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     “Where am I, or what?
                    From what causes do I derive my existence, and to
                    what condition shall I return? ... I am confounded
                    with all these questions, and begin to fancy myself
                    in the most deplorable condition imaginable,
                    enclosed with the deepest darkness, and utterly
                    deprived of the use of every member and faculty.
                    Most fortunately it happens, that since Reason is
                    incapable of dispelling these clouds, Nature herself
                    suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this
                    philosophical melancholy and delirium, either by
                    relaxing this bent of mind, or by some avocation,
                    and lively impression of my senses, which obliterate
                    all these chimeras. I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends.
                    And when, after three or four hours' amusement, I
                    would return to these speculations, they appear so
                    cold, and strained, and ridiculous, that I cannot
                    find in my heart to enter into them any farther.”

     -David
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Introduction

    

    

    Backgammon affords deep
        intellectual gratification, attainable through careful analytic
        thinking and a personal commitment to constant improvement. In
        those regards, mistakes are the most fruitful field to explore.
        The subtler facets of the game that we either do not understand
        or only partially grasp are what keeps backgammon from ever
        becoming boring or trite.  

    Chances are you feel the same.
        I suspect you have a strong passion for the game, otherwise you
        would not be reading this book. You may be a beginner, an
        intermediate player, or an expert. It doesn't matter, as all
        players can get something out of it.

    If you are a beginner, you may
        be wondering if this book is too difficult for you. Let me
        assure you that it isn't. You may find many positions and
        concepts challenging, as they will go against what you know or
        think you know about backgammon. But don't worry. There is
        enough in the book to teach you what is correct and what it
        isn't... and why that is the case.

    If you are an intermediate
        player (which I define as someone between a beginner and an
        expert), you will get the most out of this book. That's because
        the concepts and examples contained herein challenge the
        thinking of typical intermediate players and point out the
        mistakes they often make.

    If you are an expert, it is my
        hope that the book may afford you the pleasure of studying
        interesting positions, as well as testing yourself to see if
        your backgammon skills indeed match with reality.

    It is my hope that readers
        spend many enjoyable moments with the book, and that the ideas
        and the analysis are helpful and revealing.

    


About the Author

    

    

    After playing chess, go, hex,
        othello, mahjong, and poker for many years, I discovered
        backgammon. I instantly fell in love with it, and started
        playing seriously. I climbed from an absolute beginner to an
        expert (1900+ rating) in a matter of only 3 months by playing
        against strong AI (Artificial Intelligence software) for several
        hours every day.  

    I am not alone in achieving
        such a feat. Nack Ballard is famous for becoming one of the best
        in the world in the same way (not that I would claim to be one
        of the best :)). In fact, such training has become the new
        orthodoxy among backgammon players worldwide. AI is better than
        humans, and has been for a long time. It is the ultimate
        opponent and tutor.

    However, merely playing
        against the computer is not sufficient. There is a need to be
        able to understand the software's evaluations using dynamic
        principles. There are good, rational reasons why certain moves
        are better than others. In each lesson, we will explore these.

      

    

    


Rules vs. Principles

    

    

    By rules, I mean the rules of
        thumb such as 'always make the 5 point' or 'when you can, hit',
        not the rules of the game.

    Rules of thumb are great for
        beginners, because they give easy-to-follow guidelines. These
        are especially valuable in unclear, tricky situations that no
        beginner could possibly evaluate with accuracy.

    However, rules become less
        important and even detrimental to intermediate players. There is
        a danger of playing on auto-pilot. Instead of taking time to
        analyze a position, the player simply applies a rule without
        thinking about the context of his play.

    For experts, the rules are
        unnecessary. Experts know the rules, but are keenly aware of
        strategic context which determines if any particular rule
        applies in a given situation. They don't make 5 points
        automatically nor do they hit blindly.

    Experts often reason from first
        principles, especially when faced with unclear or unfamiliar
        positions.

    Examples of principles would
        be: 'greater mobility is preferable to lesser mobility', or 'you
        can play more boldly if you have an advanced anchor'. For a list
        of good principles, see Appendix B.

    Rules are great, but playing
        from principles means knowing when to break the rules. That's
        what this book is about.

    The lessons and the problems in
        this book are about checker play; there are no cube situations
        included. This is because the developing player should first
        focus on checker play and only after mastering it, should
        concern himself with the cube.  

    The cube decisions are the
        hardest part of the backgammon.  

    Walk before you can fly.

      

    Learn to walk well.

      

    


Analysis Notes

    

    

    All positions come from real
        games and were analyzed with GNU Backgammon, cubeful, 1-point
        matches, on the Grandmaster setting (3-ply).  

    You are always black to play.
        Your nemesis is always white and referred to as a 'she'. This is
        not a dig at women, but simply a convention to make the text
        more readable.

      

    Each discussion includes a
        percentage position evaluation, expressed as MWC (Match Winning
        Chances). Thus, the best move will always have a higher MWC than
        the alternatives.

    The alternatives are includes
        for at least 2 reasons:  

    
      	
        It is crucial to recognize
            alternative moves.

      

      	
        It is educational to
            analyze and discuss 2nd and 3rd best
            moves, and to know why they fall short.

      

    

    But enough talking.

    It's Black to move.

    


Lesson






      #1: Small Edges

    

    

    

      

    

    Let's
          start simple.

    The game
          is one move old. The opponent rolled 6/1 and predictably made
          the bar point.  

    How do
          you make the most of your 3s?

    


 Discussion

    The
          opponent started building her prime, so it's a good idea to
          play 24/12(2) to create an advanced anchor. But what about the
          other 3s?  

    You can
          make the 5 point with 8/5(2), but should you? 
    

    We are
          conditioned by classic backgammon teachers to think of making
          the 5 point as a 'must' play. Phil Simborg is fond of telling
          stories of his lessons with Nack Ballard. With respect to what
          he learned from Nack, he says:  

    “The best
          lesson I learned from Nack is: Make the five-point. Almost any
          time you can, almost regardless of the other choices, making
          the five-point is right. Back when he was teaching me this,
          the computer programs did not agree. Now, they have gotten
          better and they agree with Nack.” (Simborg, Phil. Ten
          Backgammon Lessons, 2006)

    Sorry,
          this is simply not true. In this case, making the 5 point is
          not the best play. The opponent hasn't split yet, there are no
          blots to hit, and most importantly we are still overstacked on
          the 13 point.  

    Unstack.
         

    If you
          make the 5 point here, your future options will become less
          flexible. Also, you will leave a shot. Now is a great time to
          unstack the 13 point without leaving anything open, while
          making it tough for the opponent to escape his back checkers.
          In this case, an expert will unstack. The intermediate player
          will make the 5 point.

    The
          difference in plays isn't huge, but backgammon isn't about
          that. It's all about small edges. If you make frequent 1%
          errors, they will add up. Of course, this is true about many
          games and indeed many things in life. It's a great principle
          to remember and to apply on and off the board.

    

    

    The Best:
        

    
            24/21(2) 13/10(2)  52.66%

    Alternatives:






         

     24/21(2)
          6/3(2) -0.75%

     24/21(2)
          8/5(2) -1.01%

    

    

    LESSON
            #1: Backgammon, as life, is about small edges.

    


Lesson






      #2: Know When to Break the Rules

    

    

    

      

    

    Let's
          look at a slightly more complex example.

    It is
          still early in the game, you just rolled 32 in this position.
          Upon closer inspection, it becomes apparent that there are
          several interesting options. To a beginner or an intermediate
          player, the plays seem close in value. Not so to the expert.

    What is
          the strong expert play?

    


 Discussion

    The
          position affords possibilities to build a home point, the 5
          point or the 4 point. The aggressive player will immediately
          see a double hit with 6/4*/1*.  

    What's
          best and why?

    One of
          the first principles is that moves that accomplish 2 things
          are generally better than moves that accomplish only one.
          (Again, this is true in life as well.)

    Making
          the 4 point hits and makes a solid home point. 
    

    Making
          the 5 point does not hit, strips the 8 point, and leaves the 6
          point crowded.  

    Double
          hit is fun and might be a great move if you want to tilt your
          opponent. However, the play has many drawbacks: you put a
          checker on the ace point, leave a shot, and don't make any
          points. Play the double hit if you feel like having some fun,
          but don't think for a minute that it's the best.

    It isn't
          even close. Making the 5 point is terrible because it's
          inflexible; it's an obtuse and a strategically weak play. The
          double hit has just too many disadvantages. Make the 4 point,
          as it has everything going for it.

    This play
          is a good example of how following a rule blindly can be a big
          mistake. Never make a 5 point just because you see the play.
          If you made the 5 point here, you would have virtually lost
          all advantage in the game.

    

    

    The Best:
        

     7/4*
            6/4  56.28%

    Alternatives:






         

     8/5 7/5
          -5.80%

     6/4*/1*
          -7.32%

    

    

    Lesson
            #2: You must know when the rules don't apply.

    


Lesson






      #3: Context is King

    

      

    

    

      

    

    White has
          already escaped one checker, and you are slightly behind in
          the race. You can make the 2 point with a hit or the white's
          bar point. What is stronger?

    

    

    

    

    


 Discussion

    Hitting
          and making the 2 point feels good. You hit and make a
          home board point. It seems you are doing something
          productive with your roll. Why not hit and strengthen your
          board? In fact, a number of experts recommend hitting. One
          well-known expert says: “Whenever you can, hit. You could do a
          lot worse”. While this is probably true for a beginner, but it
          is poor advice for an intermediate player who wants to play
          accurately.

    Upon
          closer inspection, the hitting play has fewer redeeming
          qualities than one would imagine. The hit isn't meaningful, as
          it doesn't really punish White. She will have an easy time
          getting back in and will likely re-enter at a high point, or
          even worse, she will hit your blot on the ace point, creating
          a sizable race lead.

    The rule
          “when you can, hit” needs to be considered in context.

    

    

    The Best:
        

     24/18
            22/18  47.68%

    Alternatives:






         

     8/2* 6/2
          -3.23%

     24/20
          8/2* -3.67%

    

    

    Now, what
          would make 8/2* 6/2 correct?  

    

    

    


 Consider the following position:

    

      It is
          the same as the initial position in problem #3, except the
          spare checker on the 8 point has been moved to the ace. In
          other words, the ace is covered now and we don't have to worry
          about getting hit on the return shot.  

    Is
          hitting and making the 2 point better now than making White's
          bar point?

    Yes it
          is. Not by a ton, but it is.

     8/2*
            6/2 54.22%

     24/18
          22/18 -1.76%

    This
          suggests that the problem with making the 2 point is the pip
          count. In other words, making the 2 point with the ace
          uncovered gives White too much of a chance to extend the race
          lead by hitting the return shot.

    Hitting
          must be tempered by considerations of the opponent's
          counter-chances. Blind application of the hitting rule can be
          a costly mistake.

    Lastly,
          notice that Black has become a favorite after playing 8/2* 6/2
          (Match Winning Chances have improved from about 47% to 54%),
          despite the fact that he is still behind. Why?

    It is
          because Black now has a strong home board with 4 points. White
          may end up being stuck on the bar for a bit.  

    Even more
          importantly, if Black hits in the future, it will be much
          stronger because White will have a harder time re-entering.

    Lesson
            #3: Context is king.

    


Lesson






      #4: Never Play on Automatic 

    

      

    

    

      

    

    Black
sports






        a nice 6-prime and rolls 22 with White on the bar. How do you go
        forward?

    


 Discussion

    It seems obvious that one
        should keep the 6-prime in place, but that would be a mistake
        (notice that if White re-enters, you will not be able to roll
        the prime forward). The point is that White already has a blot
        on the ace point, but we don't want to allow White to build a
        point there OR to give White enough time to move the outer board
        checkers into home territory.  

    Hitting with 3/1*(2) gains time
        and limits white's play. 7/5 creates an extra builder aimed at
        the 3 point and 14/12 gets a back checker moving while forming a
        'net' (three in a row). 13/9 in one of the alternatives that
        brings another builder to aim at the 3 point.

    The key to this position was to
        realize that having a 6-prime isn't the end-all or the be-all.
        Hitting on the 3 point, while breaking up the prime, is a winner
        because it gains valuable time. White will not have enough time
        to move his checkers from the outer board to her home board, and
        will lose many more gammons (close to 25% more!).

    

    

    Best:  

     3/1*(2) 14/12 7/5 91.28%

    Alternatives:  

     3/1*(2) 13/11 7/5 -0.12%

     3/1*(2) 13/9 -0.17%

    

    

    Lesson #4: No play should be
          automatic.

    


Lesson






      #5: How to Play in Tricky Positions

    

    

    

      

    

    Black is behind, but has a
        chance to hit. White has a checker back. What's the right play
        here?

    


 Discussion

    Don't bother trying to make the
        4 point or the 2 point; the strength of Black's home board just
        isn't relevant here.

    Hitting is good, as is putting
        an extra builder on the 8 point. The top two plays include 13/9.
        It might seem difficult to break the connecting mid-point, but
        it is important to limit White's play with the last checker and
        to build a 4-prime.  

    A tricky position.  

    You probably would not be able
        to make the right choice if you played fast. Always take your
        time when the board is unclear.

    

    

    Best:  

     13/9 13/8  43.57%

    Alternatives:  

     21/16* 13/9 -0.40%

     7/2 6/2 -4.67%

    

    

    Lesson #5: You must take
          your time in tricky positions.

    


Lesson






      #6: Never Forget It's a Race

    

      Which 5 point is Black
        going to fight for? He cannot hit on both.

    


 Discussion

    Hitting on the 5 point just for
        the sake of hitting on the 5 point is meaningless. Relative to
        alternatives, it does not advance you in the race, and you are a
        favorite to get hit on the return shot. Fighting for the 5 point
        here is a blunder (to the tune of 4.5%).

    In contrast, hitting on the 20
        point is very strong as it takes a commanding lead in the race.
        Sometimes, that's all you should be looking for. You are a bit
        worse off positionally (White owns your 5 point while you have
        no comparable structural compensation in the position), but your
        strong lead more than makes up for it.

    

    

    Best:  

     21/20* 24/22  57.16%

    Alternatives:  

     21/20*/18 -1.12%

     21/20* 8/6 -1.46%

    

    

    Lesson #6: Never forget that
          backgammon is a race.

    


Lesson #7: Connect!

    

      

    

    Black is ahead by 37 pips, but
        has two back checkers. Rolling 52, how does he best protect his
        lead?

    


 Discussion

    I see intermediate players
        making serious mistakes in this position all the time because
        they don't understand connectivity. There's no strategic
        significance in trying to make the 4 point with 23/21 (a 4.39%
        mistake), as I often see many online players do in these types
        of positions.

    White is on the bar, and you
        are ahead in the race. Take advantage to get your back checkers
        moving and connected with the mid-point. 23/16 gets the job
        done. It is within five of the blot on 21 and serves as a
        connector to the mid-point. It's a bridge.

    

    

    Best:  

     23/16  66.01%

    Alternatives:  

     21/16 8/6 -3.04%

     23/18 8/6 -3.21%

    

    

    The game continued with White
        rolling 52 and playing bar/18. On his turn, Black rolled 41,
        facing the following position:

    

      Obviously, Black played
        21/16, increasing his match winning chances to 71.83%. This
        would not have been possible without putting the connector
        checker on 16 on the previous move.

    

    

    Lesson #7: Strategically,
          one of the most important principles is how well your checkers
          are connected.

    


Lesson #8: The Best Backgammon Advice I Ever
      Received

    

      We are in the end game.
        Black is behind and White threatens to escape her back checker.
        What are you going to do about it?

    


 Discussion

    If you don't see it, you can't
        play it. “Never miss a play,” is one of the best pieces of
        backgammon advice I ever received.

    It is clear that White's back
        checker should be stopped or contained. There is the obvious
        5/1*(2), but that compromises the prime.

    13/1* is a much better play (it
        hits, without using the builder on the 6 point or breaking the
        prime), but impossible to pull off if you don't see it. 
    

    Get into the habit of checking
        every play before you move, particularly when you roll doubles.

    

    

    Best:  

     13/1* 18/14  82.27%

    Alternatives:  

     13/1* 23/19 -0.66%

     13/1* 6/2 -3.83%

    

    

    Lesson #8: Never miss a
          play.

    


Lesson #9: Be a Troublemaker

    

      

    

    The race is about even, with
        both sides have a similar structure. With a 54 roll, Black can
        choose to either hit or to prime. The old backgammon cliches
        says “prime a point, hit a blot”. What can you do with the roll?

    


 Discussion

    Applying the good ol'
        backgammon maxim “prime a point, hit a blot” by hitting with
        8/3* leads to a serious blunder here (-6.69%), mainly because we
        expose a blot to a counter hit in an even position and have
        stronger blocking plays.

    Let's look at the best move,
        13/9 13/8.  

    With this move, Black creates
        an incomplete 6-prime with a gap on the bar point. The gap looks
        ugly but the prime is fairly strong. The only rolls that allow
        White's back checker to really escape are 44 and 45 (any other
        roll will either not allow White to move that checker or put
        White's checker in a direct shot). Moreover, after 13/9 13/8,
        there are 3 checkers aimed at the 3 point, ready for future
        action if the checker doesn't escape. It's an effective blocking
        play with a threat, creating problems to solve for White.

    Sometimes it's good to prime a
        checker. It all depends on the context and the available plays.
        You should be taking less chances in even positions, when there
        are good alternatives.

    

    

    Best:  

     13/9 13/8  60.95%

    Alternatives:  

     13/9 8/3* -6.69%

     13/9 6/1 -8.22%

    

    

    Lesson #9: Creating complex
          problems for your opponent is often the right play.

    


Lesson #10: Shortcut

    

      

    

    The race is even and black has
        some choices with 65. He can hit, double hit, run a backchecker,
        make a point, and that's just scratching the surface. Whatever
        he does, however, he cannot protect the blot on the 4 point.
        What is best?

    


 Discussion

    24/18 23/18 seems so inviting,
        so natural, so easy, so good. 65 is a perfect roll for solving
        Black's back checker concerns. I played it in the game thinking:
        “if this a mistake, it isn't a mistake by much”. And that was
        true. Here's a useful shortcut: when you see something strong,
        even if you are not sure about the alternatives, it is often ok
        to play the strong move.

    But modern AI doesn't prefer
        it. It likes 13/8 13/7*. This isn't really human play as it
        feels so uncomfortable. Instead of nicely making the 18 point,
        we hit and invite White to re-hit the vulnerable blot on the 4
        point. There will also be an occasional freak shot (43 or 46)
        where White will double-hit in return.

    However, 13/8 13/7* also has
        notable virtues. We hit, unstack the mid-point, and position
        Black for an assault if White should miss. We still have back
        checker problems, but these are not dire as White has to spend a
        tempo on putting his checker into play. 13/8 13/7* is daring and
        requires not just vision but balls as well. It is the medium
        between the safe point making (24/18 23/18) and the
        uber-aggressive double hit (13/7* 6/1*).

    All three plays are close, but
        13/8 13/7* is pure bot play. What is fascinating that plays with
        such widely different logic can be as close as they are in a
        position of this complexity.

    

    

    Best:  

     13/8 13/7*  55.88%

    Alternatives:  

     24/18 23/18 -0.98%

     13/7* 6/1* -1.14%

    

    

    Lesson #10: It is ok to play
          a strong move when alternatives are too difficult to
          understand.

    


Lesson #11: Have Balls 

    

      

    

    Black has played the best moves
        up to now, but he finds himself in an awkward position.
        Sometimes you have to do what's least comfortable. What is the
        play?

    


 Discussion

    It is well into mid-game, but
        Black still has 5 checkers on the 6 point. Sometimes you must do
        what you feel the least like doing. 6/4 6/3* hits and starts two
        points in the home board. As Black has 4 checkers back, an extra
        checker will not make a big difference should White hit coming
        back.

    In backgammon, there are often
        times when the correct play does not feel comfortable. Playing
        is a matter of not just skill, but balls as well.

    

    

    Best:  

     6/4 6/3*  39.50%

    Alternatives:  

     7/4 6/4 -0.28%

     13/11 6/3* -1.60%

    

    

    Lesson #11: Don't look for
          comfortable plays. Look for strong plays. Have balls.

    


Lesson #12: Possibility Isn't Correctness

    

      

    

    The race is dead even, though
        Black has a stronger home board. Can you duplicate White's
        numbers with 62?

    

    

    

    

    


 Discussion

    Duplication is another holy cow
        of backgammon literature. Just because the possibility exists on
        the board, doesn't mean you should go ahead and do it
        automatically.  

    In this position, we can easily
        duplicate with 24/16 (White needs a 4 to hit on both 8 and 16
        point). Too bad this isn't the correct play.

    The determining factor here is
        Black's stronger board, with 2 white checkers in it. Strike the
        hammer while the iron is hot. The hit on 4 point is in order, as
        well as bringing in another builder with 13/7.

    Play duplication when you don't
        see anything better.

    

    

    Best:  

     13/7 6/4*  52.31%

    Alternatives:  

     24/16 -2.44%

     13/5 -2.57%

    

    

    Lesson #12: Possibility
          isn't correctness.  

    


Lesson #13: 'Good Numbers'

    

      

    

    Black is behind in the race but
        is keeping a White checker behind a 5-prime. What is the right
        play?

    


 Discussion

    Perhaps surprisingly, hitting
        does not even make the top 3 plays (it's a 6% mistake). You
        should not try to close out your board with 7/2*.  

    Why not?  

    Because 7/2* allows a damaging
        counter-shot, and you have a better play, a duplication. 
    

    In order to escape the back
        checker, White needs a 6. Playing 23/18 duplicates the 6. Now
        White would need a 6 to both hit and to escape. Moreover, your
        back checker is in a danger and needs to start moving sometime
        soon. A perfect opportunity to duplicate with 23/18. In this
        instance, duplication makes sense.

    Now, how would you go about
        discovering that in an over-the-board game? Well, you would have
        to notice that White wants to play a 6, and then look for a play
        that duplicates it. So the idea is, before moving, look at what
        your opponent needs (her 'good numbers'). Then keep them in mind
        as you search for the best play.

    

    

    Best:  

     23/18 6/5  68.74%

    Alternatives:  

     23/18 4/3 -1.21%

     23/17 -3.12%

    (The evaluations for this
        problem were performed with a rollout.)

    

    

    Lesson #13: Always be aware
          of the opponent's 'good numbers'.

    


Lesson #14: Consider Flexibility

    

      

    

    It's Black's first move of the
        game, after White played 51. Though the position is simple, it
        calls for understanding of principles. How do you play 44?

    


 Discussion

    Black rolled 44. Great! We can
        make the 5 point with 13/5(2). Too bad this play isn't even in
        the top 4.

    The best is 24/20(2) 13/9(2).
        Why is this better than making the 5 point? Because of its
        flexibility. We grab the opponent's 5 point, ensuring a strong
        anchor. We also unload the 13 point. Our checkers are
        distributed better. Near future rolls are unlikely to cause us
        trouble. The principle of flexibility trumps hard, rigid rules
        such as 'make the 5 point'.

    Understanding is everything.

    

    

    Best:  

     24/20(2) 13/9(2) 58.10%

    Alternatives:  

     8/4(2) 6/2*(2) -1.36%

     24/20(2) 6/2*(2) -1.73%

    

    

    Lesson #14: Flexible plays
          are generally better than less risky, rigid alternatives.

    


Lesson #15: Maximize!

    

      

    

    It's Black's second move. 43
        has some good possibilities. What's best?

    


 Discussion

    Often, it is correct to
        make the 5 point. This is one of those times. White's checker on
        the 3 point is aimed at the Black checker on 9. Perfect time to
        move it while making the 5 point. Most strong plays do more than
        one good thing for your position. The old chess dictum “if you
        see a good move, look for a better” applies in backgammon as
        well.

    

    

    Best:  

     9/5 8/5 53.06%

    Alternatives:  

     24/21 13/9 -1.63%

     23/20 13/9 -1.87%

    

    

    Lesson #15: Look for moves
          that do many good things for your position. Maximize!

    


Lesson #16: Use Elimination

    

      

    

    Black has a clear structural
        advantage and a small racing lead. White's home board has 3
        points, but a hittable blot. There is only one good play with
        64.

    


 Discussion

    Let's try to decide on the best
        move through a process of elimination.

    The first thing to realize is
        that no matter what Black plays, he will always leave a direct
        shot. So avoiding it is not the issue here.  

    The second thing to see that
        Black's inner and outer board should probably not be touched.
        The blots are doing a good job blocking White's back checkers.

    That leaves us with plays from
        the 13 and the 16 point.

    The problem with moving from
        the 16 point is that you will leave two direct shots instead of
        one. The risk is too high, as Black would be a favorite to get
        hit.

    That leaves us with plays from
        the 13 point.

    Is it good to run the spare
        checker with 13/3 or is it better to create two builders with
        13/9 13/7?

    If we run with 13/3, we have
        slotted an important point. However, we might have difficulties
        covering it, as there is only one builder available (spare on
        the 6th point). In contrast, with 13/9 13/7 we have
        brought 2 additional builders to bear on the 5 point, while
        leaving the minimal direct shot (White needs to roll 1 to hit).

    Through logic, through gradual
        elimination, we have arrived at the correct answer. Use
        elimination thinking in your play.

    

    

    Best:  

     13/9 13/7 58.90%

    Alternatives:  

     13/3 -5.61%

     13/9 7/1 -7.38%

    

    

    Lesson #16: It is often
          possible to play strong backgammon using elimination only.

    


Lesson #17: The Most Important Thing

    

      

    

    It's late in the middle game,
        the race is virtually even. The 16 point is overstacked with 4
        checkers. What is the best move with 42?

    


 Discussion

    If you said 16/10, you made a
        mistake. It is irrelevant that the 16 point is overstacked here.
        The most important feature of the position is that the race is
        even and the game is winding down. In such a position, it is
        usually deadly to get hit. One must avoid being hit at all
        costs. The only move that avoids giving White a chance to hit is
        8/6 8/4. It looks wrong, because the 8 point serves as a
        bridge between the home board and the checkers on the 13 and 16
        points. That's why the play is so fascinating. The bridge isn't
        nearly as important as keeping the race close in this instance.

    Ultimately, this is what makes
        backgammon so appealing as a game. It isn't enough to know the
        rules of thumb. It isn't even enough knowing the principles
        well. One must learn to determine which principle is the most
        important one at any given time, as there are frequent board
        positions where different principle suggest different plays. It
        is this ability applied consistently that separates the expert
        from the intermediate player.

    

    

    Best:  

     8/6 8/4 41.82%

    Alternatives:  

     13/7 -3.03%

     16/10 -3.17%

    

    

    Lesson #17: The most
          important thing is knowing what the most important thing is.

    


Lesson #18: There Is More to Checker Play Than
      Meets the Eye

    

      

    

    It's the endgame, Black is
        ahead in the race and has 2 White checkers trapped behind an
        imposing 7-prime. But there's more to the position than meets
        the eye. What's the best move?

    


 Discussion

    Unfortunately, the automatic
        9/7 9/4 isn't correct. It would seem that Black's plan must be
        to simply keep the 6-prime intact in order to keep the White
        checkers at bay for the longest time possible. But it isn't.

    8/6 8/3 triumphs because it
        causes less problems on future rolls by keeping an even number
        of checkers on the highest two points. 9/7 9/4 puts 3 checkers
        on the bar point, making many future rolls vulnerable as they
        will leave a shot when 2 checkers move and a blot remains open
        for a hit. As White is about to form his own 6-prime,
        counter-hit is game losing here.

    

    

    Best:  

     8/6 8/3 86.08%

    Alternatives:  

     9/7 9/4 -3.25%

     9/7 6/1 -3.28%

    

    

    Lesson #18: There is more to
          checker play than meets the eye. Even simple position require
          careful play.

    


Lesson #19: Watch the Doubles

    

      

    

    Black is behind and has a
        volatile position. Fortunately, he rolls 66. How does he make
        the most of them?

    


 Discussion

    23/11* is a play easy to see
        and make. Black moves a back checker with a hit.

    What about the other two 6s?

    He can't move the checker on
        the 24 point and moving the checker on the 20 point makes no
        sense.

    Should Black play 13/7(2) and
        destroy his mid-point or should he play 8/2(2) and move two
        valuable checkers out of action?

    Because Black still has two
        checkers back, he needs the mid-point. In contrast, his 8 point
        is overstacked. Also, 8/2(2) makes the 2 point.  

    Enough said.  

    It is crucial to play your
        doubles slowly to get the most out of them.

    

    

    Best:  

     23/11* 8/2(2) 48.62%

    Alternatives:  

     23/11* 13/7(2) -2.42%

     23/11* 20/8 -2.56%

    

    

    Lesson #19: Evaluate the
          plays more slowly when you roll doubles.

    

    

    

    

    


Lesson #20: Take What You Can

    

      

    

    Black is ahead in the race, but
        behind in his chances because of awkward checker placement.
        Rolling 66 or 55 could resolve his problems and turn the game
        around, but the roll is the tricky 53. How does Black make the
        most of it?

    


 Discussion

    At a glance, it seems wrong to
        move any checkers in the home board or from the bar point. They
        are fine where they are. There are too many checkers close to
        the finish already (3 checkers on the 3 point, out of play in
        the middle game).

    We could cover the 8 point with
        13/8, and then move the other checker 13/10, which leaves less
        shots that keeping it where it is. It's a play that makes sense,
        but isn't the best. It liquidates Black's mid-point, a point
        that Black needs as a bridge between the back and the front. It
        will be tough getting those back checkers moving without being
        smacked. Black needs that bridge, for strategic reasons.

    That leaves only one play.
        23/15 is best simply because there really is nothing better. It
        gets a back checker moving, while duplicating the hit on the 8
        point. Sometimes, you just have to take what you can.

    

    

    Best:  

     23/15 35.75%

    Alternatives:  

     13/10 13/8 -1.97%

     8/3 6/3 -2.19%

    

    

    Lesson #20: When there is
          nothing better, take what you can.

    


5 Tips on Becoming an Expert

    

    

    Tip #1: Play daily against
          strong AI

    Strong AI has been around for a
        while. The best software today is stronger than the world's best
        humans.

    You could play either against
        GNU Backgammon, which is free for Windows and Mac OS, or eXtreme
        Gammon, which costs about $60 for Windows. A version of eXtreme
        Gammon is available on iPad for $10, though it does not have all
        the functionality of the PC version.

    Extreme Gammon is the strongest
        backgammon player on the planet. It is truly in a class of its
        own. However, GNU Backgammon might be a great way to get your
        feet wet.

    


 Tip #2:
          Continuously Learn from mistakes  

    Review all your mistakes, by
        letting AI to annotate your games. For instance, GNU Backgammon
        can analyze your game as follows:

    

      In this instance, player
        'Owner' made 3 mistakes (green are small, blue are significant,
        and red are big blunders).  

    GNU Backgammon also has the
        ability to show you the move evaluations. For example, for the 4th
        move, the evaluation is:

    

      You can obviously adjust
        the evaluation settings as you please, for speed and accuracy.

    

    

    

    

    


 Tip #3:
          Quality over Quantity

     The most important
        thing is not how much you play, but how you play.  

     Quality trumps
        quantity.

     In other words, a
        detailed analysis of a single game is more worthwhile than
        casually playing through ten games.

     Also, you may wish
        to do a 'theme' study. For example, focus on studying openings
        for a while. Or backgames. Or prime games. Or bearing off.
        Whatever it is.  

     Save the problems
        in different folders, depending on the subject. You will find
        that you will build a large library of reference positions after
        a while. You can review these at periodic intervals to refresh
        your understanding of different facets of the game.

    


 Tip #4: Add
          More Power to Your Noodle

    There is a way to play games
        and give yourself an IQ boost at the same time.

    Try N-backing. It is a
        cognitive game ('continuous performance task') that has been
        proved to enhance one's IQ through numerous scientific studies.

    After I started N-backing, I
        could feel a tangible difference, both in my memory as well as
        analytic intelligence. While walking through a parking lot one
        day, I casually glanced at car plates. I remembered them in
        detail a week later. On another occasion, I found myself solving
        difficult problems that I could not grasp before.

    You can do N-backing with Brain
        Workshop.  

    Download it
          at: http://brainworkshop.sourceforge.net/ 
    

    It's available for both Windows
        and Mac.

    If you'd like a free N-backing
        app for your iPhone or iPad, there are several available. Just
        search for N-back in the apps.  

    N-back is a must try. It is lot
        of fun and very addictive, especially as you see your mental
        gains.

    


 Tip #5: The
          Most Important Thing

    What's the point of playing
        backgammon if you don't enjoy yourself? Make sure your play
        doesn't become a drag! Play AI, but also try to play online and
        in person.

    I found some of the most
        enjoyable backgammon to be face to face. Don't get stuck at your
        computer, alone and isolated. Go out. Meet other enthusiasts.
        Play in a live tournament. You'll be happier and better for it.

    I hope you enjoyed this book
        and got something out of it.

    Happy Journey to Mastery!

    


Appendix A: Basic Backgammon Probabilities

    

    

    
        
       
          	
            Probability of Hitting a Blot

          
        

       
        
          	
            Number of Points
                    Away

          
          	
            Ways to Be Hit

          
          	
            Chances of Being
                    Hit

          
        

        
          	
            1

          
          	
            11

          
          	
            31%

          
        

        
          	
            2

          
          	
            12

          
          	
            33%

          
        

        
          	
            3

          
          	
            14

          
          	
            39%

          
        

        
          	
            4

          
          	
            15

          
          	
            42%

          
        

        
          	
            5

          
          	
            15

          
          	
            42%

          
        

        
          	
            6

          
          	
            17

          
          	
            47%

          
        

        
          	
            7

          
          	
            6

          
          	
            17%

          
        

        
          	
            8

          
          	
            6

          
          	
            17%

          
        

        
          	
            9

          
          	
            5

          
          	
            14%

          
        

        
          	
            10

          
          	
            3

          
          	
            8%

          
        

        
          	
            11

          
          	
            2

          
          	
            6%

          
        

        
          	
            12

          
          	
            3

          
          	
            8%

          
        

        
          	
            13 and 14

          
          	
            0

          
          	
            0%

          
        

        
          	
            15

          
          	
            1

          
          	
            3%

          
        

        
          	
            16

          
          	
            1

          
          	
            3%

          
        

        
          	
            17

          
          	
            0

          
          	
            0%

          
        

        
          	
            18

          
          	
            1

          
          	
            3%

          
        

        
          	
            19

          
          	
            0

          
          	
            0%

          
        

        
          	
            20

          
          	
            1

          
          	
            3%

          
        

        
          	
            21, 22, and 23

          
          	
            0

          
          	
            0%

          
        

        
          	
            24

          
          	
            1

          
          	
            3%

          
        

      
    

    

    

    No blot is a favorite to be
        hit. Even 6 away, the blot only has a 47% chance to be hit.

    

    

    



        
           
          	
            Probability of Entering from the Bar

          
        

       
        
          	
            One Checker on Bar

          
          	
            Two Checkers on
                    Bar

          
        

        
          	
            Number of Open Points

          
          	
            Ways to Enter

          
          	
            Chance of Entering

          
          	
            Ways to Enter for Both

          
          	
            Chance of Both Entering

          
        

        
          	
            6

          
          	
            36

          
          	
            100%

          
          	
            36

          
          	
            100%

          
        

        
          	
            5

          
          	
            35

          
          	
            97%

          
          	
            25

          
          	
            69%

          
        

        
          	
            4

          
          	
            32

          
          	
            89%

          
          	
            16

          
          	
            44%

          
        

        
          	
            3

          
          	
            27

          
          	
            75%

          
          	
            9

          
          	
            25%

          
        

        
          	
            2

          
          	
            20

          
          	
            56%

          
          	
            4

          
          	
            11%

          
        

        
          	
            1

          
          	
            11

          
          	
            31%

          
          	
            1

          
          	
            3%

          
        

        
          	
            0

          
          	
            0

          
          	
            0%

          
          	
            0

          
          	
            0%

          
        

      
    

    

    

    One to get your bearings
        without memorizing the whole chart is to remember that with one
        checker, you are favorite to enter at least 2 points are open.
        With two checkers, you are favorite to enter with both if 5 or 6
        points are open. This illustrates why double-hit is often so
        powerful in backgammon, particularly if you have a strong board.

    


Appendix B: Principles of Backgammon

    

    

    One of the first to state the
        principles of backgammon was Magriel. They have stood the test
        of time, as there are strong mathematical reasons behind them.
        They include:

    The more checkers you have
        back, the more chances you can take.

    Try to exchange hits with your
        opponent, if she has zero or one checker back.

    Play more boldly with an
        advanced anchor.

    Play more conservatively if
        your opponent has a strong board.

    Play more boldly if you have
        more inner board points than your opponent.

    Take more chances if your
        opponent has blots in her inner board.

    

    

    In 2001, Robertie put out Modern





          Backgammon, where he outlined 4 principles that AI play
        has brought to the forefront.

    They are:

    Efficiency - put your checkers
        where they can do most good

    Connectivity - keep your
        checkers connected

    Non-Commitment - build a
        flexible position

    Robustness - have spares on key
        points

    

    

    These are all useful principles
        to use in your analysis. They can serve as a valuable framework.
        The illustrations of each principle are contained in the
        lessons.
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