A fun way to learn Go

I had agreed to teach two prepubescent boys who were good friends and the almost-no-longer-middle-aged father of one of them how to play Go. As it happened and to my surprise, my plan worked well!

The boys and the father knew that they had come to play a game called Go and had agreed. Indeed, as both boys frequently played computer games and loved games, this was rather easy, but necessary none the less. 

In preparation some days ahead, I photocopied my Go board to transfer the same grid to paper. I worked with scissors and photocopier to produce several copies of several sizes of Go board: 9x9, 11x11 and 13x13.

When the boys and dad arrived at my place, the four of us sat at one table and we started playing on the 9x9 boards using my stones, according to rules which I explained in stages.

Stage One

First I explained that before I tried to teach them the actual game of Go, I was going to teach them a “preliminary” game. [In fact, the point of this essay is that I taught a series of preliminary games.]

The first preliminary game used the rule of capture to win. I demonstrated the capture of one stone by a surrounding group of the opposite colour in two slightly different situations, then demonstrated two instances of the capture of a “stick”. I explained the rule quickly with few words. 

People who know the game of Go might want to picture this. A stick is my term for a few connected stones of the same colour that stand alone and enclose no territory. A stick has no inside liberties (as all its liberties are outside the stick). I explained the rule of capture only for a stick that was in the centre of the board, away from all of the board’s edges.

The second rule of the first preliminary game was that the first player to capture any opposing stone would win the game even if he only captured one stone and his opponent was about to capture more on his next move. 

One of the boys and I started playing. I gave him the opportunity to play first or pass. My first play was the centre point. Then the moves came alternately one at a time until a stone was captured. 

We all played in the next round and the next, changed opponents and played more. 

We played a bunch of games. I had to expand on the rule of capture at one point when there was a question of how capture was possible against the edge of the board, then on we played. 

The game held unexpected surprises for everyone, and everyone enjoyed the play.

Stage Two

I pointed out that it was possible to create an uncapturable group. In the middle of one of the sides of the 9x9 board, I placed 6 black stones that made three sides of a rectangle that enclosed two adjacent empty points against the side. Then I surrounded the black group on the outside with 10 white stones. I pointed out that white would not want to capture the black group because white played only one stone at a time. Were white to play one of the two points inside the black group, black would capture it on his move and win the game.

Some games were decided by the capture of a stone or a stick, but some games ended in a “tie” or “stalemate” because in the end, all the stones sat in uncapturable groups. 

At some point during play, I had to explain that if it seemed as if both sides could capture, the act of capture went with the act of moving, so the person making the move would also make the capture, but if one side moved and created a situation where only his own stones were captured, then the other side would capture immediately and win the game as soon as it was his turn without even moving. This was a case of suicide and suicide was silly.

Here the point is that I did not anticipate the question, just waited until someone asked.

The boys loved playing. The father was happy that the boys were happy. We were all having fun.

Stage Three

I pointed out that the game would be very boring as no one could win if all the stones should become uncapturable. So I introduced a new rule. The winner at the end of the game would be the first to capture a stone or, failing that, the one who had more stones on the board at the end of the game when no one wanted to play anymore. 

We started playing again, having lots of fun. 

Soon the boys were forming “territory”. This happened naturally. Of course, your territory is where you can put your stones later but where your opponent would not want to put his stones either now or later for fear of losing by the rule of capture.

A mere 30 minutes had passed, I had not mentioned the idea of territory, and here the boys were making it on their own without any suggestion from me. 

Stage Four

So I pointed out to the boys that they were forming territory (defined above), that this was the smart way to play, but that territory comes in two kinds. Absolute territory was made up of places where no one had played yet but where your opponent would never want to play for fear of capture. Potential territory was more like a sphere of influence where your opponent would be more reluctant to play because he might fail to form an uncapturable group but where he might be able to “connect out” instead. 

We played again, making potential and absolute territories with deliberate effort.

The boys could only stay for an hour. They stayed longer because it was fun.

We arranged to get together and play more a week later.

Stage Five

The four of us reconvened 8 days later at the same table with the same equipment.

We spent 20 minutes playing the preliminary game, trying to win either by making the first capture or by putting more stones on the board after making more territory. Play goes very quickly on the 9x9 board, so each game lasted only a few minutes. This fit their concentration span.

Stage Six

I pointed out that perhaps we could forgive a player who suffered the capture of a stone or a small stick if he could use the sacrifice to enlarge his territory and so put more stones on the board. I showed how normally the capture of your group meant more territory for your opponent that later he could use to put more stones on the board. Then I also showed a couple of simple examples where a player could threaten to save a few of his own stones and so encourage his opponent to give him more territory and allow him to put even more stones on the board. So usually it is bad but sometimes it is good to lose a few stones. 

We played a few games where we each tried to win just by putting more stones on the board after making more territory without giving the game to the first player to make a capture. We returned captured stones to the bowl of previously unplayed stones. 

Eventually during this stage, I had to explain the rule of ko when it came up. Of course, ko is not even possible until the capture of a single stone does not end the game. But true to my plan, I waited until someone asked the question before presuming to answer. 

We all noticed that the winner was usually the person who was still able to play in his own territory after his opponent had already played the last stone in his own territory. In other words, the winner was typically the first person who was forced to pass because he did not have enough territory to keep playing inside it when the outer space was gone. 

At some point, I had to explain that the definition of an uncapturable group had changed. This meant I had to introduce the idea of a group with two “eyes”, or, as the Koreans so aptly say, “a house with two rooms”. 

Experienced Go players will see that this comes naturally at the end of Stage Six. As this is where most teachers of Go start, many students of Go do not understand the game for they do not see how it naturally evolved. 

Stage Seven

At some future date, I will explain to the boys the ideas embodied in the Japanese rules of Go, ideas such as dame (neutral points of no value), seki (conditional life), that you need not continue to play for absolute life just to make the two eyes obvious, that territory is all we need to count but that captured stones must count against the person who lost them, and so on. 

Then I will also explain James Davies’ method for deciding how to score a game under Japanese rules if those present cannot agree how to score it and no referee is available. 

For the record, Davies’ method goes like this. Suppose at the end of a game that player A says that some of player B’s stones or groups are dead, but B disagrees. A and B may resume play, mindful of this dispute, but eventually, neither player will want to lower his score by playing more. By now, the neutral points should all be filled or someone has played in error. Further suppose that A continues to say that some stones are dead and B continues to disagree. 

The players may resolve the dispute this way. Player A resumes play in an effort to capture stones played by B. In turn, for every stone that A plays, B must either play or buy a pass. For B to pass, he must give one of his unplayed stones to player A as a prisoner. Eventually, either A will agree with B, or A will capture some of B’s stones, or B will capture something that A had previously thought his own. In any event, the prisoners that B has given A will compensate for the territory that A had lost through the extended play that came after the players had agreed the game had ended. 

For now, the boys and the father and I are having too much fun playing Go to care about the tedium of irrelevant rule.
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