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    Our greatest knight


    by Garry Kasparov


    There are few names in the history of sport that have transcended the earthly title of world champion and become legend. Fewer still have achieved this while active, or while still living for that matter. Bobby Fischer was a member of this select group. He possessed an aura beyond chess and personality, beyond even his status as a symbol of Cold War confrontation.


    The closest I ever came to Fischer (no, we never met) was writing extensively on his games and career several years ago. The fourth volume of the My Great Predecessors series is dedicated to the stars of the West and it is dominated by Fischer, who is present on over half of its pages. Working on it gave me a deep appreciation of the depth and quality of his contributions.


    It is not unreasonable to wonder how an ancient board game launched a brash and largely unschooled American to such heights. Obviously we must begin with Fischer’s unprecedented sporting successes, as well known as they may be. First the prodigy – the youngest US champion and youngest Grandmaster ever. Then the star, winning top events with record scores. Finally the world champion, demolishing every foe in his path with impossible ease until taking the crown from Boris Spassky in Reykjavik in 1972.


    Then we come to Fischer’s uncompromising approach, which had an even greater impact on the chess world than his results. Today we have books and databases full of his games, but the best annotations cannot transmit the pressure his opponents must have felt at the board. Over and over in Fischer’s games you see the strongest players in the world crack, often making mistakes you wouldn’t believe them capable of making – against anyone but Fischer. He would play down to bare kings, leaving his opponents slumped exhausted in their chairs as he offered to post-mortem with them. Despite his short reign, he dominated his era to such a degree that it will always bear his name.


    Contrary to popular belief – even in the chess world where anything more than a dozen years is ancient history – chess was not alien in Fischer’s birthplace. America had hosted many important chess events, including the first official world championship match in 1886. Prior to World War II, the USA had won gold at four consecutive Olympiads. Still, while America was hardly a chess wasteland when Fischer came of age, to reach such heights so quickly without any formal training required a gift from the gods.


    I was under Fischer’s influence myself as a youth, if mostly indirectly. My early coaches, including Alexander Shakarov, were quick to advocate Fischer’s repertoire and games. Future Baku GM Elmar Magerramov, who was a fellow student of Privorotsky at the Pioneer Palace, modelled much of his repertoire on Fischer’s, from the Benoni to the Poisoned Pawn, and he shared his enthusiasms with me.


    At Shakarov’s recommendation I took up Fischer’s Exchange Ruy Lopez. Games like Fischer-Unzicker, Siegen 1970, were very impressive examples for an aspiring Grandmaster.


    RL 8.14 – C69


    Fischer-Unzicker


    Siegen Olympiad 1970


    1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bb5 a6 4.Bxc6 dxc6 5.0-0 f6 6.d4 exd4 7.Nxd4 Ne7 8.Be3 Ng6 9.Nd2 Bd6 10.Nc4 0-0 11.Qd3 Ne5 12.Nxe5 Bxe5


    [image: images]


    13.f4! Bd6 14.f5!


    Restricting the bishops a la the famous Lasker-Capablanca, St. Petersburg 1914. Then the right exchanges, the e5 break, and as if by magic (with only a little help from his weary opponent), a winning endgame. The logic and iron consistency of Fischer’s positional play were without equal.


    I really began to study Fischer when in 1975 Botvinnik told me to work on the King’s Indian. I played over the games from the 1961 Reshevsky-Fischer match, among others.


    KI 1.2.3 – E90


    Reshevsky-Fischer


    Los Angeles 1961 (11th match game)


    1.c4 Nf6 2.d4 g6 3.Nc3 Bg7 4.e4 0-0 5.Be2 d6 6.Nf3 e5 7.0-0 Nc6 8.d5 Ne7 9.Ne1 Nd7 10.Nd3 f5 11.exf5


    [image: images]


    Here, in the main line of the King’s Indian, he recaptured on f5 with the knight,


    11…Nxf5,


    giving up the e4 square to gain play with …Nd4. Fischer repeated this experiment against Gligoric a month later in Bled and they drew a spectacular game. Active piece play – this attracted me more than the blocked centre after the usual …gxf5, f4, …e4 lines.


    As much work as Fischer did in dozens of openings he was more focused on finding improvements in main lines than on sweeping new concepts. His encyclopaedic knowledge famously included Russian sources he often knew better than his Soviet opponents.


    SI 39.7.5 – B44


    Fischer-Taimanov


    Vancouver 1971 (2nd match game)


    1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 e6 5.Nb5 d6 6.Bf4 e5 7.Be3 Nf6 8.Bg5 Qa5+ 9.Qd2 Nxe4 10.Qxa5 Nxa5 11.Be3 Kd7


    [image: images]


    In this position from his 1971 match against Taimanov he played a novelty,


    12.N1c3!,


    in an important line of the Sicilian, his opponent’s specialty. It turned out that this strong positional pawn sacrifice had been suggested in a 1969 monograph by my future trainer, Alexander Nikitin!


    Fischer’s legacy extends well beyond the 64 squares. Throughout his career he was, in the excellent phrase of Spassky’s, ‘the honorary chairman of our trade union’. He believed our game and its players deserved far better treatment than it received, and he got results. His demands, often criticized as outrageous at the time, led to better conditions and prizes for all.


    Fischer’s disappearance in 1972 was a missed opportunity for the sport of chess, of course, and not just on the business side. It’s fair to say that among all the hypothetical matches that could have been played but weren’t, Fischer-Karpov is number one on the wish list. (Though I confess a sentimental choice for a rematch with Kramnik.) The unstoppable mental force of Fischer as the veteran against the leader of the new generation, the psychologically immovable object of Karpov.


    I have taken some criticism for suggesting in my book on Fischer that Karpov had far better chances than were given him at the time, and that recognizing this may have contributed to Fischer’s default and departure. Bobby would have been the favourite in 1975, without a doubt, but could he have watched Karpov’s devastation of Spassky in the Candidates semi-final without at least some trepidation?


    But let us not get too caught up in fantasy. We can either thank Fischer for what he gave, or curse him for what he failed to give, and I much prefer the former. Bobby Fischer created a global boom and single-handedly dragged chess into the professional era we live in today. Chess has lost its greatest knight.


    Garry Kasparov

    Moscow 2008

  


  
    A breathtaking model


    by Jan Timman


    A foreword to the third English edition


    As a youngster, Jan Timman devoured Bobby Fischer’s My 60 Memorable Games. In fact he did his best to lay his hands on every game of the American, as ‘everything he did was worthwhile’. In the spring of 1990, Timman met Fischer in Brussels. By that time, the former champion was more occupied by the theories and ideas that were blemishing his reputation than by chess, but when he gave his opinion on technical chess matters, he still showed remarkable insight. A tribute to a chess genius who defied imitation.


    Each generation has its childhood heroes, and I consider myself privileged in this respect, because as a teenager and adolescent I was able to follow the rise of the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan at first hand.


    These were also the years that Fischer started his, seemingly unstoppable, ascent. I invariably did my best to lay my hands on his games as quickly as I could: everything he did was worthwhile. Even when he lost or managed to save a difficult game as if by a miracle, the dynamics of his play were striking. He was a breathtaking model.


    1969 saw the publication of My 60 Memorable Games. I read it from cover to cover and enjoyed his witty observations to Larry Evans, who transformed all his comments into a journalistically strong book.


    In my mind, Fischer’s rise started in August 1966. He got off to a bad start in the second Piatigorsky tournament, in the first part of which he scored 3½ out of 9. But then he got into his stride. In the second part he was untouchable, scoring one point after another.


    Spassky once told me that Fischer initially kept away from the other participants, who had got into the habit of relaxing together at the hotel swimming-pool. He always brought a transistor radio that he spent his time listening to. Spassky encouraged him to go swimming as well, and Fischer’s decision to mix with the other players coincided with the start of his winning streak. And his competitiveness was not limited to chess. At some stage he said to Spassky: ‘I swim faster than you.’


    After Fischer’s death I found a curious message from a construction worker named Jim Harrison on the Internet: ‘Back in 1966 I had a summer construction job outside the Miramar Hotel in Santa Monica during the 2nd Piatigorsky Cup. Early in the morning, Bobby Fischer would stroll by my worksite talking loudly with his second Bill Lombardy.


    ‘I’m going to crush Najdorf and Larsen! Petrosian doesn’t have a chance. Just wait until I get to play Spassky!’


    This must have made a deep impression on the construction worker, seeing that he still remembered the literal content of these fierce comments four decades after they were spoken. And this is indeed how it happened: Fischer defeated Najdorf and Larsen in the second part of the tournament. He failed, however, to get past Spassky, who eventually pipped him at the post by half a point. Fischer’s first victory in the second part was against his old rival Reshevsky.


    RL 21.9 – C92


    Robert Fischer


    Samuel Reshevsky


    Santa Monica 1966


    1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bb5 a6 4.Ba4 Nf6 5.0-0 Be7 6.Re1 b5 7.Bb3 0-0 8.c3 d6 9.h3 Nd7 10.d4 Nb6 11.Nbd2 exd4 12.cxd4 d5


    This approach is insufficient for equality.


    13.Bc2


    Before advancing the e-pawn, White first prevents the enemy bishop from landing on f5.


    13…Be6 14.e5 Qd7 15.Nb3 Bf5 16.Bg5 Rfe8


    In his comments in the tournament book, Reshevsky calls this move ‘a tactical error’. It resulted in him being overwhelmed strategically.


    In Spassky-Tal, Spartakiad 1959, Black played the stronger 16…Bb4, and after 17.Re2 Rfe8 18.Rc1 White had a slight advantage.


    17.Bxe7 Rxe7


    The wrong way to take back. After 17…Nxe7 18.Nc5 Qc6 Black could still have fought.


    18.Rc1 Nb4 19.Nc5 Bxc2


    [image: images]


    20.Qd2!


    Reshevsky must have overlooked this subtle queen move. White is leaving the bishop in peace and is going to capture the b4-knight.


    20…Qe8 21.Qxb4 a5 22.Qc3 Bg6 23.Nh4 Na4 24.Qb3 Nxc5 25.Rxc5 c6 26.Rec1 Re6 27.f4 f5


    This is positional capitulation, but the consequences of 27…Be4 28.f5 Rh6 29.Qg3 would also have been dire.


    28.a4 bxa4 29.Qxa4 Rb8 30.Qa3 Qd8 31.Nxg6 hxg6 32.Rxc6 Rxc6 33.Rxc6 Qh4 34.Rxg6 Kh7 35.Rg5 Rb4 36.Qf3 Kh6 37.g3 Qxh3 38.Qxd5


    Black resigned.


    This game is typical of Fischer’s style: getting the better of his opponent by seemingly simple means. The second half of the Santa Monica tournament must have given him the confidence he had lacked before.


    Now he knew that he was able to produce a string of victories against top grand-masters. In 1967 he won events in Monaco and Skopje, and he continued to win all the tournaments he played in, invariably with monster scores. I will give you a virtually unknown game from the Monaco tournament that is nevertheless a perfect example of Fischer in his element: a difficult strategic battle with a lot of manoeuvring that he manages to bend to his will in the time-trouble phase.


    EO 64.2 – A15


    William Lombardy


    Robert Fischer


    Monaco 1967


    1.Nf3 Nf6 2.c4 g6 3.b3 Bg7 4.Bb2 0-0 5.g3 d6 6.Bg2 e5 7.0-0 Nc6 8.Nc3 Nh5 9.e3 f5 10.d3 g5


    Expansion on the kingside. This will become the motif of the game.


    11.Ne1 g4 12.f3 Nf6 13.f4 Ne7 14.Qd2 Ng6 15.Nd5 Ne8


    Avoiding piece swaps. All minor pieces will remain on the board until very far into the game, which is a recipe for plenty of manoeuvring.


    16.Rd1 c6 17.Nc3 exf4


    The first pawn is swapped.


    18.exf4 h5 19.Nc2 h4 20.Rfe1 Nf6 21.Ne2 Bd7 22.Bd4 Rf7 23.Bf2 h3 24.Bh1 Qc7 25.Nc3 a6 26.Nd4 Nf8 27.b4 Rd8 28.Nb3 Re8 29.Rxe8


    And only now the first piece. The position is roughly equal. Black has a favourable pawn formation on the kingside – and the h-pawn may become dangerous for White – but White is slightly superior in the centre and on the queenside.


    29…Bxe8 30.a4 Kh7 31.Ne2 Re7 32.a5 Kg6 33.Nc3 Bf7 34.Re1 Rd7 35.Qc2 d5 36.Bb6 Qc8 37.Ne2


    This passive move allows White to grab the advantage. The correct reply was 37.Nd4.


    37…dxc4 38.dxc4 Re7 39.Bc5 Re8 40.Bf2 Ne4 41.Bd4 Bxd4+ 42.Nexd4


    [image: images]


    42…Nd6!


    The black pressure is making itself felt.


    43.Re5 Rxe5


    This looks natural enough, but White has missed a tactical finesse that is typical for this position.


    44.fxe5 Qe8!


    See the comment to White’s 29th move. The pawn on h3 plays an important part.


    45.Qe2 Bxc4 46.Qe3 Bxb3 47.Nxb3 Nc4 48.Qe2 Nxe5 49.Nc5 Qe7 50.Nxb7 Nfd7 51.Qd2 Nc4 52.Qc3 Qe2 53.Bxc6 Nd2 54.Qc1 Ne5


    White resigned.


    I have given you this game mainly because it shows a side of Fischer that is not so well-known. You could almost imagine Petrosian sitting behind the black pieces. The black play is a model of delicate strategy.


    In Monaco, Fischer scored 7 out of 8 and then, when victory was already certain, he lost to Geller as White. And the remarkable thing is that in his next game as White, in the second round in Skopje, he also lost to Geller. But he did win the tournament in the end, with the score of 13½ out of 17.


    I remember how avidly I followed the Interzonal tournament in Sousse. He had not been there in Amsterdam 1964, but now nothing would be able to stop him. But things turned out differently.


    Sometimes things happen to your childhood heroes that could not have been foreseen. In late 1966, a few months after his masterful Blonde on Blonde, Bob Dylan had a motorbike accident and disappeared from the scene for a long time. Less than a year later, Bobby Fischer also disappeared from view, but he had mainly himself to blame.


    He withdrew from the Interzonal tournament after amassing the formidable score of 8½ out of 10. I remember the dejection me and my chess friends felt. Would he ever live up to his promise now? How was it possible that a hero abandoned his fans in such a way?


    Petrosian suggested that Fischer had not participated in Amsterdam 1964 and withdrew from Sousse three years later, because he was afraid of losing a match. As regards Amsterdam, this may have been the case, but in the case of Sousse I don’t think this is very likely, because he had already proved plenty by then. It is always difficult to find a rational explanation for unpredictable behaviour. It seems to me that Fischer felt, consciously or unconsciously, that his time had not yet come. In 1968 he played just two tournaments: in Netanya and Vinkovci in his beloved Yugoslavia. He won both with superior strength, but they were not top tournaments: Petrosian, Spassky, Kortchnoi and Larsen were playing elsewhere. In 1969 Fischer did not play a single tournament game, which is amazing, really. These days it would be impossible to imagine such a young player dropping out of chess for a whole year.


    But in 1970 Fischer came back. He played 71 tournament games, winning 47, drawing 21 and losing three – an incredible score against fairly strong opposition. The concluding piece was the Interzonal tournament in Palma de Mallorca. The chess world should still be thankful to Benko, who agreed to step aside for Fischer – albeit it for a financial consideration. There was no Elo system in those days, and there were no free places in Interzonal tournaments.


    The interesting thing was that Fischer no longer opened exclusively with 1.e4: in four games he went for 1.b3. In My Great Predecessors, Kasparov observes that he played 1.b3 three times, overlooking the following game, which fits in well with the earlier examples I have given: again we are seeing Fischer as a flawless technician.


    RE 9.13 – A01


    Robert Fischer


    Miroslav Filip


    Palma de Mallorca 1970


    1.b3 d5 2.Bb2 Nf6 3.Nf3 e6 4.g3


    The first – and last! – double fianchetto of Fischer’s career.


    Kasparov mentions a letter that Fischer wrote to Evans in 1963. He tells him that he is studying old opening manuals and then concludes: ‘They don’t waste time on the Catalan, Réti, King’s Indian Reversed and other rotten openings.’


    Seven years later he has clearly broadened his outlook.


    4…Be7 5.Bg2 0-0 6.0-0 c5 7.c4 Nc6 8.cxd5 Nxd5 9.Nc3 Bf6 10.Qc1 b6 11.Nxd5 exd5 12.d4 Ba6 13.Re1 Nxd4 14.Bxd4!


    The only way to play for an advantage. Flohr-Stoltz, Gothenburg 1931, saw 14.Nxd4 cxd4 15.Qd2 Re8 16.Bxd4 Rxe2! 17.Rxe2 Bxe2 18.Re1 Bg4, and a draw was agreed soon after.


    14…cxd4 15.Qa3 Bb7 16.Rad1 Be7 17.Qa4 Qe8 18.Qxd4 Rc8 19.Qf4 Bf6 20.Nd4 Be5 21.Qe3 g6 22.Nb5


    White has not achieved very much. If Black had now played 22…Rc5, he could almost have equalized, as he would meet 23.a4 with 23…Qe6. But Filip falls for the temptation to simplify the position, and now Fischer is in his element.


    22…Qxb5 23.Qxe5 Rfe8 24.Qb2 Rc5 25.h4 Rec8 26.Rd2 Rc3 27.Red1 Qc5 28.b4 Qe7 29.e3 h5 30.a3


    [image: images]


    Slowly but surely White has made progress. Black decides to give up his weak d-pawn in exchange for active piece play, but Fischer counters this with impeccable technique.


    30…Kh7 31.Bxd5 Bxd5 32.Rxd5 Qe4 33.Rd8 Qf3 34.Kh2 R8c4 35.R1d7 g5 36.Rf8 Kg6 37.Rg8+ Kh7 38.Rxg5 Rc8 39.Rdd5 Kh6 40.Rdf5


    Black resigned.


    Fischer evinced such fighting spirit in Palma de Mallorca that he avoided draws even in inferior positions.


    
      [image: images]


      Fischer-Matulovic


      position after 27.cxd4

    


    There now followed:


    27…Bg7 28.Ke3 Bh6+ 29.Kd3 Bg7 30.Kc4


    Incredible! Fischer is not satisfied with a draw. Now Matulovic got the upper hand with 30…f5, but ten moves later he missed some good winning chances.


    This tendency to play for a win even in bad positions is something I have copied from Fischer, albeit with little success. You cannot imitate a genius.


    After Palma de Mallorca came the matches. Looking back, it’s interesting to note that not everyone at the time thought that Fischer would crush his opponents. Kasparov writes about this at length in his book. Botvinnik in particular believed in the strength of the Soviets.


    I regard Fischer’s win over Petrosian as his most impressive victory. A year earlier he had beaten him twice in a row; in Buenos Aires he won four games on the trot. You cannot really say that Petrosian was unrecognizable, but one thing was clear: Fischer did not allow him to get into his stride at all.


    Even after the match in Buenos Aires many people still gave Spassky an outside chance, but I was convinced from the word go that Fischer would win the match. I did not go to Reykjavik, because I wanted to be able to analyse the games in solitude and to the best of my ability. In many respects this match was a high point, but it was also clear that it would be Fischer’s last effort. The match played 20 years later added nothing in this respect, and Kortchnoi, who was asked for a reaction after Fischer’s death, even regarded this second match as so bad that he thought it would damage the Fischer legend.


    In some ways, the Reykjavik match signalled the end of an era: a time of heroism in which it went without saying that top players shook each other’s hand, regardless of the conflicts they were embroiled in.


    Was Fischer the greatest player ever? Portisch, who was asked for his opinion on this in Wijk aan Zee, certainly thought so. It is very difficult to compare Fischer’s career with Karpov’s and Kasparov’s, both of whom were active for so much longer. Fischer was in an absolute class of his own. Of Karpov and Kasparov this could be said to a somewhat lesser degree, but they were the uncontested champions for a far longer time, so you couldn’t really expect them to win all the tournaments they played in.


    Meeting Fischer


    It was not really on the cards that I would ever meet Fischer, since I entered the international chess arena just after he had retired.


    I did have a recurrent dream, though, that I ran into him in a nightclub, where we discussed a number of things in a friendly atmosphere. Eventually that dream came true. The day that Fischer and I met ended in a nightclub. A lot of things had happened before this time, and I would not have missed this day for all the tea in China.


    In the spring of 1990, Bessel Kok invited Fischer to Brussels, the city where Kok then lived and the GMA had its headquarters. Spassky was serving as the go-between. Fischer was to stay for a week. He had been checked into the Sheraton Hotel under the name of Bobby Brown, the title of a Frank Zappa song (which later became known as ‘Bobby Brown goes down’). On a sunny day in May, I arrived at Kok’s house around noon. Fischer arrived some hours later, accompanied by Spassky. He looked like a man in a hurry. ‘I have a hangover’, he sighed. These were the first words I had heard him say. It was about three o’clock
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