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PROLOGUE

Foreshadowing from a hotel room

‘I know I am one of the greatest chess talents in history. I was born special, and I have to learn to live with, accept that. I am the one chosen to sacrifice for – and to be sacrificed to – chess.’ (Simen Agdestein, diary entry, Evry, France – 23 May, 1987)

Scarcely two months later, optimism had turned to despair: ‘I hereby disclaim any responsibility for what I might write. I am so angry I could burst. You may not know what it means, but I have just lost on time in a winning position.’

Those last lines above were written in a hotel room in Baguio in the Philippines during the World Junior Championship in 1987, addressed to a girl named Liv. The letter was never sent, but wound up, like so much from that time, in the attic of a childhood home in Asker.

When I was granted access to these boxes, I understood that Simen Agdestein was just the Chess Player I was searching for. Norway’s legendary football trainer Egil ‘Drillo’ Olsen imparted to a young Simen the wisdom of the three types of person: those who don’t play cards, those who play cards – and Card Players. Drillo was in the latter category when it came to 52 cards, Simen with 32 pieces on 64 squares.

Modern chess may well blossom on the Internet, but without the solitary despair in a hotel room after losing on time on the 40th move, the game is much the poorer. Readers must picture the Baguio hotel room for themselves, and Liv must also be left to the imagination, but the position, which in this case is quite complicated, is the first diagram of this book.
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Del Campo – Simen Agdestein, World Junior Championship 1987 (1-0, White won on time)

Black has a winning position after 40...♗e8! 41.e7 ♖f1!, when White’s king is mated before Black’s.

Chess is blessed in that we can, several decades later, freeze the action and capture the moment where Simen lost the game on time. In this way, chess history is completely unlike other forms of sporting history. The competition can be relived on the page of a book as if one was an eyewitness to the moves.

It is no secret to anyone in Norwegian chess that Simen Agdestein is an exceptional player, but just as important for our story is that Simen also had a passion for the game and a vulnerability in his temperament that characterizes true Chess Players of all levels. His story is full of hope and doubts as well as inner and outer demons that many will recognize when we go behind the moves and see what Chess Players really think about. And by that, I don’t mean chess variations.

This is a book about chess the way it was. About chess before computers changed the game globally, and before Magnus Carlsen made the board game public property in Norway. This is the story about chess from the end of the 1970s and onwards, seen through the undoubtedly best and most interesting chess player Norway produced before Carlsen. If Carlsen is to Norwegian chess what Vishy Anand is for Indian chess, Simen is more like a mysterious Sultan Khan, the man from Punjab who beat Capablanca in the 1930s before he suddenly didn’t want to compete further in this dangerous board game, and ended his days as an ‘ordinary’ man in Pakistan.

Simen Agdestein was chosen to live out our dream. He had the ability, and had to bear the burden for the rest of us, averagely gifted woodpushers in Norwegian chess. It was Simen who would spend the 1980s sitting alone in a hotel room, pondering a complicated ‘adjournment’, and the meaning of life.

He loved chess, but perhaps not in the way the reader believes. Simen was no Luzhin in Nabokov’s The Defense, an obsessed chess talent with no interest in life beyond the board. Simen had to make impossible choices between life’s temptations and his calling as a chess player. The harder chess forces in Norway tried to drag him to the board, the more he resisted.

And then there’s football. Simen’s mother has kept thousands of newspaper clippings from that time. It’s not all the folders with old chess columns that make the biggest impression today on me as a chess player, but the mostly forgotten football clippings.

In 1988, ten years before ‘Drillo’ Olsen led Norway to a 2-1 victory over Brazil in the FIFA World Cup in Marseille, he was Simen’s coach for the club Lyn in Oslo: ‘Simen is gold,’ Drillo repeatedly told the Norwegian press back then. But the deeper insights of Drillo, a true intellectual and football nerd who was known as the ‘mad football professor’, were not always properly understood and appreciated before his tremendous success with the national team.


In 1990, the Norwegian newspaper Arbeiderbladet had a full-page with the headline ‘Simen doesn’t know how good he is...’ The quote came from Simen’s new coach at Lyn, Erling Hokstad. Hokstad, who was usually quite modest in his assessments, continued: ‘I have never seen a striker of Simen’s caliber. He is undoubtedly the best in Norway. He could have played for any European top club. Simen is something quite extraordinary.’

I can’t say that I knew Simen Agdestein the person well at that time, even if I played in the same club, was in the same room, met him over the board, exchanged a few words with him, and knew everything said and written about him. Nevertheless, I can’t call the protagonist of this book ‘Agdestein’. ‘Carlsen’ is fine, that is another world, a different generation, and gradually, a completely different, unique story. I am a bit uncomfortable writing ‘Magnus’, ‘Bobby’ or ‘Garry’. But with ‘Simen’ it’s different. Simen is my youth.

Yet two things prevented a close friendship between us then: I was four years younger, and I looked up to Simen as a star the likes of which Norwegian chess would never experience again. With time, age, and of course, Carlsen, Simen’s star would glitter less brightly, and he became one of the pieces of Norwegian chess, like the rest of us. And we became chess friends.

The idea of this book arose in 2019, when we had a chance meeting in the Oslo neighborhood of Bislett, the place I grew up, and a short stroll from the Oslo chess club on Bogstadveien. Simen was back in the apartment he had rented out for a quarter century. When he literally fled – in dramatic fashion – from the area in the early 1990s, his rating was at its peak, while his quality of life had reached an absolute nadir.

Our hero’s personal anti-climax, caught in a kind of black hole, becomes a kind of climax in the story of Norway’s first grandmaster. ‘We can end the story there,’ Simen said to me. ‘No, let’s follow you up to the duels against Carlsen,’ I replied. There is a direct line from mentor Agdestein to pupil Carlsen: The pair constitute the Norwegian school of chess, where chess is not a science, but a game, and sport.

Simen gave me the boxes from his attic in Asker, Myrabakken 27, which also included 300 curled, unpublished scoresheets – a treasure trove of Norwegian chess. With already published games, his life’s work now consists of about 1800 tournament encounters – or one game, an exam, every day for five years.

This sounds like a lot, but the total is actually unusually low for a modern grandmaster that has soon competed for 50 years. When he was at his best, months could pass without us seeing him. When Simen actually sat down at the board it was a special occasion for Norwegian chess. In those days, it was all we needed to be thrilled. For me, happiness was complete if I, as a chess mad teenager, also managed to get hold of the game to play through.

This is also the story of pieces outside the chessboard – from teammates on the national football team, to world champions Simen has met: Smyslov, Tal, Spassky, Karpov, Kasparov, Kramnik, Anand and Carlsen. And, of course, the other legends, like Korchnoi, Ivanchuk, or Shirov. There are those from the Soviet, analytical chess school of Polugaevsky, Salov and Bareev. And there is the battle for the West, against Hübner and Timman, or the English chess wave of Miles, Short and Adams, as well as the fight for Nordic supremacy against ‘the four Icelanders’ and legends like Danish Bent Larsen and Swedish Ulf Andersson.

The book is also a chess journey to local Norwegian conditions, where the pieces awaken in a gymnasium, or a classroom via chess characters such as the philosopher, the second and the fruit wholesaler – personalities who have formed Simen and created Norwegian chess culture.

When the reader encounters an unknown name, think of the mosaic in a Russian novel, such as Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, The Possessed, or Notes from Underground – to mention three classics that brush up against our story. The Brothers Karamazov becomes in our translation The Brothers Agdestein. Our minor characters, a mediocre or great chess master, give life to the protagonist. The names in themselves are not important, but the various characters together form the chess that used to be.

Tolstoy’s technical digressions of military strategy in War and Peace become for us digressions in the form of chess diagrams, where each game fragment makes up the grand story of Win, Loss and Draw.

But first and foremost we shall dig down into the mind of a young chess player. The chess player is always alone with their thoughts. What, now, is the meaning of this, and where does the path forward lead – if chess is just an escape? With us on the journey we have Simen’s dusty ‘notes from underground’, recorded in the margins in the course of a chess life, and stashed away in an attic for over 30 years.

‘I have just discovered something that helps. To write. I can’t quite free myself from the thought that one day someone is going to read what I write. But I will try not to let that prevent me from writing freely, exactly what I think. One day this will be valuable.’ (22 May, 1987, rapid chess tournament in Evry, France)






PART 1

Family background and environment (1974-1982)






Chapter 1

Hooked on chess

Simen Agdestein had some intense years with a ravenous appetite for chess, when he rose from rank beginner to (adult) Norwegian champion in four short years.

The first moves

Early in the 1970s, chess devotee Reidar Agdestein sowed the seeds of a chess family at home in Asker. ‘Papa’ Reidar always found some spare time for chess. Against little Simen, the youngest of four brothers, he started the game minus his queen. Gradually, the handicap became a rook, and then ever smaller until it was no longer interesting for the son to play against his father, even starting on even footing.

Simen’s first clear chess memory goes back to elder brothers Sjur and Pål, 11 and 10 years older than the youngest sibling. The two teenagers stormed home from junior high school during lunch recess to fit in a game over a portion of golden puffed oats. Simen contented himself by playing with the captured pieces that came off the board.

Pål soon became the chess teacher at the local elementary school. He brought Simen along, who hadn’t even started school, and placed him on the first board in a school championship, without the youngster giving it a second thought.

That summer, in 1974, Simen debuted in a serious national event, the Norwegian Championship, in Sandefjord. He had just turned seven years of age two months earlier, and took 3 points out of 9 in the ‘Lilleputt’ (à la Gulliver’s Travels’ Lilliputians) section (age 15 and below). The tournament mascot, the only player in Sandefjord who couldn’t write his name on the scoresheet, enjoyed himself on hikes with his big brothers and said philosophically to Pål: ‘I wish I could be seven years old for the rest of my life.’ The headlines in the local newspaper read: ‘The next Bobby Fischer’, but this was not a feeling Simen had himself.

‘I was hardly especially good. Really, I wasn’t particularly interested in chess,’ Simen muses today.

On the other hand: In a cryptic diary entry from his golden age at the end of the 1980s, he wrote: ‘We are all born geniuses. The question is just who will be most ruined.’

The awakening

Simen neither thought about nor played chess during his first school years. Four years would pass from his debut in Sandefjord until he finally got the bug.

His curiosity was piqued when his father sat and played through the games from the world championship match between Anatoly Karpov and Viktor Korchnoi in 1978. The 11-year-old Simen caught Reidar’s enthusiasm for the rebel and anti-Communist Korchnoi.

Later Simen would get to feel the moves and stares from Karpov and Korchnoi in several personal meetings over the board. The latter became his favorite player.

These evenings in the living room at home with Karpov-Korchnoi were the true starter’s pistol for a life of chess. Suddenly the pieces awoke, as if they were brought to life. This was no longer just a game of wooden blocks. Simen discovered that there was something magical hidden behind the cryptic symbols in the chess notation that carries us through a game. A new world opened up. There was something called the Spanish opening, where the bishop goes to b5 on the third move instead of to c4, as in the Italian. And then the Spanish bishop retreats both once and twice, chased by Black’s pawns. This astonished the young boy.

Magnus Carlsen read advanced opening books in English when he was nearly nine years old. By today’s standards, Simen was starting late, but he would soon come up to speed.

All true chess players remember their awakening, the first time when everything is new and exciting. Simen went with his father and brothers to the local chess club, which met at Bondi elementary, Simen’s own school.

Asker Schakklubb had the classic type of characters one finds in chess circles. The two youngest Agdestein brothers felt at ease from day one, they knew a chess atmosphere from home.

Espen, Simen’s two-year older brother, acted like he owned the place when two slightly older bookworms, a pair of brothers, turned up at the club in January 1979. In Espen’s head the two new brothers were, as Norwegians called weaklings, ‘mega-puddings’. After losing a blitz game against Espen, new boy Henrik said weakly: ‘I must have mixed up some variations.’ Espen answered cheekily: ‘The difference between us is that I remember my variations.’ Then Henrik tried his luck against Simen, who, compared to Espen, was a little child. Simen won easily, without the egghead understanding what had gone wrong.

‘How could these Agdestein boys be so good?’ the Carlsen brothers asked each other. Henrik and Fredrik Carlsen had played quite a bit of chess at home and considered themselves quite skilled. Henrik left the club crestfallen, and told his father about his humiliation. ‘Oh yeah, Reidar’s sons,’ old Carlsen said, knowing Agdestein senior from his student days in Trondheim.

Henrik, 16, was a bit nervous by nature and not completely comfortable playing and competing against strangers. This whippersnapper Simen frustrated him, and didn’t make him any less tense. He got no explanations for his loss, and there were no computer programs to ask. Henrik had believed he was good at calculating variations, he who was so good at mathematics. But he got knocked flat. Already then and there Henrik understood that he didn’t have a big future as a chess player.

Henrik gave up on Espen and Simen, and instead targeted older brother Pål Agdestein, who was more in his own weight class over the board. Luckily for Henrik, he would later have a son who could not only go toe to toe with Simen, but even become the world champion.

The first game recorded in Simen’s private archive is dated 29 April, 1979. Simen blundered a rook against an Asker kid his age, the most intellectual boy in the club.
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Fredrik Dahl – Simen Agdestein,

Asker 1979

White captured the rook with his queen, followed by a knight fork on c7.

Playing white was Fredrik Dahl, 13, the son of Ole Johan Dahl, Norway’s greatest computer scientist, who in a private letter at the end of the 1960s had found a purely mathematical solution to the ‘queen problem’ of the genius Gauss (where one calculates the number of possible positions where eight queens are placed on an empty chessboard without any of the queens threatening each other).

Simen, neither then nor later, cared about something like this. But when I tell Simen that most of what Information Technology is based upon (object-oriented programming) rests on the principles of Professor Dahl, he is more impressed.

In the club there was also a well-mannered, modest 14-year-old, who impressed his surroundings with his piano and table tennis skills. Simen didn’t know that this boy’s grandfather, Georg Christiansen, had a silver medal from the Norwegian chess championship. It would soon become clear that this 14-year-old would be difficult to grapple with, especially in the summer’s major national championships.

But there was another player in the club that Simen truly admired from the very first moment: the jovial gambler, a character that is also found in many chess circles. This cool, older boy lived just a few hundred meters from the Agdestein family, and was the ‘king of Myrabakken’, a magnet for the youngest chess kids. At the time of writing, Jøran Aulin-Jansson (born 1961) is a FIDE vice-president, under Russian Arkady Dvorkovich.

In addition there were of course a cast of anonymous old geezers. They were good to have around, you could always beat them. That there were no women in home or chess circles, gave Simen no second thoughts. But here Fredrik Dahl made a contribution by bringing along his older sister Ingrid, who would go on to become Norway’s first female International Master.

Starving in Molde

It could be tough going at home with the Agdestein boys, with fighting in the basement living room after school. Luckily, Espen had the same awakening at the chessboard, and he and Simen could compete on an even footing, where the older brother’s physical head start meant nothing.

Korchnoi learned to fight during the three-year long siege of Leningrad, and Simen became a fighter as the youngest of the brood. There was no family culture of talking out a conflict, everything had to be settled ‘man versus man’.

Espen became an invaluable chess sparring partner, but Simen could not get enough. He wanted to play all the time, and in desperation tried to teach his mother how to play. His friends were more receptive, and soon his entire childhood circle were playing. There was chess during recess, and after school.

A dozen children gathered for the tournaments at the Agdesteins, with no intervention from the grown-ups. Simen himself drew diplomas with borders.

In July 1979 Simen and Espen went to the Norwegian championships in Molde. It was Simen’s first summer holiday as a chess addict. The brothers would both play in the youngest class, ‘Lilleputt’, just like in Sandefjord five years earlier. They made the trip completely alone, without their parents.

Espen, who was very socially inclined, soon found friends he could hang around with, while 12-year-old Simen sat helplessly alone back in their room at the youth hostel, and didn’t know how he should get some food. After some days, he had to phone home: ‘I’m starving to death.’ Mom and Dad hopped into their car, and the next day the fridge was filled to the brim.

In the tournament Simen came up against slightly older clubmate and table tennis kid, Berge Christiansen. Simen’s play had reached a completely different level of maturity than even just a few months earlier in the club tournament, where he had played Fredrik. The 12-year-old made his first move demonstrating positional class in Molde.
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Berge Christiansen – Simen Agdestein, Norwegian Championship, Lilleputt, Molde 1979

Black played 24...♖h8

Simen found the optimal square for his rook, on h5 via h8. But greed followed shortly thereafter, the vice that would dog him throughout his career, a strength and a weakness that he shared with Korchnoi. Simen grabbed a poisoned pawn and lost.

His opponent Berge finished in second place (on tiebreak behind Einar Brekken). A short while later he changed his family name to Østenstad and became a collector of national titles, winning the elite division eight times, a total that Simen himself would only match in 2022.
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Berge Østenstad (b. 1964). Norway’s sixth grandmaster in 2003. Eight victories in the top flight of the Norwegian Championship from 1984 to 2011. Classically schooled positional player. Good in defense and table tennis, according to Simen.

Simen, though unrated, took his share of scalps as well in the Lilleputt section. Simen had not yet considered himself to be a special chess talent, but nevertheless ended up in fourth place, a few spots ahead of Espen.

Simen earned a Norwegian rating of 1650 after the event, over 700 points more than Magnus Carlsen’s first national rating (at the age of nine).

In Molde Simen was most focused on the fight for first in the Junior (under 20) section, where 17-year-old Jøran, the hero from Myrabakken, was featuring. He had learned chess from Simen’s older brother Pål, and he was now Asker’s best player. Henrik Carlsen was one of many who got a glimpse of how good Jøran had become, when the world champion’s father played his first tournament game in Asker.

Jøran went past Henrik’s board without stopping. Later, Jøran asked how the game went. ‘I lost,’ Henrik replied. ‘But you could have played...’ Henrik could not believe what he was hearing. Jøran had hardly looked at the board. Henrik concluded that a truly strong player only needed two or three seconds to understand the essence of a position – this was quite different than the level then at the Carlsen family home.

The Norwegian championship was also Simen’s first meeting with the fruit wholesaler and chess lover from Trondheim, Arnold J. Eikrem (1932-1996). The 12-year-old experienced the massive uproar at the federation annual meeting during the event, lasting 15 hours, an evening and a night, of the championship week. It was Eikrem they argued about. He was federation president and would become absolutely pivotal for Simen’s chess development, but he had little control over accounts and similar details.

It was the most dramatic national congress Norwegian chess had ever seen. It would take another 40 years before there was a drama to exceed it, when the assembly in Larvik 2019 handled the polarizing Kindred affair, proposing a cooperation between the Norwegian chess federation and the gambling industry. In Larvik, Jøran Aulin-Jansson was a sort of general for the ‘yes’-side, with support from Espen Agdestein and father and son Carlsen, while Simen Agdestein and the Grønn family fought for the ‘no’-side. The Nos won the vote convincingly, but in retrospect the entire affair felt like collective self-harm for Norwegian chess, a far cry from chess as it used to be.

Pals and solitude

As soon as summer ended a new chess season began in autumn 1979, with a club junior match of 15 boards between Asker and the perennially powerful Oslo Schakselskap. Asker fielded a team that would truly leave its mark on Norwegian chess: Jøran on first board, Berge on 4th, Simen on 6th, followed by Henrik and Espen. There were now three overlapping arenas that could satisfy Simen’s insatiable appetite for the game: blitz at home with Espen, Asker Schakklubb, and school chess.

Bondi School became Norwegian champion for elementary school teams in the spring of 1980. The gang of chess playing pals was so large that they fielded two teams of even strength in the district championship in order to get all of the lads qualified for the national event.

Simen remembers a magic moment when Jørgen Bjelke (today Jøran’s business partner) beat a future member of the Norwegian national women’s team, Anne de Linde, and thereby secured qualification for Bondi’s second team as well.

The conclusion of the Akershus County championship felt as exciting as Carlsen’s future world title match. Simen, the driving force behind Bondi’s first team, had discovered the essence of true chess happiness. In the break between Christmas 1980 and New Year’s Eve, Simen dropped big brother Sjur’s wedding and left for the godforsaken railway junction of Hallsberg, Sweden. Mom and Pop Agdestein agreed on his priorities: Chess came first, family second.

It was the first New Year’s Eve – but far from the last – that he sat alone in a hotel room. Simen felt at home in the international junior set but struggled to express himself. He stammered. Simen would battle with his voice and breathing in various ways for the next 25 years.

Simen’s maiden voyage began badly, but concluded with four wins in a row. He analyzed his performance in ingenuous fashion in federation magazine Norsk Sjakkblad: ‘I think the strong finish came from me gradually getting to know so many people and not being so lonely. There were good prizes. For every game won you got 25 Swedish kroner.’

When Magnus Carlsen was 13 years old, Simen wrote the first biography of the young grandmaster. When Simen was 13 himself, he was ‘discovered’ at the national level in far more modest circumstances, featuring in an article by Norwegian master Svein Gustav Myreng in Norsk Sjakkblad issue 6, 1980.

The backdrop was that Thor Støre, pugnacious chess columnist in the national newspaper Dagbladet, as well as a former national elite player and Member of Parliament for The Liberal Party, had deplored the current level of Norway’s junior players. Simen, completely ignorant of this debate, contributed a rebuttal in his own way, sweeping Støre off the board in just 20 moves.
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Simen Agdestein – Thor Støre, Skei Grand Prix, Gausdal 1980 (final position)

If Black captures the knight, White recaptures with discovered check from the queen. Black’s king moves, and White’s queen checks on d7, with mate soon to follow. 1-0.

Drawing of lots

Team chess is the most fun a young chess player can have. The chess fellowship in elementary school was magic. Luckily the chess fever continued through Risenga High School, when eight classmates managed to get chess on their curriculum as an elective. They were independent and needed no teacher or trainer. There was noisy piece-banging in the classroom, with occasional breaks into song. The girls just gave the gang of nerds strange stares.

In 1981 Risenga took part in the Nordic championship, on Norwegian turf, in Skien. Simen and Espen were on the top boards. Simen’s best friend in the group, Håvard Espelin, had to hold a draw against the Swedish team in the last round to make Risenga champions. In a nerve-wracking endgame, he could have mated the Swede in three, but made a tactical draw and secured the gold medal.

As was the norm in those times, the youngsters traveled without parents. Simen reported in the national chess magazine for juniors, Førsteraden: ‘The organization was, in our opinion, very good. Our room could perhaps have had more beds. Our five players shared a single room, placed on, besides and under the one bed we had.’

Simen and Espen were also key players for Asker’s junior team, which was clearly the strongest in the country. Before the Norwegian championship for junior teams in 1981, veteran Jøran suggested that they draw lots to decide their board order. Jøran, who usually had luck in games, had to settle for playing last board here. Berge drew board two, while Espen got number one.

But the days when Simen got beat by big brother were gone. Espen buried his own ambitions and understood that Simen was what mattered now. He graciously conceded top board to his little brother, and moved himself to third.

For Simen, this episode was a turning point. Espen was his biggest supporter, and admired what he today describes as ‘Simen’s divine strength’, both chessically and physically. Espen also had a certain versatility in sport, but had a far more easygoing nature. He simply didn’t like to tire himself out or compete.

The youngsters completely dominated Asker’s spring and autumn tournaments. Simen dreamed up new openings against the old-timers, who were not prepared for the sudden rise in level in the club. It was impossible not to delight at a new generation wiping the floor with the older guard.

 Nevertheless, in the 1981 spring tournament, Simen didn’t manage to beat father Reidar – the game ended in a draw. When the two met again in the fall, Reidar went all out and sacrificed two rooks in order to mate his son, but Dad was one move too late.
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Simen Agdestein – Reidar Agdestein, Asker Fall 1981

Black threatens mate on g2, but it is White to move: 48.♕d8 mate.

‘Take care of these games,’ Reidar said. ‘There might be a book someday.’ There is only one copy of the game above, in a box in the attic.






Chapter 2

Paternal inheritance

Simen’s versatile abilities invite a genealogical detour. Simen’s grandfathers, three in total, each lived, in their own way, remarkable lives. Their life choices and personal traits raise eternal questions of heredity versus environment. Where do the roots of Simen’s talent lie?
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Agdestein home roots

Agdestein is a name that sounds good in Norwegian. Foreign chess players tend to assume that the name must be Jewish, as half of the game’s world champions are Jewish. Among the stars of the chess pantheon shine names like Rubinstein, Bronstein, Stein and Harry Weinstein (later known as Garry Kasparov). But far from it. Agdestein – the name and the place – are as authentically West-Norwegian as possible.

The name comes from school teacher musician Reinert Agdestein, from the village of Agdestein.

In 1927, Reinert lost both his wife and first-born in childbirth. Shortly afterward, he confided to Ruth, who had her baby boy Reidar with her while she worked at the local café: ‘I have just lost one like that.’

Reinert and Ruth moved into the schoolhouse and were married in January 1928, half a year after Reidar was born. They would have two more sons. The three Agdestein boys grew up in bare, tiny Agdestein, on the western island of Stord. Later eldest son Reidar would go on to have four boys of his own.

There was a lot of testosterone in this family, but Reinert was different. He was gentle and kind. It was Ruth, Simen’s paternal grandmother, who was the strict parent, punishing her three sons with the birch rod, Reidar wrote in his memoirs.

What Reidar didn’t write, was that he himself carried on some of his mother’s outdated methods of raising children. Only Simen escaped, as the youngest. Simen was his father’s little angel.

Grandfather Reinert Agdestein was an artistic soul, the only man in the village who never learned to milk or slaughter. Instead, he was the impetus behind band and choir. Son Reidar played alto horn, cello and piano – explaining his constant humming and whistling during blitz chess sessions at the chess club many years later.

In adulthood Simen would begin taking song, piano and dance lessons. Is this interest in music a result of heredity, or environment? The environmental influence can undoubtedly be traced back to musical Reinert, but who really was Reidar Frank Agdestein?

Reidar got the shocking news as a teenager, after having begun to take practical charge of the running of the family farm. He had seen himself as a West-Norwegian ‘Agdestein’, a classic heir to the land. But the Jewish-sounding middle name ‘Frank’ hid a family secret, which was now revealed to him. Overnight he was virtually disinherited, left to himself and his two empty hands.

This experience would always influence Reidar’s life philosophy: He had no tolerance for whining or weakness. ‘Man up, boy!’ was the mantra his sons heard. What mattered was building a shell, where feelings and newfangled tenderhearted bulls hit were kept out. Reidar was a jovial, social hub at the chess club, but hard-handed at home and a dark blue conservative politically.

His train of thought was: ‘I had to make it on my own. Others should have to as well. My tax money should not be going to the lazy.’

While studying engineering in Trondheim Reidar met his wife Unni, who would bear four sons. Simen was quickly critical of his father’s domineering role in the family. His mother was reduced to a servant.

When Unni was nine months pregnant with Simen, Reidar presumptuously announced a grand party for Constitution Day (17 May). The responsibility for food and service automatically fell to his wife, who desperately took castor oil to accelerate the birth. Simen was born on 15 May 1967, and luckily, the party was canceled.

The mother of four dreamed of taking preliminary philosophy exams at Blindern/Oslo University, but it was absolutely unthinkable that Reidar would pitch in at home. Instead, Unni took a job in her husband’s company, where he continued to order around his secretary-wife.

Most of the Agdesteins I have spoken with confirm that there was an imbalance in the family. Reidar was formed by the attitudes of his time, and didn’t know better.

At home in Slemdal in 2019, Unni herself told me: ‘I missed having a daughter. I think that could have changed a lot.’

Security question: ‘Do you play chess?’

For Simen, the knowledge of his biological paternal grandfather came quite late – in Sweden, in 1988.

For the Norwegian chess audience, it is the game between Simen Agdestein and Lev Polugaevsky that is remembered from the Haninge tournament, just outside Stockholm. Polugaevsky, 54, one of the foremost chess analysts in the world, won the tournament, ahead of Swedish ace Ulf Andersson, and with Simen, who had just turned 21, in third place. Another legend, Viktor Korchnoi, finished in fifth.
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Simen Agdestein – Lev Polugaevsky, Haninge 1988

Black has a pile of pawns for the rook and has various threats, but Simen has calculated every last detail: 22.♘f6!! (if Black now takes the rook on h1, ♖c7 follows, with ♖xf7 and ♖xh7 mate to come) 22...♘f5 23. ♖h2 (1-0, see Game 9).
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Lev Polugaevsky (1934-1995). Born in Mogilev (Byelorussia, Soviet Union), died in Paris. Six Olympic gold medals for the USSR. Ranked number 3 in the world in 1976. Anatoly Karpov’s second in his world title matches against Viktor Korchnoi.

But Simen has a different, and more important memory from Haninge: ‘After one of the games a man came over to me, cautiously. I was probably not in a particularly friendly mood, focused on chess as I was, but my eyes widened when he introduced himself as my father’s half-brother. I saw immediately the physical likeness between Uncle Evald and Dad.’

[image: Img]

For Reidar, his father was always Reinert Agdestein, and for Simen the cozy man from Agdestein on Stord was always his grandfather – but Simen’s new paternal grandfather opens a fascinating chapter in the Agdestein chronicles. Where does Simen’s ‘chess gene’ come from? What was the source of Simen’s creativity on the chessboard – and unorthodox life choices away from the board? When Simen was at his best, in chess and football, he never looked back. Isak Steinberg as well had a life journey that never allowed resting on one’s laurels or accumulated assets.

Isak Steinberg, Simen’s biological paternal grandfather, came from Kurland in the Baltic states. He fled from war and persecution of the Jews, ending up in Vardø in Finnmark, northern Norway. There he made Simen’s grandmother, Ruth Gabrielsen, pregnant. This seemed to be under happy circumstances until Ruth’s friend also became pregnant. With the same father.

In desperation, the new single mother Ruth went to her sister on Stord with a little tyke, Reidar Frank, as part of her baggage. Mother and child were a perfect match for widower Reinert who had just lost his wife and infant in childbirth.

Chess did not exist in Reidar’s life until he was nearly 30. He got his first engineering job in 1954, coincidentally in Stockholm, where Isak Steinberg had made a home for his wife Rebekka and their children – Simen’s uncles – Evald and Rolf. Did Reidar dare make contact? He found the address, but lost his nerve and turned back.

When Isak died in June 1960, 71 years old, Reidar visited his widow. Rebekka noted the striking physical resemblance, listened to Isak’s unknown son, before posing a little security question: ‘Do you play chess?’ Then and there, Reidar decided to carry the chess tradition on in the family. He started playing at Oslo Schakselskap.

‘I probably get my chess talent from Latvia,’ Simen concludes.

Steinberg – the unknown gene

The story of Isak Steinberg is no less dramatic than the game from Haninge between Simen and Polugaevsky. It is an incredible life story that reflects the collective European tragedy of the first half of the 20th century. But it is also a story of fighting, of an irrepressible optimism – and a quite happy ending.

There are many things that are not discussed aloud in either the Agdestein or Steinberg families, so it is not easy to understand who Isak Steinberg was. The Norwegian authorities clearly didn’t. However, one thing that no authorities ever doubted was that he was Jewish.

Isidor (Isak) Steinberg was born 12 June 1889, in a Jewish colony in the small Hanseatic city Hasenpoth (Latvian: Aizpute), in the Kurland region southwest of the Gulf of Riga. His father Leopold was a tailor.

The region was part of the Russian empire. Over half of the residents of Hasenpoth in the mid-1800s were Jewish. A hundred years later that percentage was zero.

German was Isak’s family’s mother tongue, but they also spoke a dialect of Yiddish. Isak also had a command of the administrative language, Russian, and probably Latvian, which was predominant in the rural community.

Isak’s parents divorced, and as a teenager he lived with his father. However, his new stepmother froze him out and he was forced into an itinerant life. At that time, around 1905, Hasenpoth was the scene of brutal battles between revolutionary forces and Cossacks loyal to the tsar.

It is not clear when, but at any rate well before the outbreak of the First World War, Isak saw no alternative but to flee. He was a young man with a lust for life, but no future at home. The threat of military service for the tsar, in practice often equivalent to a death sentence, loomed over his head. During his journey he likely found space on a boat across the Baltic Sea to Sweden.

In this way he avoided becoming cannon fodder in the battles for Kurland in 1915, during WWI. When Russia lost terrain, the Jews were immediately accused of espionage for Germany. Tsar Nicholas II issued an order for the mass deportation of Jews, and in the course of two days 40,000 Jews were sent in cattle cars from Kurland to the inner reaches of Russia.

Young Steinberg followed his intuition and traveled on westward, from the Swedish coast to Denmark and Copenhagen, where he started as a goldsmith’s apprentice. He was quick to grasp the opportunities that were offered, but how could he take advantage of his Russian language knowledge?

In 1917, the year of the revolution, he went north with a trading ship and landed in the small Norwegian city Vardø, not far from the Russian border. He tried his luck along the coast, in the Russian-Norwegian Pomor trade of fish and grain that had deep roots in North Norway.

In Trondheim we find traces of a first paternity case, when he had a son in October 1918. That was the beginning of a battle against Norwegian authorities. Steinberg’s crime was that he ‘flits around and does business that makes disproportionate profits’.

Trondheim police authorities further charged that Steinberg was ‘a Russian subject’, an unfortunate label right after the revolution and ensuing Russophobia. But what was the true status of Kurland in the fall of 1918? It is quite unclear, and central Norwegian authorities concluded that Steinberg was more likely ‘a Lithuanian subject’. Lithuania had achieved independence on 16 February 1918, but strictly speaking, Lithuania was south of Kurland.

Steinberg moved back unnoticed to Vardø, where he charmed yet another young girl. Business went well, and in December 1919 he sought permission to make a business trip to Kristiania, as Oslo was then known. When this was rejected, he voluntarily traveled to Russia. In the Vardø church registry in 1920, one can read of a young mother that ‘has not resisted tempters (the Father), who is not easy to get hold of, and is the merchant Isidor Steinberg, Murmansk, Russia’. Two paternity cases in 1918 and 1920 would later result in two older half-siblings to Reidar Frank Agdestein.

In the meantime, Lithuanian diplomats had informed Norwegian authorities that Steinberg had been born in Latvia, and was therefore not Lithuanian. The backdrop for this was that the independent republic of Latvia, which included Kurland, had been established on 18 November, 1918. In reality, Germans, Bolsheviks (with the support of major parts of the Jewish population) and Latvians battled for control over Kurland until the summer of 1920, when the Latvians eventually triumphed.

At the same time, Steinberg had had enough of civil war and hunger in the Bolsheviks’ new Russia, and he returned to Norway as an undocumented refugee in September 1920. The Kirkenes police authorities contacted the Latvian consul, but he did not recognize ‘the Russian’ Steinberg as a Latvian citizen. Steinberg, meanwhile, continued his successful Russian business in the north.

In March 1921 the chief of police in Vardø received a message from above to effect a deportation to Russia, but in October 1922, after much bumbling, the Department of Justice gave up on all efforts to throw Steinberg out of the country.

Steinberg never mentioned to his children what he went through as a refugee. He had a bright outlook on life and only related one story from his time in North Norway: He had been hugely successful when he traveled around with his wares ... and a tame, Russian bear.

The last we know of Steinberg’s work in the north is once again linked to his reproductive abilities. The seducer helped bring two more children to the world in Vardø in 1927, of whom Reidar Frank was one. Isak Steinberg’s Swedish grandson Ola Steinberg relates: ‘If there was one thing that grandpa Isak, papa Evald, and uncle Rolf had in common, it was a way with women. When Rolf died in 2001, the rest of the family was speechless as they stood and watched all the unknown women who turned up at the funeral.’

In 1932 Isak Steinberg had finally made it to the Norwegian capital, where he rented a room in the Grefsen area. On the ladies front, he settled down with the 15 years younger Rebekka Levin. In connection with the wedding, he joined the Jewish Community of Oslo. He was done with his bachelor life, and found his way back to his Jewish roots, without becoming religious.

Business went well, thanks to the solid start capital from his years in North Norway. Steinberg opened his own textile business in Grønland in Oslo. Hatikwoh, a monthly magazine for Jews in Norway, wrote later in connection with Steinberg’s 50th birthday in June 1939, that the celebrant ‘is a very likeable person, who has won many friends. He always takes part when it comes to contributions to our many institutions.’

Life smiled upon Steinberg when his sons Kai Evald (1937-2017) and Rolf Arne (1939-2001) were born into a well-to-do family that owned their own car and typewriter, as well as an apartment and shop in Lakkegata 15. Without informing his wife, Isak sent irregular ‘child support payments’ to the Agdestein family in Western Norway.

The last escape

Then came the war, and the persecution of the Jews. Steinberg ended up at Grini in the summer of 1941, an obligatory though brief imprisonment for stateless Jews. When the
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