harder for Black.
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Move 21
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White is missing the move in the initial joseki at A, but Black does not have time to take advantage of this because Black’s group at the top is unsettled and heavy. Black should defend it.
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Moves 22–23
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Black must not allow White to expand his moyo by playing at 22, which would greatly increase White’s potential, so White gets a profitable extension at 23. White is happy so Black now looks for compensation.
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Move 24
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Black 24 is the proper move to attack White’s two stones at the top, but this play is a mistake. It’s too aggressive. Black is overlooking the weakness of his own group. The traditional policy is to fix your own weaknesses before attacking those of your opponent, which is especially appropriate when playing a stronger opponent.

How should White respond?
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Moves 25–26
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Rather than defending passively, White takes advantage of Black’s having a weak group and peeps at 25. Black must connect with 26. This gives White a good opportunity.




	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	B
	
		
	
	
		27
	
	
	
	
	
	
	A
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Move 27
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After White 27 it is Black who is under attack. He needs to run out with his large group around A, but that will not be easy now.  (24) should have been at White 27 or at B. Black’s group lacks eye space and is in greater danger than the white group Black is trying to attack.




	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		
	
	
		28
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Move 28
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Black continues to attack White’s rather loose position, which would normally be a good strategy, but Black should be careful here since his opponent is three stones stronger and Black has a weak group here as well. 

How should White defend?
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Move 29
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White does not defend at A because that would leave Black a good move at B.  is not an important stone for White here so White creates good shape with 29, connecting four stones and further weakening Black’s running group to the right.
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Move 30
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Black goes for profit with 30, cutting off a white stone. Black 30 is a big play, but this was Black’s last chance to play at A to relieve the pressure on his heavy group that lacks eye space.

How should White attack Black’s heavy group?
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Move 31
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Black 30 () was big, but now Black is in trouble. White has succeeded in starting a fight in an area where White has more stones than Black and Black’s handicap stones are no help.

Can Black get out with this group?
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Moves 32–35
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White is sealing Black in, aiming to prevent Black from connecting to the black group at the bottom.
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Moves 36–38
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Note that Black is running on points that produce no profit while White is developing outside influence facing a large open area. This is very good for White and should have been anticipated by Black.
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Moves 39–40
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White 39 prevents Black from connecting to the bottom group, but Black fights back by cutting with 40. Black hopes to push out at A and cut again after White blocks, starting a capturing race that Black would welcome since the heavy black group has a lot of liberties. 
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Moves 41–42




＞

＜




White 41 makes a black push at A and cut not work, but Black gets to play atari with 42.

How should White respond?
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White does not capture . See variation “White Does Not Capture” below.




	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		
	
	
		
	
	
		3
	
	
	
	
	
	
		
	
	
		1
	
	
		
	
	
		2
	
	
		
	
	
		4
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
White Does Not Capture
3: connects
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Black will be able to connect to the bottom group if White captures at 1.
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Moves 44–46
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After White 45 there are two cutting points in White’s shape (A and B). Does White have a problem?
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White 47 shortens the liberties of Black’s corner stones, giving White some potential for attacking them.

The full book continues this game to the end, followed by a thorough analysis of eight more games.
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