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Editor’s Foreword

Mikhail Tal was a remarkable man. His brilliant successes in the years leading up to his World Championship victory excited the chess world; his very name became synonymous with brilliance and attacking flair.

‘Misha’ had a warm and engaging personality without a hint of malice. His enthusiasm for the game he loved was unquenchable. In his later years he was afflicted by severe health problems which would have crushed a lesser man, but he never complained about his difficulties and continued to play chess right up to his death. Misha hated to postpone a game; even if he had to slip out of his doctors’ grasp, he would try to make it somehow. Despite his fragile appearance, his attacking powers and astonishingly quick sight of the board remained intact.

My last visit to him was in May 1992, just after he had returned from Barcelona, his last major tournament. He ‘showed’ me his fine win against Lautier, but was so weak that he had to lie on his back and dictate the moves and analysis ‘blindfold’ to me, while I played them over on a board. He died on 28th June 1992, and the chess world is a much poorer place for his absence.

I was delighted to be asked by Cadogan Books to work on a new edition of his, classic book The Life and Games of Mikhail Tal, which covers his career up to 1975. This is one of those rare chess books which is not only splendidly instructive, but also conveys a real impression of the author’s personality.

There was relatively little for me to do apart from convert the moves to algebraic notation. I corrected some obvious misprints and errors (the incorrect diagram for the game fragment and the missed mate in one in the analysis of game 90 are typical examples). In some cases there were errors caused by misprints, for instance the accidental omission of moves. I have corrected these without comment. Likewise, in about 20 academic cases, I have tidied up the end of a variation. I do not doubt that Tal would have agreed to these changes had he still been alive to go over the proofs. If there was any doubt about the analysis, or if the change was in any way significant, my remark appears as a footnote.

To avoid confusion, I should explain that footnotes which are marked ‘Editor’s note’ and ‘Translator’s note’ are transcribed from the RHM edition. The unattributed footnotes are mine and appear for the first time in this edition.

John Nunn
Chertsey, June 1997
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The chess world owes Cadogan Books plc a debt of gratitude for undertaking the monumental task of bringing this classic work by Mikhail Tal back into print. Since being first published in 1976 by RHM, and never reprinted due to the subsequent collapse of the publisher, a whole generation has grown up who have never even seen a copy. Yet The Life and Games of Mikhail Tal is quite probably the greatest chess book ever written. I am sure that everybody involved in the initial edition will be delighted that Tal’s masterpiece is once again available to lovers of chess world-wide.

In this respect we must thank David Levy (the original editor), and everyone else involved in RHM’s pioneering original edition. All of the game annotations are by Tal himself, except for games 8, 11-13, 16-18, 23 and 29 (done jointly by Tal and Koblents, his Latvian trainer) and games 87, 88 and 92 (done jointly by Tal and Kirilov).

For this marvellous new algebraic version, Grandmaster John Nunn spent weeks transcribing the material from descriptive notation, checking the text and deciphering unintelligible variations. Ken Neat (who did so much fine translation work on the original version) has retranslated games 33 and 34 from Russian especially for this edition, and has also fully updated Tal’s tournament and match record.

Murray Chandler
London, June 1997


Tournament and Match Record

Tal, Mikhail Nekhemyevich, born 9th November 1936 in Riga. Eighth Champion of the World, six times USSR Champion, International Grandmaster, Honoured USSR Master of Sport. Holder of the Orders ‘Decoration of Honour’ and ‘Friendship of Peoples’. Journalist. Member of the ‘Daugava’ Sports Society, Riga. Died 28th June 1992, in Moscow.
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1 My First Steps

Dialogue between a chess player and a journalist
(instead of an autobiography)

Dramatis personae:

A CHESS PLAYER. Mikhail Tal

A JOURNALIST. Who knows, perhaps alias ...

JOURNALIST. Well now, ‘Shall we begin?’. Did you think, on first sitting down at the chessboard, that you would at some time play a match for the World Championship? Incidentally, what do you recall of your first game?

CHESS PLAYER. Did I think ... Probably not. Matches for the World Championship are fairly rare events, and from the physical point of view it is simply not possible for many chess fans to take part in them. I say fans, because, after all, even professionals are chess fans.

But about my first game. When one of us first plays chess, he is like a man who has already caught a dose of microbes of, say, Hong Kong ‘flu. Such a man walks along the street, and he does not yet know that he is ill. He is healthy, he feels fine, but the microbes are doing their work.

Something similar, though less harmful, occurs in chess. You have just been shown that the knight moves like the Russian letter Γ, the bishop diagonally, the castle (note, the castle, not the rook) in a straight line, while the queen (once again not the fyerz1, but the queen!) – likes her own colour. You lose the first game. But at some time, if your father or elder brother or simply an old friend wants to be kind to you, then you win, and as a result feel very proud of yourself. A few days pass, and suddenly you involuntarily begin to sense that, without chess, there is something missing in your life. Then you may rejoice: you belong to that group of people without a natural immunity to the chess disease ...

This is the way we all begin. And then – the same road; for some it is smooth, for others less so. But when you sit down to play a match for the World Championship, then sometimes you recall that first game.

I lost my first serious game. To my cousin. And when, for the first time in my life, I fell into ‘scholar’s mate’, it was a real tragedy, because at that time I considered myself to be an experienced player. The fact is that my elders were extremely kind, and while learning I had many more ‘victories’ to my credit than defeats.

And then this tragedy. The first in the whole of my 10 years...

Then, for some completely different reason – it seems that I wanted to join a drama group – I entered the Riga Palace of Pioneers. In the corridor I suddenly noticed a sign on one of the doors: ‘Chess Section’. Excellent!, I thought. I’ll go in and say to the man who is helping the others that my feelings have been hurt, and he will teach me and show me how to win.

I went in. I wasn’t shown anything straight away, but I stayed. I stayed, and became fascinated, perhaps because I was very fortunate with my first chess teacher. His name, Yanis Kruzkop, will not be familiar to many chess players. But he has done a great deal for chess, since in all his pupils he has implanted, to put it stylistically, a whole-hearted love for the game.

After a few months of lessons I began winning against my elder brother. But – what a terrible thing – in doing so I did not feel any particular satisfaction, for I saw that he was not playing well. The time had come to seek stronger opponents ...

JOURNALIST. Would you recall for us, please, all your first games; the first in a tournament, the first against a master, the first to appear in print.

CHESS PLAYER. Of course I first played against a master in a simultaneous display. The young master Ratmir Kholmov, who had just made a very successful appearance in the 1947 International Chigorin Memorial Tournament, came to Riga, and therefore we were all highly intrigued. I won in, as it then seemed to me, combinative style.


[image: image]
Kholmov – Tal
Riga simul 1949



18 axb5 Rxf3 19 Rxa7 Qxb5 20 gxf3 (20 Rb1 Rxc3!) 20...Qg5+ 21 Kh1 Rg8 0-1

My first serious tournament was the Riga Youth Championship. At that time I had a fourth category rating, obtained at the Pioneers’ Palace. It was a pretty low rating, but according to some unofficial data I was considered to be a promising player, and was allowed into the Championship.

I started very well: three out of three. But then for the first, and, unfortunately, not the last time, I had to go directly from the tournament to hospital on account of scarlet fever. And on the same day that this occurred, a mass match over 100 boards was held in Riga between adults and young players. I played somewhere around board 45, and an indication of the way I was feeling can be gained from the fact that I was mated as White in about 8 moves. Incidentally, it was one of my three starting wins which first appeared in print, in the All-Union youth magazine Zatyeynik.
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Tal – Leonov
Riga Junior Ch Semi-final, 1949



19 Rf6! A blockading sacrifice, by which White prevents 19...f5, while threatening 20 Rxh6. 19...Qf8 20 Rf4 Bd7 21 Ng4 The pressure mounts. 21…Be8 22 Nf6+! Nxf6 23 exf6 Rc7 24 fxg7 Kxg7 25 Qe5+ 1-0

JOURNALIST. Well? Did you cut the article out?

CHESS PLAYER. No, I didn’t – but I was very pleased with it!

JOURNALIST. And had you reached the level where you would dream about games or adjourned positions?

CHESS PLAYER. This happened to me even a little earlier, in 1947, and turned out excellently! In one of the innumerable tournaments at the Pioneers’ Palace I adjourned a game against Krapivner, a second category player, in what I then considered to be a hopeless position. That evening I tried everything I could in the position, for the resumption was the following morning. I could find nothing, and so I decided that I would go in and resign. But during the night I dreamed about some unintelligible idea connected – I remember this clearly – with the adjourned game. On resumption I thought for some 10 minutes, and found it!

But then, unfortunately, I dropped below ‘that level’, and never again in my life have I dreamed about an adjourned game.

Then, by-passing the third category, I succeeded in gaining the second category rating in my next tournament, and I now began to take a real interest in chess. And if we are still talking about ‘firsts’, then I must recall my first departure from Riga to the ‘International’, as we then proudly considered it, Tournament of Pioneers’ Palaces of the three Baltic Republics. We had to travel to Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania.

Our team was the youngest there. I, for instance, was only 12 years old. And in my first game against the Estonians my opponent was a very adult-looking 16-17 year old. Evidently the Estonian players had come only to win, which would explain the fact that their team was not altogether made up of Pioneers. And it was not at all surprising that the Riga team took last place, while on second board I scored only one point out of four. But it was this point that proved decisive, since I won against the Estonian player, and as a result the home team took first place. Probably because of this, for the first time in my life, I was awarded the prize for the most interesting game of the event, although I was highly sceptical about my creative success. The prize – a luxurious edition of Aleksei Tolstoy’s book Peter the First – was very fine, but terribly heavy. And when it was presented to me, it seemed only slightly easier to drag it back to the table where our team was sitting, than it had been to win the award-winning game ...

In the next year, 1949, I took part in official All-Union events for the first time, when I played for the Latvian youth team in the Championship of the Soviet Union. Incidentally, during the six years that my age allowed me to take part in youth events, I progressed from the last to the first board in our team. In my first game – it was in the match with Byelorussia – I won, but this success proved to be my only one. I recall a curious encounter from the tournament with the Lithuanian candidate master Mendeleevsky, which at one point shook my youthful belief in the irreproachability of the elite.

The point is that a year earlier in the Match-Tournament for the World Championship, Botvinnik had sacrificed a pawn in the Slav Defence, and had won very nicely against Euwe. At that time I frequently played this opening, and during the game I established the fact that Mendeleevsky and I were conscientiously following the steps of Botvinnik and Euwe. In addition, I recalled very well that the theorists had condemned the pawn capture, and had recommended another move instead. In particular, Botvinnik had stated this in his notes to the game. And at the board I thought for a very long time, trying to disprove Botvinnik, because I thought to myself: surely Euwe, such an expert on theory, couldn’t have made a mistake. In the end, ‘boldly’ following the Dutch Ex-World Champion, I also obtained a lost position, and lengthy thought led to my first loss on time and, thank God, this was the only one in all my years of chess.

JOURNALIST. Does this mean that your ‘single combat’ with the World Champion began at this point? Or should account be taken of the summer of 1948, when you set off with a chessboard to play against Botvinnik, who had arrived on holiday?

CHESS PLAYER. This story is widely known, and I always smile, however many times I hear it. But it is evidently time to explain that it is merely a story. It is true that Botvinnik, after winning the World Championship, took a holiday by the sea at Riga. I knew about this and wanted to play against him, but there the truth ends. When I told my family of my intentions they gently dissuaded me from issuing a challenge to the World Champion. But then your journalistic colleagues heard about it, and immediately ‘placed’ a chessboard under my arm, sent me off to play Botvinnik, and – how can there be any intrigue without women! – introduced into the act a woman, who barred my way at the World Champion’s door.

In the following Youth Championship of the country I was already playing on a higher board for Latvia, and on this occasion I was taught an instructive lesson. We had to play a preliminary match with our contemporaries from the Russian Federation, for which we travelled to Yaroslavl. My opponent was a strong player, the very likeable Victor Golenishev, a future master. Our first game progressed with changing fortunes, and was adjourned in an ending slightly inferior for me. But analysis disclosed that I could obtain by force a position with a knight against two bishops, and nothing else on the board.

Only relatively recently, eighteen months to two years previously, had I learned to give mate to a lone king with two bishops, and, naturally, did not suspect that, having a knight, I would face any difficulties. Therefore, when this position was reached, I began trying to catch my opponent’s eye, expecting an offer of a draw. But play went on, and still no offer, and after 10-12 moves I began to sense that it was not at all so simple. In the end I lost the game, and only managed to gain my revenge 11 years later in my second match with Botvinnik, when I won a similar ending (17th Match game, 1961 – Translator’s note).

A striking example of the benefit of youth tournaments!

On that occasion, in Yaroslavl, we did not reach the final. But in the following year, as a result of a very interesting trip to Kishinyev – I had never before been so far away from home, and people looked at us as foreigners – we reached the final, since we defeated the Moldavian lads. There I played what was evidently the first successful ending in my life. Everyone thought that the bishop ending where I was a pawn up would be a draw, but we managed to find an interesting bishop manoeuvre which gave White a forced win.
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Tal – Giterman
USSR Junior Team Ch, 1951



44 Kf3 Bf7 45 Bb7 Bg8 46 Ke3 Bf7 47 Bf3 Bg8 48 Kd3 Ba2 49 Be2 Bd5 50 Bd1 Bg8 51 Kc3 Bf7 52 Bb3 Be8 53 Bd1 Bf7 54 Bf3 Ba2 55 Bc6 Bg8 56 Bb5 Bd5 57 Be2 Zugzwang! 57...Bf7 58 Bc4 Be8 59 Kb3 Bc6 60 Be2 The bishop finishes its dance. 60...a4+ 61 Kb4 Kf6 62 Kc5 Be8 63 Bb5 1-0

In the final I was now playing on board four, and enjoyed at that time the reputation of a hussar-like tactician, always ready to sacrifice something. But here, taking into account the team’s interests, our captain advised me to play quietly and reservedly. The results were immediately apparent! In the very first round, playing White in a well-known variation of the Caro-Kann Defence, I sacrificed a pawn according to theory – I considered that I had the right to do this – but then the normal continuation of the attack was to sacrifice two further pawns, and, in some cases, a rook. Bearing in mind what my captain had said, I began looking for a peaceful solution to the position, got into time-trouble and lost. This happened every time that I attempted to play reservedly and accurately. It was only when my opponents themselves thrust wild complications upon me, and I could not avoid them, that I was successful.

Besides, I already considered myself to be quite an experienced player. At the end of 1950 I had made my debut in the adult Championship of Riga. In the quarter-final I scored 12½ out of 13, and reached the first category norm, then from the semi-final I went through to the final. I finished the Championship with 9 points out of 19, somewhere in the region of 11th-14th places. However, it was something else that was rather curious.

There were two masters playing in the final – Alexander Koblents from Riga, my future trainer, and, hors concours, the Muscovite Evgeny Zagoryansky, together with five candidate masters and 13 first category players. Against the masters I scored 1½ points, and was pleased with my defence of a difficult position against Zagoryansky. My score against the candidates was 3½, but against my fellow first category players – 4 out of 12!

Nevertheless, I got through to the Latvian Championship, although this was my fourth tournament in a row and perhaps a little more attention should have been paid to my school work, especially since the third quarter of the school year was finishing.

The tournament began not at all badly for me. In the first round I saved my game against Strautmanis in a way that I liked then, and still do – I fell into a trap, so as to then catch my opponent in it. I got into a difficult position as Black, but then found a combination, apparently overlooking a tactical blow, but in fact winning my opponent’s queen for rook and bishop by force. The game finished as a draw. In the second round I fairly quickly defeated the Liepaya player Gravitis, but then in the third round came a tragedy which thoroughly upset me. In my game against the candidate master Zhdanov I played, as I still consider, quite well. As Black in the Marshall Attack I carried out a fairly interesting combination. I allowed my opponent to obtain a second queen with check, but when he did this, it became clear that his position was quite hopeless; then, in an elementary won position, thinking that I could win just as I pleased, I simply blundered away a piece. There was still a draw to be had, but I completely went to pieces at this sudden turn of events, and lost the game. Following this I lost several more games, practically without a struggle, so that about six rounds from the finish I was firmly seated in one of the bottom places. But towards the end the spring holidays began. School gave me, as it were, time out to regain my strength, and in the remaining games I gained some five points, so that for the second successive time I shared 11th-14th places with 9 points out of 19.

JOURNALIST. Were you thinking at this time about your chess future; not about the World Championship title, of course, but at least of the title of master?

CHESS PLAYER. I’m afraid that this may now sound coquettish, but at that time I simply played chess and gained pleasure from it.

JOURNALIST. But surely you wanted to do battle with famous players?

CHESS PLAYER. Yes, of course, I very much enjoyed doing so. Even at that time I was occasionally able to do this, though only in simultaneous displays.

My first such encounter was with Keres, our neighbour from the north, our idol. He came to give a simultaneous display against us, and although he was engaged at that time in the battle for the chess crown, I considered it unethical to play against him in a normal display. I was, after all, a finalist in the Latvian Championship, a solid first category player. So I put my name down for a display with clocks, which Keres gave on 10 boards.

He suffered two defeats – at the hands of future grandmasters Gipslis and myself. And I was very pleased with this game, not so much because I won, but more because I defeated Keres in the Botvinnik Variation. I thought that psychologically this would be a terrible shock for him, since Keres and Botvinnik were always considered to be, as it were, fundamental opponents at the chessboard. Time passed. Paul Petrovich and I played together in tournaments for several years. Once I asked him whether he remembered our first encounter. Yes, he replied, in Tallinn, in the match between Latvia and Estonia. No, I told him, earlier, in Riga, in a simultaneous display. Here Paul Petrovich admitted that he had completely forgotten this game – and I had thought that a defeat in the Botvinnik Variation would remain in his memory for ever...

In the following year, 1952, once again in the Latvian Championship, I acquired that very nice habit, which is still with me, of losing my first game. Since this occurred in the opening 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bd3(??) Nf6 4 c3 where I was playing Black, I was upset and gained a further two noughts almost straight away. Then things turned for the better, I finished up in 7th place, and inflicted the only defeat on the Latvian Champion Pasman.

In the Youth Championship of the Country our team had its usual troubles, while I was also concerned about the problem of my further education. I finished school at the age of fifteen and a half, since previously I had been accepted directly into the third year. I sent my application to the Law Faculty of the University, but they pointed out to me that I would finish University when I was 20, and according to the law I could be a Public Assessor, or fulfil certain other juridical functions, only from the age of 21, so after University I would have a year of enforced idleness. Then special permission was received from the Ministry in Moscow, from which it appeared that I had the right to study at the Philological Faculty. I heard about this during the Youth Championships. I loved literature and had nothing against the idea. I flew home, passed the exam, and registered.

Towards the end of the same year, I played for the first time in an adult team – ‘Daugavi’ – which took part in group two of the USSR Championship. Incidentally, an amusing incident occurred there: I played a game, the result of which I do not know to this day.

It was in the final round. I got into a bad position, but on resumption succeeded in confusing matters, and my opponent, losing his head in time-trouble, began to repeat moves. The repetition was somewhat veiled, but the same position occurred three times. In accordance with the rules, I did not make my 55th move, but called the chief controller, and asked him to record the draw. But my opponent, in a very loud stentorian-like voice, said that I was a boy, that I had no idea of what was meant by repetition of position, and showed the controller his scoresheet.

The controller took a quick glance, said that there had been no repetition, and told us to play on. My opponent emerged from time-trouble, then realised his advantage and won. Later I went up to the assistant chief controller, and asked him to explain things. We quickly set up the position, and decided that the repetition had occurred. What was I to do? Shortly afterwards, while I was wondering whether or not to submit a protest, the chief controller came up to me with tables in his hand, and began trying to persuade me that the game was of no great importance, that all the same our team would take third place, that all the same I would not win the individual tournament on my board, so that on the whole there was no point in creating a fuss.

He went away, whereupon the other controllers came up and said that the chief controller had offended them, and that I should submit a protest. So I wrote one out, but then our train left, and therefore to this day I do not know the control team’s decision.

JOURNALIST. And who was the chief controller?

CHESS PLAYER. Is it important? On a couple of subsequent occasions he was the chief controller of tournaments where I was playing. And both times, for some reason, I forgot to ask him what had been the result of that game ...

But, to be honest, I very quickly forgot about it. Especially since I soon gained my first real success: in the Latvian Championship I took first place. Mind you, I couldn’t avoid doing so. The point was that from 1951, each year for a period of five years, the Championship of the Republic was won ‘according to tradition’ by a first-year student from the University. In 51 Pasman from the Faculty of History, in 52 Klyavin from Physics-Mathematics, in 54 Klovans from the Faculty of Economics, and in 55 Gipslis, so that when in 1953 I was the only first-year in the Championship, victory came ‘of its own accord’. I played well, although I lost to the master Koblents in a game which he remembers to this day.

In that game I played the opening badly, but then he missed a tactical stroke, and in addition had very little time left on his clock, but here, in his time pressure, I played ‘a tempo’, and lost my queen. With his flag raised, Koblents made his 39th move, got up and prepared to walk away, thinking that the control had been reached. I warned him that he was mistaken. Koblents was most mistrustful of my words, but all the same he sat down and made another move a few seconds before the fall of his flag, whereupon I resigned. He then checked his scoresheet, found the mistake in it, and ‘began to respect’ me.

By the way, at that moment we two were the only real challengers for first place, but then the Maestro, as Koblents was called by everyone, dropped back somewhat...

Youth as a whole did well in the tournament, so that when, in the autumn, after the Youth Championship of the Country where I succeeded in playing the fairly lively game against Birbrager given here, we set off for the Adult Team Championship of the USSR, the Latvian team appeared unexpectedly young, with 16 year-olds Tal and Gipslis, and 17 year-old Klovans. Only our leader, Koblents, and one other player, could be called experienced fighters. It was to Koblents that the witty Lithuanian master Vistanestskis addressed himself – ‘What are you doing? It is after 1st September, and time for children to be at school, and you are making them play chess!’ Taking into account our previous rather poor performances, few saw us as potential finalists.

We played with great enthusiasm, and not only reached the final, but even took fourth place there, ahead of the weakened, but nevertheless formidable, Ukrainian team. On the third board Klyavin played splendidly, and as a result gained the master title. I also reached the master norm, but the All-Union Classification Committee considered it inexpedient to give the title straight away to two members of the same team (and on board 2 I had gained less points than Klyavin). Instead I was granted the right to play a qualifying match with the then practically permanent Champion of Byelorussia, the master Vladimir Saigin.

From the team tournament, the game with Korchnoi sticks in my memory; it was our first game. We played each other twice, but it was our first encounter in the opening round of the semi-final which so affected the score between us, which, as is well known, is not at all in my favour.

Before the start of play I was naturally nervous: at that time Korchnoi was already considered to be a certain candidate for the grandmaster title. In an Alekhine Defence I obtained the better position, then saw a chance to increase the pressure, and a forced variation. I went in for it and... adjourned the game with a minimal advantage for my opponent. On resumption I defended stubbornly, but all the same resigned towards the end of the first hundred moves. There was some consolation in the fact that in the final Korchnoi finished below me.

JOURNALIST. At that time you were already having to play fairly important, and sometimes decisive, games. How did you manage in them?

CHESS PLAYER. At that time not very well, especially in team events when I was tortured by a sense of heightened responsibility. I tried to restrain myself, but to play ‘not your own game’, to play against yourself, is always difficult and unpleasant. Later, within eighteen months to two years, I began to succeed in decisive games, perhaps because I realised a very simple truth: not only was I worried, but also my opponent.

The year 1954 began for me with my first tournament game against a Grandmaster, none other than Keres. We travelled to Tallinn for the traditional friendly match, in which there was normally a hard battle on the men’s boards, while on the two women’s boards the ladies from Estonia always defeated ours. For some reason I, and not Koblents, was on board one, and when it became known that Keres would be playing, my team-mates gloomily joked that the number of our ladies’ boards had become three: boards nine, ten and one.

The surprises, some of them really touching, began as early as the station in Tallinn, when among those there to meet us we saw Keres. We, who were mainly lads, were taken in his car to the hotel, and for literally each of us he found a friendly, welcoming smile.

The first round was played that evening. Our game began with the King’s Indian Defence, and I remember that on the 6th move I had a strong urge to exchange queens. However, I did not want to play openly for a draw, and later I realised that I would have been unlikely to gain one against such a virtuoso as Keres.

At a later stage I played sharply, Keres seized the initiative, and I admired the way that, in time-trouble, he left himself literally 3-5 seconds for his last move, and, having worked everything out, captured my piece, not fearing the series of checks which then commenced. Of course I lost the adjourned game, but I drew the second as Black, finding an unexpected move in a somewhat inferior ending.

JOURNALIST. But all the same, you were a candidate master, whereas Keres was number two or three in the world. Wasn’t it frightening?

CHESS PLAYER. No, it was very interesting.

JOURNALIST. And have you never been afraid of anyone?

CHESS PLAYER. Before a game with Korchnoi, for instance, or with Spassky or Keres, against whom the score is clearly not in my favour, I might be nervous, feel uncomfortable or even afraid, but on sitting down at the board, I would forget about everything: I would become engrossed in the game.

JOURNALIST. Did you ever head for a draw from the very first move?

CHESS PLAYER. In all my life, only once. In the 1955 USSR Team Championship Semi-final, playing White against Korchnoi, after the moves 1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5, I captured on d5. I was terribly ashamed, and from that time I swore: to play for a draw, at any rate with White, is to some degree a crime against chess.

After the team match, the Latvian Championship was held. I was ‘physically’ unable to win it, since I was now in my second year of study, and I shared second and third places with Gipslis. Then in the summer I played the match with Saigin. At that time, in testing us, the Chess Federation was rather careful in its choice of examiners for those seeking the master title. It may be recalled that, a few months before becoming a Grandmaster and a candidate for the World Championship, Petrosian played such a match, as did Kholmov a little later.

My match with Saigin proceeded in a very lively fashion. To this day the impression has not left me that at some point the Byelorussian master simply felt sorry for me, and played the last few games at only half strength. The first game, which was very interesting, ended in a draw. Just at that time we were studying the so-called Belgrade Gambit, and in the Pioneers’ Palace we rehearsed the most interesting and head-spinning variations.

Of course, the decision to make this opening my main weapon as White against Saigin was clearly attributable, in the main, to the fact that I was only eighteen years old. In the second game I was a little careless in the opening, and lost in 17 moves. I won the third with roughly the same ‘speed’. Then came a series of draws which we each secured in turn.

The best game of the match was the eighth, which is given here, and which I won, but the tenth also sticks in my mind. In it the pieces were so amusingly placed, that you might have thought that it was being played by beginners!
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Saigin – Tal
Match for the title of
Soviet Master (10), Riga 1954



26 Bf4 Nfd7 27 Be3 Qc7 28 Qa5 Bxc3 29 bxc3 Ra4 30 Qb5 Re7 31 Ra1 Ba6 32 Qc6 Qxc6 33 dxc6 Nc5 34 Rxa4 Nbxa4 35 Bxc4 Bxc4 36 Nxc4 Nxc3 37 Ra1 N5a4 38 Bd4 Ne2+ 39 Kf1 Nxd4 40 Rxa4 Nxc6 41 Ra6 Rc7 42 Nxd6 b2 43 Rb6 Nb4 44 Rxb4 Rc1+ 45 Ke2 b1Q 46 Rxb1 Rxb1 47 Nc4 ½-½

The eleventh game could have been fatal. My opponent, who was coming back into the match, attacked. I defended, and by a simple exchange could have left myself with essentially an extra rook. To my misfortune, the idea of a fantastically beautiful win came into my head. I played for it, the situation grew tense, both kings were threatened with mate, and suddenly I discovered that the whole point of my combination lay in the move Bf8-g5(!!!). Since bishops don’t move that way, I had to resign.

It was here that I had the unsubstantiated feeling that Saigin was not especially pleased with such a win, and that he played the next two games as if he were feeling guilty. I managed to win them and this terminated the match ahead of schedule, although we also played the final game.

JOURNALIST. Two questions occurred to me in connection with this. All these attempts of yours to find more complicated wins have cost, and still cost you, more points than perhaps anyone else in the world. Surely life must have taught you something?

CHESS PLAYER. Yes, it probably has. Nowadays, in my opinion, this happens less frequently, but, you see, sometimes an idea occurs which is so interesting that it proves stronger than me. I can recall the game with Veltmander from the match Russian Federation-Latvia, 1955, and that with Sveshnikov from the 1973 USSR Championship. But perhaps it is not worth recalling them?

JOURNALIST. Yes, it is!

CHESS PLAYER. Then concerning my game with Veltmander: he gave a last, dying check. I could have moved my king to b2, after which mate in three was inevitable, but from the aesthetic point of view this for some reason appeared unattractive to me. I allowed him some play, and with difficulty gained a draw. An unpleasant situation arose, for I was simply unable to explain to my team-mates what had happened. True, in my heart I remained faithful to myself, and only regretted the fact that I had miscalculated. Otherwise everything would have been fine!

JOURNALIST. The second question: when you were not awarded the master title, but it was suggested that you play a match, were you offended?

CHESS PLAYER. Oh, no... You see, I was so cocky that I thought that if there was to be a match, then I would win it.

From the other events of that year I should like to mention the Youth Team Championship of the Country. I had by now ascended from last to first board in the Latvian team, and here I played for the first time against the leader of the Leningrad team, Boris Spassky. The board one tournament was highly respectable: apart from Spassky and myself there were future Grandmasters Gufeld and Liberzon, and International Master Bagirov. Spassky and I had our own special race: he scored 7½ out of 9, and I half a point less, but I succeeded in carrying out a combination, the idea of which I found pleasing:


[image: image]
Tal – Visotskis
USSR Youth Team Ch, Leningrad 1954



21 Nd5 This looks like an oversight. 21...cxd5 22 Qxd5+ Nf7 23 Qxa8 Bc6 24 Bb6!! axb6 25 Rc1 Bxa8 26 Rxc7 Rc6 27 Rc1 Rxc7 28 Rxc7 Black cannot complain about the material situation, but now all his pieces are badly placed. 28...Ncd6 29 Nd2 Bf8 30 Bc4 b5 31 Be6 Kg7 32 a4 Kf6 33 Bxf7 Nxf7 34 axb5 Bb4 35 Nc4 g4 36 Ra7 gxf3 37 gxf3 Bxe4+ 38 fxe4 Ng5 39 b6 Bc5 40 Ra6 Ne6 41 b7 1-0

The year was concluded at home, in Riga, by the Team Championship of the Country, only this time for adults. Here for the first time I won against a Grandmaster, the USSR Champion Yuri Averbakh. After this, still a candidate master, I drew a couple of games, and then received notification that I was a master. This change evidently had a bad effect on me, for towards the end I lost more games than I won or drew.

1955 was notable for my debut in the USSR Individual Championship. Before this there was, as usual, the Latvian Championship, but I was somehow living in anticipation of greater things, and regarded it as just an ordinary tournament. Besides, the first-year student was not I, but Gipslis, and this explains everything!

Therefore in the USSR Team Championship – there is no longer any need to distinguish between Youth and Adult, as my chess youth was over – I played on board 2, and the tournament was the first in which I went through without a defeat.

JOURNALIST. Were you pleased by this?

CHESS PLAYER. I was always indifferent to it. What did please me was the fact that I saved a very difficult ending against Lipnitsky.
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Lipnitsky – Tal
USSR Team Ch, Voroshilovgrad 1955



41 Bf4 Ba7 42 Be3 Bb8 43 Bf4 Ba7 44 Bc1 After 44 b8Q Bxb8 45 Bxb8 a3 46 Be5 Ke6 47 Bc3 Kf5 48 Kh3 h5!! an analogous position to that in the game arises: Black does not get into zugzwang! 44...Ke6 45 Kf3 Kd7 46 Bf4 a3 47 b8Q Bxb8 48 Bxb8 Ke6 49 Kf4 Kf6 50 Be5+ Kg6 51 Ba1 a2 52 Bb2 h5 53 Ba1 Kh6 ½-½

Then came the USSR Individual Championship, not the final, of course, but only the quarter-final. The ‘quarter’ in which I played was called the Baltic Zonal Tournament, and was strong enough: the chess players from the Baltic and Byelorussia have always been, as they say, ‘in the public eye’. Four of the eighteen competitors subsequently became Grandmasters. Incidentally, it was there that for the first time in the All-Union arena (in the Latvian Championship it had already happened once) I played a tournament game with a representative of the fairer (also sometimes called the weaker) sex: the USSR Ladies’ Champion Kira Zvorikina scored one point; fortunately, it was not against me that she won.

From the creative point of view, the tournament began very productively for me. Even all the draws – and in the first seven rounds I had as many as five – were at times simply head-spinning. Then came a decline and two highly annoying defeats, one of which occurred in the game with Lein, due to an incident which for me was atypical. He had very little time remaining, and, thinking over the problem of how to realise my advantage most quickly, I forgot all about the clock. Suddenly I saw the controllers approaching. ‘What, have they never seen time-trouble?’, I thought, and accidentally glancing at the clock, noticed that my flag was about to fall, while Lein’s minutes remained intact. In some 40 seconds I succeeded in making all 15 moves to the control, but in my haste the path I followed was not at all the one over which I had been thinking for so long.

Be that as it may, but some 6 or 7 rounds before the finish my chances of success had practically disappeared. In addition, my next three games were with my colleagues from Riga, all of whom were above me in the tournament table. However, sport is sport, and it was necessary to ‘step over their dead bodies’. The ending with Gipslis proved especially interesting. From the start my opponent played openly for a draw, knowing that this would not satisfy me. What was I to do? It would be suicide to rush into the attack against White’s solid position, and after thinking over one move for 1 hour 40 minutes (!!), I voluntarily went into a difficult, perhaps even lost ending. On the other hand, the resulting position demanded energetic action on Gipslis’ part, but he was unable to re-adjust, and Black obtained a counter-attack. In the adjourned position I succeeded in finding a study-like win.
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Gipslis – Tal
USSR Ch quarter-final, Vilnius 1955



18…Qe5 19 Nxf6+ gxf6 20 Qxe5 fxe5 21 Re1 f6 22 c4 Rf7 23 Red1 Rc8 24 b3 Rc7 25 Rxc7 Rxc7 26 Rd6 Kf7 27 Kf1 f5 28 g3 Kf6 29 Rb6 f4 30 gxf4 exf4 31 Ke2 Kf5 32 f3 Ke5 33 Kd3 Rd7+ 34 Kc3 Kf5 35 Rb5+ e5 36 Rxa5 Rd1 37 Rd5 Rh1 38 a5 Rxh3 39 Rd3 Rg3 40 Kd2 Rg2+ 41 Ke1 Rb2 42 c5 h5 43 Kf1 h4 44 Rc3 h3 45 Kg1 e4 46 a6 e3 47 axb7 Rb1+ 48 Kh2 e2 49 Re3 White is mated after 49 b8Q Rh1+. 49...fxe3 50 b8Q Rh1+ 51 Kxh1 e1Q+ 52 Kh2 Qf2+ 53 Kxh3 Qxf3+ 54 Kh2 e2 55 Qf8+ Ke4 56 Qe8+ Kd3 57 Qb5+ Kc3 0-1

Following this I managed to win a couple more games, and in the end everything turned out well.

At home, in Riga, the Semi-final proved a great surprise to me. Grandmaster Boleslavsky was playing there, as well as strong and experienced masters such as Furman and Korchnoi. Against the latter I had a considerably inferior individual score. Trying to ‘win one back’, I lost to him from a better position on the eve of the Semi-final in the Russian Federation-Latvia Match, and then again in the Semi-final. Up till then I had scored roughly 50% against him as Black, but would systematically lose to him as White. Psychology clearly played its part!

Then, in such a strong tournament as this, I managed to assure myself of first place with one round to go. Several games are worth recalling, the one with Lebedev, for instance, where I more consciously repeated the stratagem which had proved itself in the game with Gipslis.

Here is a more ‘traditional’ game:
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Tal – Solovyev
USSR Ch semi-final, Riga 1955



40 Rxg7+ Rxg7 41 Bg6+ Kg8 42 Qxh6 Qe7 43 Bh7+ To see whether Black will move his king to f8, when 44 Rg6 decides. 43...Kh8 44 Bg6+ Kg8 45 Kc1 White’s attacking pieces are ideally placed, but he cannot make progress without a pawn breakthrough in the centre; it is for this reason that the king advances. 45...Rd7 46 Rh1 Kf8 47 f4 Rc7 47...Qxe4 fails to 48 Qh8+. 48 Kd2 Rd7 49 Kd3 Rc7 50 Re1 Kg8 51 e5 dxe5 52 fxe5 fxe5 53 Rh1, and in view of the variation 53...Kf8 54 Qh8+ Rg8 55 f6 Qd6 56 Qh6+, Black resigned (1-0).

Game 1
Tal (12 years) – Zilber (15 years)
Riga 1949
French Defence

Every experienced chess player (and I, unfortunately, have every right to be considered one) is familiar with that strange feeling which he has when he sits down to annotate his early games. On the one hand, he plays through them with a sort of tenderness, just like an adult watching a film taken by his parents of his early years or even months, or looking through the fading photographs from a family album; on the other hand, whether he wants to or not, on almost every move his hand all but stretches out to attach a question mark. On the whole, I do not like annotating other people’s games. The point is that I consider that it is very difficult to penetrate into a player’s thinking, to guess the direction of the variations thought out by him, and therefore it is better to direct one’s attention towards one’s own games. I prefer to make my annotations ‘hot on the heels’, as it were, when the fortunes of battle, the worries, hopes and disappointments are still sufficiently fresh in my mind. Much as I would like to, I cannot say this about these few games which will be given below. In fact, if the annotator should begin to use phrases of the type: ‘in reply to ... I had worked out the following variation...’, the reader will rightly say ‘Grandmaster, you are showing off, since the ‘oldest’ of these games is now more than 25 years old, and even the ‘newest’ more than 20. Therefore, I would ask you not to regard the following ‘stylised’ annotations too severely.

The game given below was played in the Championship of the Riga Palace of Pioneers, just at the time when the ‘Golden Age’ of young Latvian chess players was beginning. If I remember correctly, A. Gipslis and Y. Klovans, who were to become quite well known masters within a few years, played in the Palace, while I was making my usual unsuccessful attempt to obtain first category rating. On looking through the following game, it will be easy to see why this attempt was unsuccessful.




	1
	  e4
	      e6



	2
	  d4
	      d5



	3
	  Nd2
	      c5



	4
	  exd5
	




Up to this point the game has developed in similar fashion to many of the Karpov-Korchnoi encounters in 1974. However, I don’t wish to claim ...



	4
	  ...
	      Qxd5



	5
	  Ngf3
	      Nc6



	6
	  Bc4
	      Qh5




Modern theory takes a sceptical view of this manoeuvre. However, in the present case I don’t consider that any detailed analysis of the opening system is necessary.



	7
	  dxc5!




This continuation is possibly the strongest rejoinder. If we use the ‘retrospective method’, it can be supposed that the white player (who at that time already had a reputation as a tactician) simply did not care for the prospect of the queens being exchanged at some stage (after the capture on d4).



	7
	  ...
	      Bxc5



	8
	  Ne4
	      Nge7




Because of the unpleasant threat of the knight’s intrusion on d6, Black cannot keep his bishop.



	9
	  Bg5!




I like this move even now; it emphasises the bad position of the black queen, while keeping the bishop under attack.



	9
	  ...
	      Qg4




While there is no denying that this is a clever reply, 9...b6 was nevertheless the lesser evil, although even in this case after 10 Nxc5 bxc5 11 Qd6 Black’s position is unenviable.



	10
	  Qd3
	      b6 (D)




The inclusion of the moves 10... Nb4 11 Qe2 would not help Black.



	11
	  0-0-0??




Such a critical assessment is by no means a sign of the sceptical attitude of a venerable Grandmaster to his young inexperienced namesake. If I had had to annotate this game 25 years ago, the verdict would have been the same. It is difficult to believe that White should miss the chance to win the game immediately using ‘arithmetic’: 11 h3 Qf5 (11... Qxg2 12 Rh2) 12 g4 Qg6 13 Nh4 Ne5 14 Bb5+ or 14 Qe2.
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	11
	  ...
	      0-0




The opponent is still blissfully unaware. He could have saved his queen by playing 11...h6.



	12
	  Bf6




Instead of capturing the queen (the variation given in the previous note still works), White gives away a piece. No doubt the idea of placing the bishop en prise appeared so tempting that other possibilities did not occur to me (unfortunately, this disease from my youth sometimes recurs even now). On the other hand, if this is the case, then the question arises as to why did White not play Bf6 a move earlier, when at any rate it was less risky. I am absolutely sure that my opponent’s reply came as a surprise to me, and so, much as I would like to, I cannot place this game in the category of ‘intuitive’ or ‘Tal’ sacrifices.



	12
	  ...
	      Qf4+



	13
	  Kb1
	      gxf6




The situation has changed ‘somewhat’. Black has an extra bishop, for which I now do not see any compensation at all. On the other hand, it was not difficult to detect that the black king’s pawn cover had been weakened. White continues as if nothing has happened.



	14
	  g3
	      Qh6



	15
	  g4
	      Qf4




The most logical. On this square the queen is excellently placed. In reply to 15...Kh8 I would, of course, have continued 16 h4.



	16
	  g5
	      fxg5




It was hardly good to open the g-file for White. 16...f5 17 Nf6+ Kh8 was a much simpler way of defending, after which spectacular moves by the knight on f3 (so as to move the queen to h3) fail to 18...Qxg5, while in reply to 18 Nh5 there is the simple defence 18...Qc7 19 Qc3+ e5.



	17
	  Nfxg5




With the concrete threat of 18 Nf6+.



	17
	  ...
	      Ng6



	18
	  h4
	




Now the threats to the black king have to be taken seriously.



	18
	  ...
	      Nb4




Black’s striving for active play is understandable, but this merely helps White to transfer his queen to a more dangerous position. 18...Nce5 19 Qc3 f6! (19...h6 20 h5 hxg5 21 hxg6 Qxe4 22 Qh3 Qh4 23 Qc3 or 23 Qg2 is less clear) would have given Black the chance to consolidate his position, while keeping an adequate material advantage.



	19
	  Qh3
	      e5




After this move Black’s king is really in danger. In the first place, the diagonal is opened for White’s bishop, and in addition the black pieces are denied the use of the important e5-square. The fact that Black’s light-squared bishop is activated, is, in the given case, a less significant factor. 19...Ne5 was much stronger.



	20
	  Qg2
	      Bf5




With his last few moves Black has significantly complicated his task. Underestimating the enemy’s threats was a sin of Zilber’s even in youth. It appears that now was the last chance for Black to move his king away. After 20...Kh8 the advantage is still with Black. In this case White evidently does best to continue 21 Nxf7+ (the following spectacular line fails: 21 h5 Nh4 22 Rxh4 Qxh4 23 Rd8 Be6!) 21...Rxf7 22 Bxf7 Bb7 (the attempt at counter-attack 22...Qxf7 23 Nxc5 is insufficient) 23 Bxg6 hxg6 24 Rhe1 with a double-edged position.



	21
	  h5
	      Kg7




It is difficult to say what Black had overlooked. Perhaps he had intended 21...Nh4 and noticed at the last moment that it was refuted simply by 22 Rxh4 Qxh4 23 Nf3+; perhaps he was planning a counter-attack, but had underestimated White’s 23rd move. Here he should first have eliminated the white knight at e4, although in this case White has an undisputed initiative after the possible 21...Bxe4 22 Nxe4 Kg7 23 hxg6 hxg6 24 Rd72 Qf5 25 Bxf7! (unfortunately, less convincing is the spectacular 25 Be6!? Qxe6 26 Rh7+ Kxh7! 27 Ng5+ Kh6 28 Nxe6 fxe6, but not 26...Kg8 27 Qh2 with inevitable mate).



	22
	  hxg6
	      h6 (D)
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	23
	  Bxf7!




I was no doubt very pleased with myself at this moment. Clearly both knights are immune. The main threat is 24 Rxh6.



	23
	  ...
	      Rxf7




In reply to 23...Qg4, 24 Qh2 is the easiest way to win. 23...Nxc2 would perhaps have set White the most difficult problems. It is hard to be sure that I would definitely have found the winning manoeuvre 24 Rxh6 (24 Kxc2 Qxg5 is weaker) 24…Na3+! 25 bxa3 Bxe4+ 26 Nxe4 Qxh6 27 Rh1.



	24
	  gxf7
	      hxg5



	25
	  Nxg5
	      Qxf2




A smile before the curtain: 26 Qxa8?? Qxc2+ 27 Ka1 Qb1+! 28 Rxb1 Nc2 mate.



	26
	  Ne6+




By the age of twelve I had mastered the technique of the forced-line mate to a sufficient degree. No further commentary is required.



	26
	  ...
	      Kxf7



	27
	  Qg7+
	      Kxe6



	28
	  Rh6+
	      Bg6



	29
	  Qxg6+
	      Ke7



	30
	  Rh7+
	      Kf8



	31
	  Qg7+
	      Ke8



	32
	  Qd7+
	      Kf8



	33
	  Rh8 mate
	




Game 2
Tal – Klasup
Riga Championship 1952
Dutch Defence

‘Lucky Tal’ – I have often been called this by journalists. It must be admitted that there is a certain justification for such a nickname. After an event, certain players like to indulge in an unusual form of statistics; they count up the points that stand alongside their names in the tournament table, and also those that could have been. As a rule, the number ‘lost’ is significantly higher than the number ‘found’. I cannot say this about myself. Very often carelessness or indifferent technique has prevented me from achieving victory in positions which one can confidently regard as being won, but there have also been a number of examples of a different sort. From my very first steps in chess I have been an ‘optimist’. I think that the reader will already have realised this, after playing through my game with Zilber. The example given below is of the same type. On this occasion, it is true, the ratings of the players were higher – both had first category. Moreover, if one looks ahead, the following games come to mind: the 3rd and 4th games with Smyslov in the 1959 Candidates Tournament, the 3rd and 17th games from the first match with Botvinnik (incidentally, the second of these is the most similar to the game which the reader can now see), and the game with Portisch in the 1964 Amsterdam Interzonal. This list could easily be extended if one so desired.

There is no doubt that my opponents in these games had every justification for complaining about their bad luck. I hope, however, that I in some way ‘contributed’ to this bad luck.



	1
	  d4
	      f5



	2
	  e4
	      fxe4



	3
	  Nc3
	      Nf6



	4
	  f3
	




My opponent was very fond of accepting pawn sacrifices. Thus he regularly chose the McCutcheon Variation of the French Defence. He would capture the pawn on c3 and be prepared to defend for a long time for the sake of it. In view of this, White’s choice of opening seems to me to be unfortunate, especially since, as is shown by the further course of the game, he has no feel for this variation.



	4
	  ...
	      d5




A characteristic analogy. At roughly this time V. Korchnoi was not infrequently trying to vindicate this idea.



	5
	  fxe4
	      dxe4



	6
	  Bc4
	




Not without justification, theory considers 6 Bg5 to be the strongest move in this position. For some reason White, for a long time, refrains from making this natural move.



	6
	  ...
	      Bf5



	7
	  Nge2
	      Nc6



	8
	  0-0
	      e6



	9
	  Bb5?
	




Rather inconsistent. Here also 9 Bg5 would have led to a position where White should soon have been able to win back his pawn.



	9
	  ...
	      a6



	10
	  Ba4
	      Qd7




Defending his bishop in view of the possibility of d5, and preparing to castle long.



	11
	  Bg5




After a noticeable delay.



	11
	  ...
	      0-0-0



	12
	  Kh1
	      Be7




White does not appear to have any compensation for the pawn, but by continuing 13 Qd2 he could have kept a reasonable position, since 13...b5 looks risky in view of the piece sacrifice. Instead of this, I decided, at the cost of another pawn, to ‘weaken’ the enemy king position.



	13
	  Bxf6?
	      Bxf6



	14
	  d5
	




This mistake is a logical consequence of the previous ones.



	14
	  ...
	      exd5



	15
	  Bxc6
	      bxc6




It becomes clear that White has only strengthened the enemy position. Behind such a pawn army the king feels completely safe. In addition, the black bishops are active, in contrast to the unwieldy white knights.



	16
	  Nd4
	      Bg4



	17
	  Qd2
	      Qd6




The immediate 17...c5 was also possible, but the move chosen by Klasup is more ‘solid’.



	18
	  Nb3




With the slight hope of effecting a blockade on c5 after 19 Na4. Naturally, Black does not allow this.



	18
	  ...
	      c5



	19
	  h3
	      h5




Black does not wish to give his opponent even a shade of counterplay. This keeps control of d1, since the capture of the bishop leads to mate in a few moves.



	20
	  Na5 (D)
	



	20
	  ...
	      e3




Prior to this move Black’s position was more than won. Now it becomes simply won. White has to give up a piece, but on the other hand gains the opportunity to disturb the hostile king. I suspect that practically any other move would have been stronger.
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	21
	  Qxe3
	      d4



	22
	  Qe4
	      dxc3



	23
	  Qb7+
	      Kd7



	24
	  Nc4
	      Qd4




24...Qe6 was perhaps slightly more accurate.



	25
	  Nb6+
	      Ke8



	26
	  bxc3
	




On 26 Qxc7 Black could have coolly replied 26...cxb2 not fearing the possibility of a few checks. Now 26...Qxc3 leads, after 27 Nd5, to the white forces becoming markedly more active.



	26
	  ...
	      Qd6



	27
	  Nc4
	      Qg3




After 27...Qd5 White could have transposed into a tenable ending by 28 Rae1+! Kf7 29 Qxd5+ Rxd5 30 hxg4!

The black queen has no other good square.



	28
	  Rae1+
	      Kf8



	29
	  Re3
	      Qh4



	30
	  Qxc7
	




Black’s position is still won, but now White has the initiative (even if only temporarily) in a tactical situation. In addition, my opponent was in his usual serious time-trouble.



	30
	  ...
	      Kg8



	31
	  Kg1
	      Bc8




Otherwise White may decide to capture the bishop.



	32
	  Rf4
	      Qg5



	33
	  Ref3
	




‘Mosquito biting’ tactics in action – 34 Rxf6 is threatened.



	33
	  ...
	      Kh7!




A clever defence – 34 Rxf6? Rd7.



	34
	  h4
	      Rd1+




In reply to the immediate 34...Qd5 White could have continued 35 Rd3 Qe6 36 Rc3 Qd7 37 Qxc5.



	35
	  Kh2
	      Qd5



	36
	  Rg3
	




Nothing was gained by 36 Ne3 Qd6.



	36
	  ...
	      Bg4



	37
	  Rxf6
	      Qxc4



	38
	  Rf5!
	




An unpleasant move to have to meet in time-trouble.

White threatens 39 Rxh5+, and in reply to 38...Rd5 he wins by the spectacular 39 Qf7!! Rhd8 40 Rxh5+! 38...Rg8 was the simplest defence, but Klasup played...



	38
	  ...
	      Kh6 (D)
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	39
	  Rxh5+!




At last White succeeds in carrying out one of his threats. Now Black is lost3.



	39
	  ...
	      Kxh5



	40
	  Qxg7
	      Qf4




After this move further commentary is unnecessary – White forces a rook ending with three extra pawns. Meanwhile, by continuing 40...Kxh4!? Black could have set his opponent very difficult problems, with which I don’t know if I would have coped. Nothing is gained, for instance, by 41 Qxh8+? Kg5 42 Qg7+ Kf5. The only winning move appears to be the highly spectacular 41 Re3!! After the capture on h8 this did not work because of the check on f4 whereas now 41...Qf4+ loses the queen. Against the threat of 42 Qf6+ Black has several defences, but they all prove insufficient. Let us consider them in turn: 41...Qd5 42 g3+(it is surprising, but White does not win after 42 Qf6+? Qg5 43 Qxh8+ Qh5 44 Qf6+4 Qg5 45 g3+ Kh5 46 Re5 Rd2+ with perpetual check; if 45 Re5?, then Black wins by 45...Rh1+!) 42...Kh5 43 Re5+; 41...Rf1 42 Qg6!!5; 41...Qf1 (the most stubborn) 42 Qxh8+ Kg5 43 Qg7+ Kh5 (it is easy to see that this is the only move) 44 Kg3!! Bf5 45 Re8.

And yet Klasup could have done better by playing 40...Qg8!!, a move which would have been very difficult to find in the few seconds before the time control. After 41 Qe5+ Kxh4 the attempt to play for a mate does not work: 42 Re3 Bf3! when the black king’s first step onto the g-file will prove fatal for White. Perhaps I would have been able to draw by perpetual check – 42 Qf6+ – but that would be the most I could have hoped for6.



	41
	  Qxh8+
	      Kg6



	42
	  Qg8+
	      Kf5



	43
	  Qc8+
	      Ke5



	44
	  Qxg4
	      Qxg4



	45
	  Rxg4
	




The game concluded as follows:



	45
	  ...
	      Rd2



	46
	  Rg5+
	      Kf4



	47
	  Rxc5
	      Rxc2



	48
	  Rc6
	      Kg4



	49
	  Rc4+
	      Kh5



	50
	  a4
	      Rd2



	51
	  Kh3
	      Rd3+



	52
	  g3
	      Rd6



	53
	  a5
	      Rd5



	54
	  g4+
	      Kg6



	55
	  Rc6+
	      Kf7



	56
	  Rxa6
	      Rd3+



	57
	  Kg2
	      Rxc3



	58
	  h5
	      Kg7



	59
	  Rb6
	      Ra3



	60
	  a6
	      Kf7



	61
	  Kh2
	      Kg7



	62
	  g5
	      Ra5



	63
	  Rb7+
	      Kg8



	64
	  a7
	      1-0




Game 3
Tal – Pasman
Latvian Championship 1953
Sicilian Defence

The game given below was played in the tournament which brought me my first really important success. There was always a very tense struggle for the Latvian Championship, and to take first place in it was a far from easy matter. Running ahead a little, I remember how in 1958 the twice Champion of the USSR M. Tal had to be satisfied with third place in the Championship of the Republic. However, in the 1953 Championship I was the undisputed favourite. This had nothing to do with chess strength – at that time I had first category rating, while there was one master and about 10 candidate masters in the tournament, or, to express it in the modern way, my individual rating was far from being the highest. Simply, commencing in 1951, there was an unwritten tradition in our Championships that the winner should be a first-year student. In 1951 it was M. Pasman, in 1952 Y. Klyavin, and in 1953 I was the only first-year taking part. Following the same tradition, the next year Y. Klovans took first place, and then A. Gipslis. I succeeded in repeating my achievement in the Championship only 12 years later, when the tradition had been forgotten, and young players did not in general reach the final of the Championship of the Republic.

My opponent was one of the strongest players in Latvia, and had already successfully competed in the USSR Championship Semi-final. M. Pasman likes to play to a clearly defined positional plan, and so it was with particular pleasure that I strove in this game for tactical complications, reckoning that only in this way could I hope for success.



	1
	  e4
	      c5



	2
	  Nf3
	      d6



	3
	  d4
	      cxd4



	4
	  Nxd4
	      Nf6



	5
	  Nc3
	      a6




At that time the Najdorf System was only just coming into fashion.



	6
	  f4




This continuation was one of the most popular at that time. Now, for no particular reason, it is played rather rarely, although it brings White a high enough percentage of wins. I liked this move for the main reason that in the 1952 USSR Championship Semi-final in Riga (M. Pasman played in this tournament) a spectacular game was played. I am unable to resist the temptation to give it in full.

G. Ravinsky-G. Ilivitsky

6 f4 e5 7 Nf3 Qc7 8 Bd3 Nbd7 9 0-0 b5 10 a3 Be7 11 Kh1 0-0 12 fxe5 dxe5 13 Nh4 Bd8 14 Qe1 Nc5 15 Bg5 Be6 16 Nf5 Nh5 17 Qh4 Nf4 (D)


[image: image]


18 Nxg7 Kxg7 19 Rxf4 exf4 20 Qh6+ Kg8 21 Bf6!! Bxf6 22 e5 Nxd3 23 exf6 Nf2+ 24 Kg1 Nh3+ 25 Kf1 Bc4+ 26 Ne2 1-0.

After the game the opinion was expressed that Ravinsky’s combination could have been refuted by means of 18...Ncxd3, but I did not agree with this point of view (either because of 19 Bf6 or more likely 19 Qg3, I don’t remember), and had a burning desire to try this out.



	6
	  ...
	      e5



	7
	  Nf3
	      Nbd7



	8
	  Bd3
	




White tries to reach the desired position, and so ignores the possibility of 8 Bc4.



	8
	  ...
	      Be7



	9
	  0-0
	      0-0



	10
	  Kh1
	      b5



	11
	  a3
	      Qc7



	12
	  fxe5
	      dxe5



	13
	  Nh4
	      Nc5




Alas, M. Pasman does not wish to become involved in a theoretical discussion. Now, in reply to 14 Nf5, Black is by no means bound to retreat his bishop to d8, but can obtain a comfortable game by 14…Bxf5 15 Rxf5 Rad8. So I had to think for myself.



	14
	  Bg5
	      Qd8




15 Bxf6 and 16 Nd5 was threatened. 14...Be6 would lead, after 15 Nf5, to the loss of a tempo (or to a return to familiar paths), while 14...Rd8 would weaken the f7-square.



	15
	  Nf5
	      Bxf5



	16
	  Rxf5
	      Nfd7




Clearly I was not at all afraid of 16...Nxd3 which rids White of his bad bishop, and strengthens his pawn on e4. However, even now Black encounters certain difficulties, although he succeeds in parrying the direct threats to his king.



	17
	  Bxe7
	      Qxe7



	18
	  Nd5
	      Qd6



	19
	  Qg4
	




White simply throws his pieces at the enemy kingside. More in the spirit of the position was play on the queenside: 19 b4! Ne6 (19...Nxd3 20 Qxd3 and in view of the threat of 21 Nf6+ Black cannot prevent the advance of the c-pawn) 20 c4 bxc4 21 Bxc4 with pressure for White.



	19
	  ...
	      g6



	20
	  Raf1
	      f6



	21
	  h4?
	




More cautious, and stronger, was 21 b4 Nxd3 (if 21...Kh8 then 22 R5f2! but not 22 R5f3? f5!) 22 cxd3 Kh8 23 R5f2 f5 24 Qh4 with a minimal advantage for White. I was attracted, however, by the idea of sacrificing two pieces. As became clear 20 years later, this idea was incorrect. Events now develop by force.



	21
	  ...
	      Kh8



	22
	  R5f3
	      f5



	23
	  exf5
	




It is easy to see that White has nothing better.



	23
	  ...
	      Qxd5!




The other defensive possibility, the intermediate capture 23...gxf5, which was apparently equally good, would have been met by a decisive rejoinder: 24 Bxf5 Qxd5 25 Bxh7! Rxf3 (not, of course, 25...Kxh7 because of mate in two moves by 26 Qh5+ and 27 Rg3) 26 Rxf3 Kxh7 (in reply to 26...e4 27 Rf5 Qe6, 28 Bg6, or even 28 Bg8, is very unpleasant) 27 Qh5+ Kg7 28 Rf5! and it is extremely difficult for Black to meet the threat of 29 Qg4+.



	24
	  fxg6
	      Rxf3




In view of the threat of 25 g7+, Black has no time to capture the momentarily enlivened bishop. In his turn White has not time to capture the enemy rook straight away, since in this case he loses after 25 Rxf3 e4 26 Rf7 exd3.



	25
	  g7+
	      Kg8



	26
	  Bxh7+
	      Kxh7



	27
	  Rxf3 (D)
	




The attempt at perpetual check fails (to be honest, I did not even consider this during the game): 27 Qh5+ Kxg7 28 Qg5+ Kf7! 29 Rxf3+ Ke8.


[image: image]


This is the position that White had in mind when he made his 21st move. It seemed to me that it would not be easy for Black to co-ordinate the actions of his knights (at any rate, in the game Pasman did not succeed in doing this). Now, for instance, 27...Qd1+ 28 Kh2 Qd6 fails to 29 g8Q+ Rxg8 30 Rf7+. 27...e4 28 Rf5 is also bad. The refutation of White’s idea lies in the move 27...Qe6!. Now both 28 Qh5+ Qh6!, and 28 Rf5 (it was evidently this that I was counting on) 28...Nf6! 29 Qg5 Nce4 are equally hopeless for White. Pasman misses this opportunity, and the tension is maintained.



	27
	  ...
	      Ne4




This takes g3 away from the rook, but leaves other squares free ...



	28
	  h5
	      Ndf6



	29
	  Qg6+
	      Kg8



	30
	  h6
	




A rather curious position has arisen. Black is in an unusual form of zugzwang: his knights are tied to defending each other, while his queen is forced to guard the square f7. Here Black should probably have forced a draw by continuing 30...Nh7, when White has nothing better than 31 Rf8+ Rxf8 (31...Nxf8 32 gxf8Q+ Kxf8 33 Qg7+ Ke8 34 h7 Qd1+ 35 Kh2 Qh5+ leads to the same result) 32 gxf8Q+ Kxf8 33 Qxh7 with a probable draw.

Playing for a win proves fatal for Black.



	30
	  ...
	      Ra7



	31
	  Kh2!
	




After this quiet move, Black has only one defence, which is not easy to find: 31...Ra8! 32 Rh3 Nh7 33 Rd3 Qb7 34 Qe6+ Qf7 35 Qc6 Qf4+ with a draw. It should be added that Black was in severe time-trouble.



	31
	  ...
	      Re7



	32
	  Rh3
	




Destroying the co-ordination of the black pieces.



	32
	  ...
	      Nh7



	33
	  Rd3
	      Qa8



	34
	  Qxe4!
	




The pawns prove to be stronger than the pieces!



	34
	  ...
	      Qxe4




34...Re8 was more tenacious.



	35
	  Rd8+
	      Kf7



	36
	  g8Q+
	      Kf6



	37
	  Rd6+
	      Kf5



	38
	  Qg6+
	      Kf4



	39
	  g3+
	      Ke3



	40
	  Rd3+
	      Qxd3



	1-0




Game 4
Birbrager – Tal
USSR Youth Team Championship,
Kharkov 1953
Modern Benoni Defence

There are chess players whose opening tastes are noted for their exceptional constancy. Thus, for instance, in preparing for a game with Fischer (up till 1972), one could have no doubt that, in reply to 1 e4, the Najdorf Variation of the Sicilian Defence would definitely be played. This was confirmed by literally all the American Grandmaster’s games, beginning with childhood competitions. Karpov, from his early years, has had a marked antipathy to Indian set-ups, and in reply to 1 e4 normally chooses 1...e5 (more rarely 1...c5). Other players, such as Spassky, Korchnoi and Larsen, regularly vary their openings as they think fit. The game given below is one of my first attempts at playing a complicated opening system, with which subsequently certain theorists even associated my name. Up till 1953 I normally adopted the Slav Defence, the Nimzo-Indian and the King’s Indian, less frequently the Dutch, and very rarely the Grünfeld. As far as I remember, in one of the issues of Shakhmaty v SSSR at that time, the game Boleslavsky-Nezhmetdinov from the Championship of the Russian Republic appeared, in which Black treated the system with 2...c5 in very interesting fashion. This game appealed to me, and I began occasionally, and then fairly regularly, to adopt it in tournaments.



	1
	  d4
	      Nf6



	2
	  c4
	      c5



	3
	  d5
	      e6



	4
	  Nc3
	      exd5



	5
	  cxd5
	      d6




It is interesting that I have played against I. Birbrager three times, and three times this system has appeared. Two years later, in the USSR Team Championship (this time for adults), the Uzbekistan player played the opening very accurately, and I think that it was he who introduced a continuation in one of the topical variations, which is even nowadays considered to be the strongest. A further 10 years passed, and once again, also in the USSR Team Championship, I succeeded in winning a game which was not without theoretical interest (though not as a result of the opening). To return to our first encounter, it should be noted that at that time the theory of this variation was at an embryonic stage, and so there is nothing surprising in the numerous errors made by both players.



	6
	  e4
	      g6



	7
	  Nf3
	      Bg7



	8
	  Bd3
	      0-0



	9
	  0-0
	      Na6




It was in this way that R. Nezhmetdinov developed his queen’s knight (to be fair, in a different position). Nowadays it has been known for a long time that Black obtains a comfortable game by continuing 9...a6 10 a4 Bg4, exchanging off White’s potentially strong knight (which could otherwise move to d2 and then c4). In particular, this has been confirmed by several of my games (e.g. Mititelu-Tal, Reykjavik 1957 and Donner-Tal, Zurich 1959).



	10
	  Nd2
	      Nb4




Strictly speaking, the knight is badly placed on this square, as would be emphasised by the retreat of the bishop to b1, after which Black cannot play 11...a6 because of 12 a3, while the fact that White’s e-pawn is defended frees his king’s knight to continue the manoeuvre begun with his tenth move.



	11
	  Be2
	      Re8



	12
	  a3
	




In the light of what was said earlier, it must be concluded that 12 f3 is stronger.



	12
	  ...
	      Na6



	13
	  Re1 (D)
	





[image: image]


A loss of time – the knight on d2 is still ‘occupied’. If White did not wish to play 13 f3 then the following pawn



	13
	  ...
	      Nc7



	14
	  Qc2
	      Rb8



	15
	  a4
	







	15
	  ...
	      b6



	16
	  Nb5 (D)
	





[image: image]





	16
	  ...
	      a6



	17
	  Nxc7
	







	17
	  ...
	      Qxc7







	18
	  Ra2







	18
	  ...
	      Qe7



	19
	  f3
	







	19
	  ...
	      Nh5



	20
	  Nf1
	      f5







	21
	  Bd3
	      f4







	22
	  g4!







	22
	  ...
	      Bd4+







	23
	  Kh1!







	23
	  ...
	      Qh4



	24
	  Re2!
	







	24
	  ...
	      Qh3



	25
	  Rg2
	      Qxf3



	26
	  Nd2!
	







	26
	  ...
	      Qe3







	27
	  Nf1







	27
	  ...
	      Qf3



	28
	  Nd2 (D)
	



	28
	  ...
	      Bxg4?







	29
	  Nxf3
	      Bxf3






[image: image]




	30
	  h4








	30
	  ...
	      Rf8







	31
	  Be2







	31
	  ...
	      Ng3+



	32
	  Kh2
	      Bxg2







	33
	  Kxg2
	      Nxe2



	34
	  Qxe2
	







	34
	  ...
	      f3+



	35
	  Qxf3
	      Rxf3



	36
	  Kxf3
	      Rf8+



	37
	  Kg3
	      Be5+



	38
	  Kg2
	      Bf4



	0-1









	1
	  e4
	      e5



	2
	  Nf3
	      Nc6



	3
	  Bb5
	      a6



	4
	  Ba4
	      Nf6



	5
	  0-0
	      Be7



	6
	  d4
	







	6
	  ...
	      exd4



	7
	  e5
	      Nd5



	8
	  Nxd4
	







	8
	  ...
	      Nxd4



	9
	  Qxd4
	      Nb6 (D)



	10
	  Qg4!?
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	10
	  ...
	      Nxa4



	11
	  Qxg7
	      Rf8



	12
	  Bh6
	







	12
	  ...
	      d5







	13
	  Qxh7
	      Bd7







	14
	  Nd2
	      Bb5







	15
	  c4!







	15
	  ...
	      dxc4







	16
	  Ne4
	      Nxb2!







	17
	  Bxf8







	17
	  ...
	      Bxf8



	18
	  Nf6+
	      Ke7



	19
	  Rfe1
	







	19
	  ...
	      Qd4







	20
	  Re4
	      Qc5 (D)





[image: image]




	21
	  e6!







	21
	  ...
	      Kd6



	22
	  e7!
	      Kc6







	23
	  Qxf7







	23
	  ...
	      Bxe7



	24
	  Rxe7
	      Kb6



	25
	  Rxc7!
	







	25
	  ...
	      Qd4



	26
	  Rxb7+
	      Ka5 (D)
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	27
	  Qd5??







	27
	  ...
	      Rd8







	28
	  Qxd4
	      Rxd4



	29
	  h3
	







	29
	  ...
	      c3



	30
	  Rc1
	      Kb4



	31
	  Re7
	







	31
	  ...
	      Bc4







	32
	  Ne4
	      Rd1+



	33
	  Rxd1
	      Nxd1



	34
	  Nxc3
	      Nxc3



	35
	  h4
	      Bxa2



	36
	  h5
	      a5



	37
	  h6
	      Bb1



	38
	  h7?
	







	38
	  ...
	      Bxh7



	39
	  Rxh7
	      a4



	40
	  g4
	      a3 (D)





[image: image]




	41
	  Ra7??







	41
	  ...
	      Na4??







	42
	  Rb7+







	42
	  ...
	      Kc3



	43
	  Rb1
	      Kc2



	44
	  Re1
	







	44
	  ...
	      Nc3



	45
	  g5
	      a2



	46
	  g6
	      Nb1



	47
	  g7
	      a1Q



	48
	  g8Q
	







	48
	  ...
	      Kd2



	49
	  Qe6
	      Qg7+



	50
	  Kf1
	      Nc3



	51
	  Qe3+
	      Kc2



	52
	  Rc1+
	      Kb3



	53
	  Qxc3+
	      Qxc3



	54
	  Rxc3+
	      Kxc3



	55
	  Ke2
	      Kd4



	56
	  Kf3
	      Ke5



	57
	  Kg4
	      Kf6



	58
	  Kf4
	      1-0








	1
	  d4
	      Nf6



	2
	  c4
	      c5



	3
	  Nf3
	      e6



	4
	  g3
	







	4
	  ...
	      cxd4



	5
	  Nxd4
	      d5







	6
	  Bg2
	      e5



	7
	  Nf3
	      d4!







	8
	  0-0
	      Nc6



	9
	  e3
	







	9
	  ...
	      Be7



	10
	  exd4
	      exd4



	11
	  Nbd2
	







	11
	  ...
	      Be6



	12
	  Re1
	







	12
	  ...
	      0-0



	13
	  b3
	







	13
	  ...
	      Qd7



	14
	  Bb2
	      Rad8







	15
	  a3
	      a5



	16
	  Ne5
	      Nxe5



	17
	  Rxe5
	      b6



	18
	  Nf3?
	







	18
	  ...
	      Bc5



	19
	  Qd2
	







	19
	  ...
	      Ng4



	20
	  Ree1
	      d3



	21
	  Rf1
	







	21
	  ...
	      Qd6!







	22
	  Qc3







	22
	  ...
	      f6



	23
	  Rad1
	







	23
	  ...
	      Rfe8



	24
	  Rd2
	







	24
	  ...
	      Bf5



	25
	  Ng5
	







	25
	  ...
	      Ne3! (D)
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	26
	  fxe3
	







	26
	  ...
	      Bxe3+



	27
	  Kh1
	      Bxd2



	28
	  Qxd2
	      Re2



	29
	  Qc3
	







	29
	  ...
	      Rxg2



	0-1











	1
	  e4
	      e5



	2
	  Nf3
	      Nc6



	3
	  Nc3
	








	3
	  ...
	      Nf6



	4
	  d4
	      exd4



	5
	  Nd5
	







	5
	  ...
	      Nb4







	6
	  Nxd4







	6
	  ...
	      Nxe4!







	7
	  Nf5







	7
	  ...
	      c6!







	8
	  Nxb4
	      Bxb4+



	9
	  c3
	      Qf6







	10
	  Qf3







	10
	  ...
	      Nxc3



	11
	  a3
	







	11
	  ...
	      Ba5







	12
	  Bd2







	12
	  ...
	      d5



	13
	  Ng3!
	







	13
	  ...
	      Qe6+



	14
	  Qe3
	      d4



	15
	  Qxe6+
	      Bxe6 (D)
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	16
	  f3
	      0-0-0



	17
	  Kf2
	      Bb6



	18
	  bxc3
	      dxc3+



	19
	  Be3
	      Bxe3+







	20
	  Kxe3
	      Rhe8



	21
	  Ne4
	







	21
	  ...
	      Bd5



	22
	  g4
	      Bxe4







	23
	  fxe4
	      Rd5



	24
	  Rc1
	      g6



	25
	  Bg2
	      f5







	26
	  gxf5?







	26
	  ...
	      gxf5



	27
	  Rhf1
	







	27
	  ...
	      fxe4



	28
	  Rxc3
	      Rh5!







	29
	  Rh1







	29
	  ...
	      Rh4







	30
	  Rc4
	      Kc7



	31
	  Rxe4
	      Rexe4+



	32
	  Bxe4
	      Rh3+



	33
	  Bf3
	      c5 (D)
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	34
	  Rg1







	34
	  ...
	      b5



	35
	  Rg7+
	      Kb6



	36
	  Rb7+
	      Ka6



	37
	  Rb8
	      Rxh2







	38
	  Be2
	      Rh3+



	39
	  Ke4
	      c4



	40
	  a4
	      Rh4+



	1-0
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