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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move
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	Black to move
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	King



	♕

	Queen



	♖

	Rook
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	Bishop
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	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better



	[image: images]

	Black stands better



	+–

	White has a decisive advantage



	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage



	=

	balanced position



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move









Foreword

The expression ‘in the zone’ is often used by athletes to describe their sport experience when everything seems to click: their skills meet the challenges, and they perform effortlessly. It’s as though they achieve a rare state of consciousness in which they know precisely what to do and are so absorbed by the game, that all distractions fall away. In brief, these athletes dwell in a special place where focus and attention lead to higher levels of performance; they are in the zone.

This experience, of course, is not limited to athletes. Musicians, artists, rock climbers, dancers, yogis, surgeons, chefs, and chess players have all reported being in the zone. Regardless of where it takes place (work, leisure, home) or what skills are required (physical, intellectual, sensual, aesthetic or some combination thereof), people can enter that zone whose rewards are so pleasurable (M.Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The psychology of optimal experience (NY: HarperCollins 1990).

Here are some suggestions for finding the chess zone:

You are more likely to experience the zone if the activity provides challenges and draws on your skills. For this reason, you should cultivate your opponents. Seek out players whose skills match your own or, better yet, stretch just beyond the limits of your abilities. If you can avoid it, don’t practice with players whose abilities are vastly inferior or vastly superior to your own. Use all the aids you can get: chess books, chess software. Most importantly, practice, practice, practice.

Clear goals and feedback are crucial to being in the zone. You may decide to increase the length of your practice time to an X number of hours. Or you may choose to play through a certain number of games per day or per week. You could add to the number of tournaments you typically enter. All these goals are clear and measurable. Don’t set goals that are unrealistic, such as winning every tournament you enter. As you improve, set your goals a bit higher and keep upping the ante. You may wish to hire a coach or a second who can diagnose your weaknesses (feedback) and help you turn them into strengths (goals).

Develop your powers of concentration. One strategy is to practice meditation, which hones your ability to focus and block out distractions. This is especially important if you are assailed by doubts, self-consciousness, or negative self-talk that interrupts your single-mindedness. To the extent that you can, remove obstacles that are likely to interfere with your focus (laptop, phone, television, noisy environment), at least at the beginning. Any sort of mindfulness strategy will enable you to develop your awareness, and that’s what you need to improve your game. For example, set your phone to go off every 15 minutes, and each time it beeps, focus on inhaling and exhaling for three breaths. The point here is to develop mental discipline, and once again that requires practice.

Most critical, your motivation must be mainly intrinsic, regardless of your level of play. In other words, you must enjoy paying attention to the present moment, focusing on the process rather than the outcomes. If you are playing only for the win or only to impress your peers, you probably will not enter the zone. Note the word ‘only’. Of course you hope to win, but that cannot be your primary motivation for playing chess.

Perhaps the best way to understand being in the zone is to consider this true story:

At a chess tournament, a man experienced severe chest pain during the final rounds. He knew something was seriously wrong, but he couldn’t stop playing because every game fell into place for him. No matter how highly-ranked his opponent was, the man could outwit him by using his formidable powers of concentration. His hand seemed to move almost without his conscious knowledge, placing the right piece on the right square. He experienced such pleasure in his uncanny ability to make the correct move that he couldn’t bear the thought of forfeiting. So he ignored the building pain and went on to win the tournament. As soon as he finished, he called his wife to pick him up and take him to the hospital, where the doctor told him he had suffered a heart attack. Lest you think this is an exaggeration, you may confirm the truth by contacting the author of this book, my friend IM Cyrus Lakdawala.

Margaret Carlisle Duncan, Ph.D
 San Diego, CA, USA
 Editor-in-Chief of Play & Culture
 Co-Editor of Diversions and Divergences in Fields of Play






Introduction


Living in the limelight
 The universal dream
 For those who wish to seem
 Those who wish to be 
 Rush: Limelight



When we, the ordinary, pass from this world, all we can hope for is a handful memorable games (or even one!) to our name. When the great players die, they unlike us remain in the world through the power of their sublime games. For the chess greats there is no old age, sickness or death.

Chess is a place without an inherited aristocracy. Just because Capablanca or Karpov is your father, doesn’t automatically mean you play chess well. So these rare geniuses randomly pop up from era to era.

The Ideas behind this Book

This is not a book which speculates on how Capablanca would measure up against Tal, or how Blackburne would do in a match against Caruana, if they lived in the same era. Instead, it’s a trip through chess history, covering peak performances and monster winning streaks from some of the greatest players who ever lived. I believe a player is not well rounded without a deep study of the great players of the past. The games in this book are not merely to be viewed as museum pieces, for aesthetic reasons alone.

Even though I beg them, some students still refuse to study the games of past great players, and their lack of perspective in their play is clearly seen. Something is missing in their knowledge. It’s the story of the beginning piano student who refuses to learn the scales, and instead demands that the teacher illuminate him on how to play Chopin’s first piano concerto in E minor.

The reason old, classic games are important is that present-day knowledge piggybacks off their discoveries. It takes intelligence to not judge the mistakes of the great players of the past by the standards and accumulated knowledge of the present. Essentially, we must view the games in the zeitgeist of their era. In 1857, an unsound sacrifice for a superficial initiative was considered mainstream, noble and to be applauded. Today, such a sacrifice would be considered extreme, and a poor decision. Also, by today’s standards the Great Romantics were strategic know-nothings. So when you are playing through the games – and I am well aware that this is a difficult mind-state to achieve! –, try and imagine yourself in the era, playing that game.

A teacher’s/writer’s job is not to teach the student/reader what to think, but how to think. Playing over Lasker’s games is not going to help your opening knowledge. That is not the point. The goal of this book is that by playing over the games of the greatest players in chess history, during their greatest triumphs, and seeing their wildly varying styles, we will learn how to think for ourselves.

My wife Nancy and I went to the San Diego Museum of Art the other day. I noticed that a portion of the people would rather take a selfie with the Rembrandt painting than take the time to actually absorb the detail and beauty of it. Let’s strive in this book to be thoughtful viewers, who extract from these old masterpieces.

Any winning streak is a lot more than the mere sum of its games. In this book we try and examine deeply the mechanics of what it means to be ‘in the zone’. What are the causes and conditions which made the streak possible? What were the particular factors that sparked it and kept it going? Why did it end at that tournament or match? All these things we will look at in detail.

The streaks will be viewed in the perspective of the time period of the player, the player himself, and his past and future career

Chapter 1 – A God among Mortals:
 Paul Morphy, First American Chess Congress 1857

We remember Morphy for his domination over the leading players in the world, like Louis Paulsen and Adolf Anderssen, yet my favourite Morphy games were the ones where he toyed with amateurs and demonstrated dazzling combinations.

Believe it or not, some of Morphy’s contemporaries considered him a dull player, since he was not as exciting as Adolf Anderssen, Johannes Zukertort and other Great Romantics. Like Spassky after him, Morphy was a universal player, equally deadly in any kind of position. Although for full disclosure, Morphy was awful in closed positions by today’s standards. For his day, he held his own in closed games against early strategists like Staunton, Owen, Barnes and Paulsen.

Morphy, like Capablanca, learned the game simply by watching his father play. And like Capa, Morphy was a child prodigy, who was already able to defeat Johann Löwenthal in a match at age 12. Also like Capa, Morphy played astoundingly quickly, in a painfully slow clockless era. I read that Morphy would use around one hour for his games, while some of his opponents (the agonizingly slow Louis Paulsen, for example) would take eight or more hours. Yet, despite his opponents’ gigantic time consumption, Morphy often won his games between moves 20 and 30!

In this book, we cover Morphy’s crushing win of the First American Chess Congress of 1857, which included top players like Paulsen and Meek.

Chapter 2 – The Great Un-Romantic and the Birth of Strategic/Defensive Chess:
 William Steinitz’s 7-0 Match Victory over Joseph Henry Blackburne

You can’t put the fear of God into an atheist. Steinitz was in fact the first chess atheist, who rejected the scriptures of the Great Romantics in favour of then unpopular strategic chess. When it came to strategic chess in the late 19th century, the players were akin to being legally blind, with about 10% eyesight, in that they still saw forms of grey and shadow, yet devoid of detail and colour.

Few chess historians rank Steinitz in the top five players of all time. Maybe they should, for the following reasons:

1. Steinitz, unlike other champions like Emanuel Lasker and Alexander Alekhine, never dodged his strongest challengers. He boldly challenged Adolf Anderssen (although Anderssen declined the challenge), Johannes Zukertort, Mikhail Chigorin and even, nearing age 60, was brave enough to take on and lose to Emanuel Lasker.

2. He won most of his matches convincingly (with the exception of his match with Lasker, of course), even beating Henry ‘the Black Death’ Blackburne, who was ranked by chess metrics at number two in the world between 1873 and 1889 for 77 months on end, by an astonishing 7-0 score, which is the streak featured in this book.

Chapter 3 – An Unlikely Potential Challenger:
 Harry Nelson Pillsbury’s Unexpected Win at Hastings 1895

Harry Nelson Pillsbury was one of those masters who seemed to appear out of nowhere. His short yet incandescent life was between December 5th, 1872, born in Somerville Massachusetts, to his early death (some chess historians claim of syphilis) on June 17th, 1906. He learned chess late in life, at age 16, yet was a monstrous talent, who, at his peak, became Emanuel Lasker’s logical early challenger for the World Chess Championship.

‘Admiration for living players has caused an oblivion of the dead,’ wrote P.W.Sergeant and W.H.Watts in their book on Pillsbury, who in my opinion is underrated in the chess pantheon.

In this book we cover Pillsbury’s victory at the great Hastings 1895 tournament. This was one event where the player covered did not win in overwhelming fashion. In fact, Pillsbury eked out the victory by just half a point. The reason this streak is in our book is his mega-strong opposition. Pillsbury was absolutely not a favourite to win.

But the unknown American did the impossible by placing ahead of every giant of his era, including World Champions Steinitz and Lasker, and their challengers, Chigorin and Tarrasch, in what was easily the strongest tournament of the 19th century.

Pillsbury’s style can be described by the words: no reverse gear. Also, he was a prodigious calculator. Just take a look at his monster calculation effort in his game against Gunsberg, late in the chapter.
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In this position Pillsbury played 29.c6!!, the ramifications of which only became clear on the 40th move.

Chapter 4 – The Ultimate Survivor:
 Emanuel Lasker, New York 1924

It was William J.Pollock who once quipped, ‘It is no easy matter to reply correctly to Lasker’s bad moves.’ Réti also published a lengthy analysis of Lasker’s habit of deliberately playing unsoundly, if in turn it threw his opponents psychologically off balance. Lasker denied that he knowingly played bad moves. He claimed instead that he played the ‘practical’ moves, which allowed him to steer the game into his realm of genius, which was unclear complications. He would provoke an apathetic opponent into rash action; if he played an aggressive opponent, Lasker would play hard-to-get and bore the hell out of his opponent, well past normal levels of tolerance.

His uniqueness was that he was the first great player to play the opponent, and not always the board. He would willingly precipitate a crisis – sometimes even unsoundly – and in the chaos, his superior calculation ability took control. Then there was Lasker’s astonishing defensive power. He was like a cat who had way more lives than just nine.

Titian painted his masterpiece The Assumption in his early 90s. We chess players, on the other hand, rarely create our best work late in life. Old age and decline in playing strength rains equally on the strong and the weak. Lasker, like Kortchnoi and Smyslov, was a rare exception. He won the ultra-elite New York 1924 tournament at the age of 55, a biological miracle which has yet to be duplicated.

Chapter 5 – The Great Minimalist:
 José Raúl Capablanca, New York 1927

Capa’s play was always as simple and austere as a medieval monk’s prayer during Lent. Believing that we can eternally evade loss in a chess game is as foolish as believing we have the power to cheat death and live forever. Yet Capa did just that on the chessboard, and remained unbeaten for years and years. In fact, between 1916 and 1924, Capa experienced a period of eight full years (!) without feeling the sting of even a single defeat, until he was finally beaten by Réti at the great New York tournament of 1924, and even then it was under duress: apparently Capablanca’s wife, his mistress and the press entered the tournament all at the same time. Even the normally cool Capa was unable to concentrate under that kind of pressure!

New York 1927 was a tournament where the participants played each other four times. The participants were Capablanca, Alekhine, his soon to be challenger, Nimzowitsch, Vidmar, Spielmann and Marshall.

Capa ruled the tournament from the start and ended up with a completely dominating score of 8 wins, zero losses and 12 draws, with a total of 14 points. Alekhine was a million miles behind in second place, with 11.5 points. Capa defeated every other participant in his individual matches against them.

We chess players commune with the great players of the past, the way native Americans connect with their spirit animal. Capa is my spirit animal.

Chapter 6 – Thunderbolts and Lightning, Very, Very Frightening:
 Alexander Alekhine, Bled 1931

You ask your friend: ‘What is the goal of life?’ He responds: ‘To destroy my enemies, and luxuriate in the wails and lamentations of their children and wives!’ I just described Alekhine’s world view. I have many interests and am not one of those people who believe that the height of human aspiration is to win a chess game. Alexander Alekhine thought otherwise. He was the first true chess fanatic and the first great chess opening theorist, since before his day, even world class players didn’t put much work into the opening and basically winged it.

Capablanca once warned that chess was nearly played out, with all new possibilities and ideas exhausted. How wrong he was. Alekhine – the pre-Kasparov – came along and infused our game with a never-before-seen dynamism. In his youth, he was essentially a Great Romantic, and later, when he perfected his strategic game and became World Champion, the Great Romantic gene was still there, lying in wait.

When Alekhine shockingly defeated Capablanca to wrest his title of World Chess Champion, many were convinced that Capa had not taken the match seriously and that if he had, Alekhine would not have won. Alekhine had to prove that he was not a paper tiger champion and he did this in a big way. First he won San Remo in crushing fashion in 1930. Then he won Bled – the tournament covered in this book –, which was even stronger, in 1931.

Later in life, Alekhine became an alcoholic and I suspect the only fresh fruit he consumed were the lime slices in his gin gimlets. Bled was in the pre-alcoholic phase, when Alekhine was at the height of his powers. Alekhine had evolved from his younger days, as almost a throwback to the Great Romantics, to a complete player, equally well versed in all phases of the game. He was the precursor of the modern-day professional player, since he was the first great player to understand the deep importance of opening preparation.

The wonderful thing about writing this book is that it altered my perception of some players. Most of my life I underestimated Alekhine’s greatness. Only from deeply studying his astonishingly beautiful games from Bled 1931, have I now come to realize my previous error. As they say, better late than never.

Chapter 7 – Inexorable Logic:
 Mikhail Botvinnik’s win of the The Hague/Moscow World Championship Match Tournament of 1948

What happens when our king is dead, without a successor heir? This problem arose when Alekhine, still the World Champion, passed away on March 24, 1946. So who replaces him? The unprecedented situation created the need for a world-governing chess body. FIDE was formed, and they decided it would not be decided by mano à mano matches. FIDE concluded that the fairest way was to host a quintuple round robin tournament to determine the new Champion. The participants: Botvinnik, Smyslov, Keres, Reshevsky, and former World Champion Euwe.

Mikhail Botvinnik was considered the favourite because of some good results before WWII, but especially because of his win in the strong Groningen 1946 event. He was all-powerful in this World Championship tournament, scoring 14 points out of 20 games and achieving a plus score against all the other four players.

If you had to pick the seven most influential players in chess history, who would they be? My picks would be Morphy, Steinitz, Lasker, Alekhine, Botvinnik, Tal and Carlsen. You may wonder why I added Botvinnik. He was really the first player to truly understand that at a professional level, the opening stage was disproportionately more important than the other stages of the game. So, building upon Alekhine’s previous work, he worked out his opening systems to unheard-of levels of depth, often creating ‘book’ by analyzing his openings deeply into the middlegame. This essentially created the Soviet School of Chess and is the reason most of us buy opening books, more than books on other subjects in chess. Botvinnik’s inexorable logic was invincible to all interfering forces.
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The above position is from Keres-Botvinnik, where Botvinnik played 41…h4!! and worked out a forcing line – including a nest of complex sidelines – to force the win, ending on Black’s 58th move! This was number-crunching on a scale not seen since Lasker’s reign. I don’t have the room in the introduction to explain how he did it. The answer lies within this book.

Chapter 8 – A Working Class Hero Is Something to Be:
 Bobby Fischer’s 11-0 Sweep of the 1963/64 U.S. Championship

How can ‘ordinary’ world champions measure up to a god, with impossibly high standards? In his prime, Fischer was a more formidable beast than the ones conjured in our nightmares. He was the confluence of unparalled strategic understanding, computer-like precision and near-perfect endgame technique.

In this book we don’t cover Fischer’s famous winning streak of 1971, which included his Candidates’ match 6-0, 6-oh! blood baths versus Taimanov and Larsen. Instead, we focus on the young Bobby of 1963/64, who accomplished a record which is unlikely to ever be matched, and is impossible to beat. Bobby swept the U.S. Closed Championship field 11-0, an unbelievable feat. So outclassed were the rest of the 1963/64 participants, that Hans Kmoch congratulated GM Larry Evans, who placed a distant second, on ‘winning’ the tournament, while congratulating Fischer on ‘winning the exhibition’.

This was the young Bobby’s sixth U.S. Championship. He had won the previous five, but not like this! Expectations were high, yet Bobby surpassed them by a mile. In case you believe that Fischer won a tournament of weak opposition, then please disbelieve it immediately. His opponents included GMs Evans, Benko, Reshevsky, Robert Byrne, Bisguier and Mednis, as well as GM-strength IM’s like Tony Saidy and Norman Weinstein.

Chapter 9 – Enchantment versus Science:
Mikhail Tal, Riga Interzonal 1979

Temptation and desire are what pushes us to sell our soul to the devil. And from movies and novels, the devil always gets the better of the soul-seller in the end. Only one chess player in history outwitted the devil. His name was Mikhail Tal, whose insight was: Truth is of one essence, while a lie is of many. Therefore, the lie is much more difficult to spot. Tal was perhaps the greatest chess liar of all time.

If you were allowed only one word to describe Tal’s style, what would it be? I would pick destabilization. The unrepentantly unsound sacrifices of his youth rang discordant within the minds of classical orthodoxy: Botvinnik and Smyslov disapproved of Tal’s style and placed him in the category of a serial subverter who practiced dark magic to influence the virtuous and the obedient. Tal did indeed singlehandedly undermine the belief in a logic/science-based paradigm and replaced it with a spooky voodoo which kicked the crap out of orthodox grandmasters and their correctness dogma. I always found that this charge of ‘unsound’, as an intended insult, isn’t all that much of an insult. If you get angry and call your new puppy Bonzo a ‘son of a bitch’ for peeing on the carpet, Bonzo’s feelings won’t be hurt, for two reasons:

• Bonzo doesn’t understand you.

• It’s true, so Bonzo doesn’t care.

In fact, Tal was one of the most influential players in chess history, since he pretty much invented the science of anarchy, as a means to confuse an opponent who puts his trust in logic. He was the anti-Big Brother who proved that 2+2 sometimes equals five. To borrow from Orwell, Tal was guilty of multiple thought crimes.

Before Tal, the assumption/principle always was: unsound sacrifices are only the ally and refuge of those who are busted. But Tal altered that. He sacrificed unsoundly even in favourable positions! He got away with murder on the chessboard, over and over, and I’m pretty certain he understood exactly how war criminals feel when they pass happily from this world, uncaught and unpunished for their crimes against humanity. He fleeced the gullible, which he interpreted as the rest of the chess world.

What was the source of Tal’s power? Even today the answer is unclear. Botvinnik attributed the 1960 loss of his World Championship title to Tal’s computer-like ability to rapidly and accurately calculate variations. Then Kortchnoi – who seemed to have Tal’s number, score-wise – confused the issue by calling him a ‘weak calculator’. Kasparov may have been closest to the truth when he pointed out that Tal actually didn’t calculate many variations, but instead, in complications, magically ‘saw through them’, with his near-infallible intuition in irrational positions, coupled with his hawk eye for short range tactics. He operated on the Principle: Don’t look for something to make sense in irrational positions. Instead, play by feel, since calculation is useless when there are too many variables.

Yet, we can’t help wanting answers, since the human mind demands explanation. In his youth, Tal’s skill at mixing it up was at times hallucinating in its scope and intensity.

David Bronstein once wrote: ‘How does Tal win? It is very simple: he places his pieces in the centre and then sacrifices them somewhere!’ The Tal you see in this book isn’t the same one as described above, since as a natural tactician/risk-taker ages, his inclination to commit suicide grows weaker. By 1979, the old crazy Tal had matured into a gentler, kinder, Mr. Rogers version – but only for a portion of the game. It brought him a staggering victory in the 1979 Interzonal in his home town Riga.

Chapter 10 – Hammer of the Gods:
 Garry Kasparov’s Victory at Tilburg 1989

For most world champions, there is no world outside of chess. But Garry Kasparov shocked the chess world by announcing his retirement in 2005. In 1989, Kasparov, in his prime, played in the annual Interpolis tournament, a category 15 event held in Tilburg, the Netherlands. Besides Kasparov, the other participants were: Vasily Ivanchuk, considered a possible challenger for Kasparov; the legend, Viktor Kortchnoi, who three times challenged Anatoly Karpov for the world crown (twice if we get technical, since the first match was officially a Candidates’ final). Then came veteran Ljubomir Ljubojevic, Simen Agdestein, who later became Magnus Carlsen’s coach, Gyula Sax, Johann Hjartarson, and finally the local hero GM Jeroen Piket. From start to finish, Kasparov showed everyone just who was boss, with 10 wins, 4 draws and no losses, scoring 12 points out of 14 games. He finished an insane 3.5 points over the distant second place finisher Kortchnoi and 5 full points over Ljubojevic and Sax, who shared third.

In this event, Kasparov’s play was reminiscent of the young Tal’s. Kasparov also was not shackled by stylistic inhibitions of concepts of ‘sound’ and ‘unsound’. ‘Unsound’ was perfectly acceptable if Kasparov could muck up the position, which required a calculation/tactics battle. In this, Kasparov engaged sacrifices, some sound, many more unsound, over and over. Pretty much all of them worked. Here is an example from his game against Piket:

[image: images]

No, Kasparov didn’t down two tablets of crystal meth just before starting this game, and this time, for a change, his sacrifices were sound. In this position, Kasparov as Black, who had just given up his a8-rook, calmly declined to capture either White’s hanging f2-bishop or a8-knight and played …♘f6-h5!!, creating a tomb for Piket’s king. The remainder of the game, which you can find in this book, is essentially Kasparov’s Moonlight Sonata of King’s Indian attacking games.

Chapter 11 – The Soft-Spoken Champion:
 Anatoly Karpov in Linares 1994

When we think of massive winning streaks, we don’t normally consider the name Anatoly Karpov. Maybe we should. Linares 1994 is in contention of being the strongest chess tournament of all time. The then World Champion Kasparov said (to his deep regret!) that whoever won this event could consider him- or herself (Judit Polgar was the lone female participant in the event) the ‘world champion of tournament chess’.

It was Napoleon who advised us to take care of the Difficult in the present and leave the Impossible for a future date. Karpov did not take Napoleon’s advice on this occasion. Karpov was normally the energy-conserving minimalist type, who won events by just half a point. But this time, Karpov began the tournament with a Fischer-like 6-0 start, which left him miles ahead of Kasparov and Shirov, who both trailed by 2.5 points. Karpov’s final score was an unheard of 11/13, with nine wins, four draws and no losses. It was as if an IM or GM played in a tournament where the rest of the players were Elo-rated 2100 or below. Karpov’s performance rating was a staggering 2985, which, with today’s rating inflation, would easily surpass the 3000 mark.

Linares 1994 was probably the strongest tournament of the 20th century. Five World Champions (two present and three future) and multiple challengers for future world championships! Nobody can dominate a tournament this strong, yet Karpov did just that.

Chapter 12 – The Other Botvinnik:
 Fabiano Caruana, Sinquefield Cup 2014

The strongest tournament of the 21st century took place in 2014 in Saint Louis – the second Sinquefield Cup. It was an unheard of Category XXIII level event, with a stratospheric average rating of 2802! The format was a 6-player double round robin taking place in the St Louis Chess Club, with a prize fund of $315,000.

Ranked third in the tournament, behind Magnus Carlsen and Levon Aronian, was the unassuming Italian/American GM Fabiano Caruana, who had quietly pushed his way into the world’s chess elite. Things which are represented as being ‘free of charge’ generally aren’t, since they always come with a catch. There was no catch for Fabi this tournament. Normally, our chess games are wars of escalating injuries and deaths for both sides. Not here though, as Fabiano had it all his way from start to finish.

There was an explosion from the very start. Fabi won his first two games against Veselin Topalov and Maxime Vachier-Lagrave. Then he did the unthinkable by defeating Carlsen with the black pieces in the third round. And Fabi just kept winning, all the way to a 7-0 start.

To me, Caruana’s streak is more shocking than Steinitz’s and Fischer’s winning streaks covered in this book. Why? Because he did it in the computer era, where it’s common for top 10-player matchups to go winless for long periods of time. Remember that Carlsen and Caruana went winless in the 12-game slow portion of their World Championship match.

Caruana ended up three full points ahead of the field. With this victory, the chess world awaited an inevitable Carlsen-Caruana World Championship match, but it took another four years.

The Fear Factor

Do you remember the old Star Trek episode of the malevolent entity which snuck aboard the USS Enterprise and which psychically sustained its nourishment from fear in crew members? That is what happened in this tournament. As Caruana’s score grew, so did the fear factor in his opposition. Sometimes our position is ill and sometimes the illness is in our mind. By round four, Caruana’s opponents were playing noticeably worse than usual. Mark Crowther explains in The Week in Chess: ‘For the first time Caruana’s opponent played truly dreadfully, almost in panic at his score. Vachier-Lagrave (Fabi’s seventh game) seemed to collapse just out of the opening.’ Kasparov added: ‘I do not believe chess has advanced so much in the 9 years since my retirement that moves like ♕a4 and g3 make sense!’

No physical harm comes to us during a bad dream, yet we clearly do suffer from a psychological standpoint, since we believe it to be real while we sleep. In the same way, the players in this tournament were disoriented by Caruana’s surge, so much so that they may have played below their normal potential. We saw a second manifestation of such a fear factor arise once again in 2019, which brings us to the next player in the book…

Chapter 13 – Altered Reality:
 Magnus Carlsen at the Grenke Chess Classic 2019

Has our era been enhanced or hijacked by technology? Something altered radically in 2019. The old Capablanca/Carlsen packed his bags and left. What emerged was this scary-weird computer/Tal/Carlsen hybrid who relentlessly churned turmoil with endless machinations and seemingly endless unsound sacrifices, which just happened to work virtually 100% of the time in his games. It’s almost as if Carlsen told his skeptics: ‘You think me a blaspheming unbeliever? Okay then, let’s play out this game and see just who Caissa loves the most, shall we?’

Is sound or unsound just a matter of opinion? In the computer era, you would think that the answer is a resounding ‘No!’. Computers tell us unequivocally that many – if not the majority – of young Tal’s sacrifices were dubious, to outright unsound. How fortunate for Tal that he was playing fallible humans and not AlphaZero. In the past, Carlsen’s remarkable technical skills had many comparing him to Capablanca. In 2019, something changed, and Magnus channeled the young Tal, mixed with an AlphaZero gene.

My guess is that he began studying the games of AlphaZero, and then began to play like a machine, yet a machine instilled with the human quality of faith. You are a seven-year-old girl, growing up in an ancient society in the year 3000 BC. The high priest informs you that you lucked out and are the virgin picked to be a ritual sacrifice to the Sky god. He tells you that when you die, your soul floats straight up to the Sky god’s paradise and you live, blissed out for all eternity. The question is: are you thrilled with indescribably joy, or are you quaking in terror? Your correct answer is: you are joyful if you have faith and horrified without faith. Like Tal before him, Carlsen at Grenke made one inexplicable sacrifice after another. Each time he won, yet playing over the games, your writer, an IM with access to Komodo 13 and a host of other chess computers, was utterly mystified as to why he gave the pawns away. Only with the hindsight of playing over the games (many times!), the inexplicable logic of his sacrifices became a touch more logical – but only a touch more! He made these sacrifices on faith alone and his Sky god did indeed lift him to paradise.

During his 2019 run of tournament victories, Carlsen’s world class opponents felt a sense of disquiet which could not be shaken, and which has not been seen since the days of Fischer and Kasparov in their primes.

Only in chess is a towering rating akin to sainthood. For most of us, there is not a doubt in our minds that Magnus Carlsen is the strongest player of all time. Yet the question remains: is he the greatest player of all time?
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CHAPTER 1

A God among Mortals:
 Paul Morphy, First American Chess Congress 1857

Many of us already played over Morphy’s dazzling match wins against his top-ranked opposition in his European tour. So instead, I chose the First American Chess Congress to display Morphy’s winning streak for this book.

New York City hosted the first American Chess Congress, from October 6th to November 10th, 1857. The tournament was designed to mimic the Great London Tournament of 1851. In this tournament, draws were ordered to be replayed. The first prize was an astoundingly high (for 1857, where a quart of milk cost on average three pennies) $300, which Morphy actually declined to accept, since he may have considered the concept of a professional chess player to be vulgar!

16 top-ranked American masters were invited, the two most notable being Louis Paulsen and the great Paul Morphy. The event was played according to the same system as the London 1851 tournament, where players were randomly paired for matches, the winner of which was the first to win three games. As you may have guessed, Morphy dominated, sweeping all his opponents until the final match, where Paulsen, the only other world-class player in the event, managed to win a single game against him. Morphy’s final score was a staggering 14 wins, three draws, and only the single loss to Paulsen. Morphy’s resounding victory prompted his chess friends to encourage his triumphant European tour, where Morphy won every match he played, with the notable exception of Howard Staunton, who, as we know, (wisely?) chickened out. Therefore I really consider Morphy the first World Champion.

The games of the Great Romantics are not like those 1950’s sci-fi movies, which are enjoyed for their awfulness. Why? Because Morphy’s opponents mimic the same strategic errors as entry-level club players. Morphy’s games are often perfect examples of how to punish amateurish (from today’s perspective) play.
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The Root Causes of Morphy’s Victory:

1. Morphy simply understood principles like:

a) Develop your pieces first, before going off on wild, early adventures.

b) Fight for control over the centre.

We take such obvious truths for granted today. Back then, chess was something people figured out for themselves.

2. Morphy was the strongest strategist of his era, so he often reached winning positions via his superior grasp of the fundamentals, which his opponents lacked.

3. Morphy was the strongest tactician/calculator in the world. Rare were the times when he missed a combination, which tended to arise from a superior position. This can be easily seen in the way Morphy walloped Adolf Anderssen in the European tour. Anderssen, a master of combinations, continually created great complications, none of which fooled Morphy, who always out-calculated and out-combined his opponent.

4. Morphy was the strongest player in the world in irrational positions, and his sense of clarity and instant board-sight made him a precursor of Capablanca, Fischer and Carlsen. And like Tal, Morphy was almost impossible to confuse. The rare exception was when he allowed himself to be ensnared in blocked positions (Barnes and Owen used this strategy on Morphy in the European tour). In this tournament, Meek tried this strategy of blocking the game by playing a Hippopotamus formation. It did not work out well for Meek! Morphy could look at the position and the essence/plan came instantly to him.

5. Morphy’s sense of the initiative was by far the most refined in the era. Once he got the initiative, it was generally a death sentence for the opponent, as you can see in this game versus Thompson (see Game 1).


Game 1

James Thompson

Paul Morphy

New York 1857 (1)

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3

Morphy also frequently played the King’s Gambit, which was sort of the era’s Ruy Lopez.

2…♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.d3 ♘f6 5.♘c3 h6 6.♘e2

A bit weird, but still okay. White plans to swing the knight over to g3, in Closed Ruy Lopez fashion.

6…d6

6…d5 7.exd5 ♘xd5 8.0-0 is also okay for Black. The e5-pawn may later become a target, yet its potential for weakness is counterbalanced by Black’s greater central control.

7.c3 0-0 8.h3 ♔h8!?

This is the start of an overly ambitious plan from Morphy, who intends a future …f7-f5. Safer was 8…♗e6.

9.♘g3 ♘h7!?
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If our opening understanding today is the Five Star rated Four Seasons Hotel, then Morphy’s was the Bates Motel. Is his slightly wobbly last move simply strategic ignorance, which was prevalent for the era, or is Morphy indulging in a purposeful suspension of critical thinking? My feeling is for the latter. Playing for …f7-f5 isn’t such a great plan since White either wins a pawn or picks up the bishop pair and the light squares. Morphy would have been better off existing with subdued ambitions with a more sober move like 9…♗e6.

10.♕c2 f5?!

Yes, Morphy does seize a touch of initiative with this move, yet at too high a strategic cost.

11.exf5 d5 12.♗b3?!

White stands slightly better after 12.♗b5! ♗xf5 13.♗xc6 bxc6 14.0-0 ♗d6 15.♘xe5! ♗xe5 16.♘xf5 ♖xf5 17.d4 (double attack/discovered attack) 17…♕d7 18.dxe5 ♖xe5 with the superior minor piece and the healthier structure.

12…e4!?
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This is what we call a ‘faith-based attack’, which feels a little outside of Morphy’s price range.

Morphy, who proceeded with diabolical ambition, was so confident of his ability to outplay his opponents, that he often lunged at them in such semi-dubious ways. I went over about 100 of his games in preparation for this book and was astounded at just how often he stood worse after the opening, even against far weaker opposition. His opening MO was over-aggression, mixed with overconfidence.

This is a dubious pawn sacrifice, yet dubious tended to work quite well in 1857, since we can’t forget about the intangibles, like the fact that the position becomes far more complex, which automatically favoured the unconfusable Morphy. 12…♗xf5 was correct – if we believe in playing ‘correct’ chess.

13.dxe4 dxe4 14.♘g1??
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A country can be laid waste through either external threats, or internal disharmony. This is obviously a case of the latter. If there is only one thing you remember about this book, then please don’t make it this move! It was Richard Dawkins who said: ‘Natural selection punishes wastage of time and energy’, and here we see its effects displayed on the chessboard.

Principle: Never ever voluntarily make a retrograde retreat in an open position.

It isn’t easy to play over a game from centuries past, without scoffing at the sometimes laughably weak moves, with our present-day bias/hindsight. We take our knowledge for granted and must remember: we reached our current state on the backs of the great players of the past. Keep in mind that Thompson was considered one of the top 16 ranked players in the United States.

White gets away with the unlikely 14.♕xe4!. Black’s hopes for counter-play die down in anguished silence, as Morphy has no effective way to exploit White’s queen and king line-up on the e-file: 14…♖e8 15.♗e6 ♘f8 16.0-0 ♘xe6 17.fxe6 ♗xe6 18.♕g6 and Black’s bishop pair doesn’t fully compensate for the missing pawn.

14…♘e5!

Morphy’s knight invades d3 and all sorts of horrible things are about to happen to Mr. Thompson.

15.♗e3

15.♘xe4 loses on the spot to 15…♗xf5 16.f3 ♘d3+ 17.♔e2 ♗xe4. The bishop can’t be taken due to a rook check on f2.

15…♘d3+ 16.♔e2 ♗xe3 17.fxe3

17.♔xe3 ♕g5+ 18.♔e2 ♘xf2! and White is crushed.

17…♕h4! 18.♘xe4

18.♘f1 is met with 18…♕f2+ 19.♔d1 ♕e1#.

18…♕xe4 19.♕xd3 ♕xg2+

And game over, since White loses a rook.

20.♔d1 ♗xf5 21.♕e2

If 21.♗d5 ♕xb2 22.♖b1 ♕xb1+ wins.

21…♕xh1 0-1
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Today, we would consider a 21-move win a miniature. For Morphy, this was totally average!

How does Morphy fare as an endgame player? Let’s find out in the next two games.

Game 2

Paul Morphy

James Thompson

New York 1857

1.e4

Our choice of first move is kind of our birth certificate. 1.e4 was Morphy’s lifelong choice as White.

1…c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 e6 5.♗e3 ♗e7 6.♘c3 h6 7.♗d3 d5?!
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Principle: Avoid opening the game when lagging in development. If we transport Jesus’ statement ‘In my Father’s house are many mansions’ to chess openings, I’m afraid that Mr. Thompson’s line gets demoted from a mansion to a low-rent district apartment.

8.♗b5! ♗d7 9.exd5 exd5 10.♘xd5

Thanks for the free pawn.

10…♘f6 11.♘xf6+

After 11.♘xe7! ♕xe7 12.0-0 Black has nothing for the sacrificed pawn.

11…♗xf6 12.c3

I would jump at the chance to damage Black’s structure with 12.♗xc6!. Principle: Give away your bishop pair if in turn you can damage the opponent’s structure. Morphy may have been concerned about the drawing effects of bishops of opposite colours (did people of this era even know about this principle?) after 12…bxc6 13.c3 ♗xd4?! 14.♕xd4 0-0. The ending is heavily in White’s favour after 15.0-0-0 ♗e6 16.♕xd8 ♖fxd8 17.b3. Not only is Black down a pawn, but he nurses two isolanis.

12…0-0 13.0-0?!

Once again, typical of the era is the lack of caring about structure. Today, a master would likely play 13.♘xc6! bxc6 14.♗c4.

13…♕c7 14.♕a4

White’s advantage is larger after 14.♘xc6 ♗xc6 15.♕a4.

14…♖fe8 15.♖ad1 ♖e4 16.♗xc6!?

Now he opts for a potential of bishops of opposite colours. An option was to play 16.♕b3 ♘xd4 17.♗xd4 ♗xd4 18.cxd4 ♗xb5 19.♕xb5.

16…♗xc6 17.♕c2 ♗e5 18.g3?

He should not be weakening his light squares. Correct was 18.h3!.

18…♗xd4! 19.cxd4!?

Morphy opts for an isolani/passed pawn. His advantage has mostly evaporated and now Black should comfortably hold the draw.

19…♕e7?

19…♕a5! 20.♕c5 (20.a3? ♕h5! gives Black a nasty attack on the light squares) 20…♕xa2 21.d5 ♖c4 22.♕d6 ♗a4 23.♖d2 and Black stands no worse.
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20.d5!

Now Morphy seizes control over d5 and his passed pawn becomes formidable.

20…♗d7 21.♗c5?

Oh no! It appears that in this era, chess players did not realize that the pawn up side in opposite coloured bishop positions should not agree to a queen swap, since this greatly enhances the defender’s side to hold the draw. In fact, at this stage Komodo 13 prefers Black.

21…♖c8! 22.♗xe7

22.b4 b6 forces the queens off the board all the same.

22…♖xc2 23.♗a3 b5!

Now White must deal with the …b5-b4 threat.

24.♖fe1 f5?
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White’s extra passed d-pawn is the root cause of Black’s suffering, yet conversion won’t be so simple for the following reasons:

1. Principle: Bishops of opposite colours favour the pawn down side in endings.

2. A black rook is already on the seventh rank.

3. Black has the annoying plan …a7-a5, followed by …b5-b4, which virtually ensures that at least one white queenside pawn will fall.

24…♖xe1+ 25.♖xe1 a5! 26.b3 b4 27.♗c1 ♖xa2 and it is White who is in deep trouble and fighting for the draw.

25.f3! ♖xe1+ 26.♖xe1

Infiltration to e7 is insured.

26…♖d2

26…f4 may have been a better try.

27.d6 a5

Threat: …b5-b4.

28.♗c5!

Morphy is willing to give away both of his queenside pawns to play ♖e7, which is in conjunction with d6-d7.

28…b4

28…♖xb2 29.♖e7 ♗c6 30.♖c7 ♗e8 (forced) 31.♗d4! ♖xa2 (if 31…♖d2 32.♖xg7+ ♔f8 33.d7! wins a piece, since 33…♖xd4?? is met with the shot 34.♖g8+! ♔xg8 35.dxe8♕+ ♔h7 36.♕f7+ ♔h8 37.♕f6+; even Black’s rook falls) 32.♖xg7+ ♔f8 33.d7.

29.♖e7 ♖d5?

Death isn’t a final state if you believe there is a chance of resurrection. Black could have put up greater resistance with 29…♗b5! 30.♖a7 ♖xb2 31.♖xa5 b3! 32.axb3 ♖xb3. Rocks and topsoil spill over from the cliff’s lip, yet Black manages to hang onto a root’s branch, to keep from plunging below. The three words a chess writer hates to use is ‘I don’t know’, yet I don’t know if White is able to force a win from this position, due to the drawing power of the bishops of opposite colours.
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30.♗xb4!

Simplification. The rook transition to a rook and pawn ending is a straightforward win for White.

30…axb4 31.♖xd7

Black is down two pawns in the rook ending and the remainder is easy for Morphy.

31…♔f8 32.♖b7! ♖d4 33.♔f2 ♖xd6

If 33…♖d2+ 34.♔e3 ♖xb2?? 35.♖b8+ ♔f7 36.d7 White promotes.

34.♖xb4 ♖d2+
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35.♔e3!

Morphy isn’t interested in pocket change. Principle: In rook endings, activity tends to take precedence over material.

35…♖xh2 36.a4 ♖c2 37.a5 ♖c5 38.♖a4

Principle: In rook endings, place your rook behind passed pawns – either yours, or your opponent’s.

38…♔e7 39.b4

Easier was 39.a6! ♖c8 40.a7 ♖a8 41.♔f4 g6 42.♖a6 ♔f7 43.b4 and Black resigns.

39…♖c8 40.b5 ♖b8

Black’s unfortunate rook lives in a place where it is neither appreciated, nor loved.

41.a6 ♔d7 42.b6! ♔c6 43.b7 ♔b6 44.a7! ♖e8+ 45.♔f4 ♔xb7

Black had to realize this attempt was feeble. Thompson’s king seeks in vain to rectify the injustice so long inflicted upon his position. He won’t reach his goal.
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Exercise (planning): The surgery is finished. All which remains now is for the surgeon to stitch the patient’s wound. This one is easy: what is White’s winning plan?

46.a8♕+!

Answer: Simplification. White easily wins the king and pawn ending, with Black’s king a million miles away.

46…♖xa8 47.♖xa8 ♔xa8 48.♔xf5 1-0


Game 3

James Thompson

Paul Morphy

New York 1857
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position after 22.♖d3?



People love to do things the hard way. I had a relative who spit on thumb and forefinger to snuff out a candle. I thought: ‘Why the hell doesn’t she just blow it out?’ White’s last move is an attempt to double rooks to challenge the d-file. Morphy proved it to be a mistake.

The farm chicken tends to see it as a bad sign when she spots the farmer sharpening his axe.

Exercise (combination alert): White’s position is not exactly in mint condition:

1. He lags slightly in development.

2. His pieces are less active than Morphy’s.

3. Black’s bishop is superior to White’s remaining knight.

Do you see a way for Black to turn the accumulated advantages into a combination?

Answer: Overloaded defender/weak back rank:

22…♗xf2+! 23.♔h1

A non-recapture fails to inspire confidence and it isn’t a good sign when ‘I can’t’ is your only option.

 A) 23.♖xf2?? ♖e1+ exploits White’s loose back rank;

 B) After 23.♕xf2?? White’s queen is overloaded, since it no longer defends the d3-rook. 23…♕xf2+ 24.♖xf2 ♖xd3 is an easy win.

23…♖xd3 24.♕xd3 ♖e3!

Now White must watch out for sacrifices on h3, followed by the mating pattern …♕f3+, …♕g3+ and …♕xh3 mate.

25.♕d8+ ♔g7!

Moment of Contemplation: Morphy, in gravely un-Great Romantic fashion, correctly allows a queen swap, following the Principle: Don’t sentimentalize your attack. If an opportunity arises to sell it for profit, then jump on it. 25…♔h7 26.♕d1 isn’t as easy to convert.

26.♕d4+

Pretty much forced. After 26.♕d7 ♖e2 White is busted since 27.♕xb7?? walks into 27…♗g3! 28.♖g1 and the knockout punch: 28…♖xg2! 29.♖xg2 (29.♔xg2 ♕f2+ 30.♔h1 ♕h2#) 29…♕f1+ 30.♖g1 ♕xh3#.

26…♕xd4! 27.cxd4 ♖e2 28.♘c4 ♖e1!?
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Have you ever watched a movie you believe is about to wrap up and then you click your channel changer and see that there is a full hour remaining? Black is still winning the bishop versus knight ending after Morphy’s move. It just takes longer. Quicker would have been 28…♗g3! 29.♘a5 ♖e7 with an easy technical win:

1. Black is up a pawn.

2. White nurses three weak isolanis.

3. White’s back rank is vulnerable, meaning his rook is doomed to servility on the first rank.

4. Black’s bishop is superior to White’s remaining knight.

5. Black’s king is active and working, while White’s is forced to remain boxed in.

29.♖xe1 ♗xe1 30.♘a5 ♗xb4 31.♘xb7 ♔f6

Black’s king position is also better.

32.♘d8 c5 33.♘c6

After 33.dxc5 ♗xc5 34.♘c6 ♗b6 35.♔h2 ♔e6 36.♘b4 a5 37.♘d3 ♔d5, not only is White down a pawn, but his b-pawn is fatally weak and vulnerable to a raid from Black’s king.

33…♔e6 34.dxc5

34.♘xa7 isn’t much of an option. White is lost after 34…cxd4 35.♔g1 d3 36.♔f1 ♔d5 37.g4 ♔e4 38.♘c6 ♔f3! 39.♘e5+ (39.♘xb4?? d2 forces promotion) 39…♔e3 40.♘c4+ ♔d4 41.♘b6 ♗a5 42.♘d7 ♔e3 43.♘e5 d2! (there is no threat to fork Black’s king and bishop) 44.♘c4+ ♔f3! and White must hand over his knight to prevent Black’s d-pawn from promoting.

34…♗xc5 35.g4 ♔d5 36.♘d8 f6 37.♔g2
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Exercise (planning): Come up with a winning plan for Black.

37…a5!

Answer: Push the a-pawn, intending …a5-a4 and …♗d4, winning White’s b-pawn.

38.♔f3

After 38.b3 ♗b6 39.♘f7 ♔c5 40.♘xh6 ♔b4 41.♘g8 ♗d8, b3 falls and Black’s a-pawn promotes.

38…a4 39.♔e2 ♗d4 40.♔d3 ♗xb2

Now Black’s passed a-pawn seals White’s fate.

41.♘f7 ♗e5 42.♔c2 ♔c4 43.♘d8

43.♘xh6 a3 44.♔b1 ♔b3 and the a-pawn promotes.

43…a3 44.♘b7 a2 45.♘a5+ ♔b4 46.♘b3

White’s knight has the look of an exhausted donkey, forced to haul a heavy load across a desert.

46…♔a3! 0-1
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Zugzwang.

Game 4

Paul Morphy

Alexander Meek

New York 1857

This one is interesting, since the Great Romantics normally avoided closed games.

1.e4 e6 2.d4 g6!?

A fianchetto was a rare sight in a chess game played in 1857, unless your name was Owen, who created his namesake defence with 1…b7-b6 !

3.♗d3 ♗g7 4.♗e3 ♘e7 5.♘e2 b6

[image: images]

Sure, let’s come out of the closet as a Hypermodern player in 1857. I suppose uncharted territory allows us to make our own rules. You and I both know that Meek is going to screw this up. He just hasn’t gotten around to it yet.

Moment of Contemplation: Sneaky Meek knows perfectly well how strong Morphy is in open positions, so he experiments to test him in a closed game, where Morphy’s tactical skill may be suppressed. Unfortunately for Meek, Morphy’s strategic/closed position skills were far above his as well. It’s kind of like if a 2500 rated GM played Carlsen in a match. A 2500 is a very strong player, yet no match for Magnus.

If Monsanto Chemical put out a line of healthy food, would you buy it? When a Great Romantic era player attempts to play ‘strategically’ against Morphy, the results are almost painful to watch. This is the Hippopotamus set-up, which was unusual for the era, for good reason: the Great Romantics were clueless about basic knowledge of pawn structure, which even club players today take for granted.

6.♘d2

Morphy wants his c-pawn free to protect his d-pawn.

6…♗b7 7.0-0

This is a Reinfeldian set-up, more than an actual opening. Meek, shockingly for his era, hands Morphy complete control of the centre, hoping to chip away at it from the wings later on, in Hypermodern fashion. The trouble is that Meek had no clue how to actually play in Hypermodern fashion, since Nimzowitsch and Réti weren’t even born yet!

7…d5!?

A modern-day player would likely play 7…d6.

8.e5 0-0

It doesn’t really benefit Black to exchange off his bad bishop. For example: 8…♗a6 9.♘f3 ♗xd3 10.cxd3! and Black may suffer down the c-file later.

9.f4

Morphy goes for more space. The alternative was piece play with 9.♘f3.

9…f5?!

Is it just me, or are you also starting to believe that Meek may not be a member of the opening theory cognoscenti? I’m sorry but I can no longer mask my feelings of revulsion for Black’s strategic goofiness. Black erects an inflexible construct. He gets no play after this move, which constipates his future kingside pawn breaks. From this point on it’s all sunshine and bluebirds for Morphy, since Black’s position lacks counterplay. Black would have minimized his disadvantage with 9…f6.

10.h3

I prefer 10.b4!, clamping down on Black’s …c7-c5 break.

10…♘d7 11.♔h2

Morphy doesn’t bother with the queenside and plans to attack down the g-file. Once again I prefer 11.b4! but maybe this is just a positional player’s bias.

11…c5 12.c3 c4 13.♗c2 a6?!

Is there something which amuses you? The Great Romantics were anything but great, strategically. This laughably weak move wastes a tempo. Black should have played 13…b5 14.♘f3 a5.

14.♘f3

Threat: 15.♘g5 and 16.♘xe6.

14…h6 15.g4
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Morphy hopes to pry open the kingside.

15…♔h7

The king is most certainly not safe here. I would play 15…♖f7 intending to run the king to the safety of the queenside, via f8.

16.♖g1 ♖g8?

This move leads to a coffin effect on Black’s king. 16…♕e8 was correct.

17.♕e1

Morphy misses a stronger plan to load up on f5 and sacrifice: 17.♘g3! ♕e8 18.♘h4! ♔h8 19.gxf5! gxf5 20.♗xf5! (annihilation of defensive barrier) 20…exf5 21.♘gxf5 ♘xf5 22.♘xf5 ♗f8 23.♖xg8+ ♔xg8 24.♕g4+ ♔h7 25.♘h4! ♕f7 26.f5 and Black won’t survive.

17…♘c6?

My teeth find themselves tightly clenched in detestation of Meek’s last move. The last thing Black should do is move the knight away from covering the sensitive f5- and g6-points.

18.♘h4

Morphy looks for a sacrificial solution. White could pry open Black’s position with 18.h4! ♔h8 19.h5 fxg4 20.♘h4! ♘f8 21.♗xg6. The black king’s pawn cover has been shredded without even sacrificing anything.

18…♕f8?

Toto, I have a really bad feeling we aren’t in Kansas anymore. This defensive move is the equivalent of an unconvincing, insincere smile from a person who dislikes you, yet pretends otherwise.

18…♘f8 had to be tried, although to be fair, White is still winning after 19.gxf5 exf5 20.♘xf5! gxf5 21.♗xf5+ ♔h8 22.♕f2.

[image: images]

Exercise (combination alert): How did Morphy break down Black’s defensive barrier?

19.♘xg6!

Answer: Sacrifice on g6, after which Black is massacred.

19…♔xg6 20.gxf5+ ♔f7 21.fxe6+ ♔xe6 22.f5+

Free at last, free at last.

22…♔e7

22…♔f7 23.e6+ ♔e8 24.♘f4! ♘f6 25.♘g6 ♕d6+ 26.♗f4 ♕d8 27.♘e5 is also awful for Black.

23.♕h4+ ♔e8 24.f6 ♗xf6 25.exf6 ♖xg1 26.♖xg1 ♘xf6 27.♗g6+

A million other moves also win.

27…♔d7 28.♗f5+ ♔e8 29.♗xh6 ♕h8

[image: images]

30.♖g7!

Black’s king has been reduced to the level of a Kafka character who has no name, no vocation, no personality, and has been charged with a mysterious crime, the nature of which the authorities refuse to reveal.

30…♘g8 1-0

31.♗g6+ ♔f8 32.♖f7+ ♔e8 33.♖xb7#.

Game 5

Alexander Meek

Paul Morphy

New York 1857

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 exd4 4.c3!?

I’m certain that Mr. Göring was an honourable man, despite inventing this shady gambit. But keep in mind that Marcus Antonius said the same of Brutus, who assassinated Julius Caesar.

The law of the jungle allows for the strong to feed upon the weak. The only question Meek should have been asking is: ‘Into which category do I belong?’ Ambition, like lust and greed, has no limits. This is the Göring Gambit, where White sacrifices a pawn for a development lead. It’s mainly played at the club level and is certainly dangerous. At the 1975 Canadian Open, I saw an A-player upset a strong grandmaster (I’m old, approaching dementia/senility, and don’t remember which one!) with the line.

4…dxc3 5.♘xc3 ♗c5 6.♗c4 d6 7.h3?

Take that, Theory! Please forgive them, Morphy, for they know not what they do.

[image: images]

I have a few choice words about this ridiculous, time-wasting move, which the editorial staff of New in Chess will not allow me to print. I found 12 players in the database, crazy enough to repeat it.

Principle: Unnatural often equates with improbable. Have you ever met the coffeehouse player who bangs out a sharp opening gambit without studying it, and then is inexplicably proud of his lack of knowledge? Well, almost everyone was such a coffeehouse player in 1857.

To make a move like this one is to put a hat on top of the hat which you are wearing: there is absolutely no point to it. Sure, let’s sacrifice a pawn in the opening for a development lead and then waste time with a ‘safe’ move! I suppose ‘normal’ is whatever the era considers to be normal, no matter how crazy later generations perceive it to be. This move is truly unthematic, yet such mistakes were routine in Morphy’s generation.

Of course White should have cut out the middleman and continued developing with 7.0-0.

7…♗e6?!

7…♘f6 was correct: 8.♗g5 0-0! when White is unable to play 9.♘d5? due to the shot 9…♗xf2+! 10.♔f1 ♗g3 and Black is winning.

8.♗b5?!

8.♗xe6! fxe6 9.♕b3 ♕c8 10.0-0 offers White sufficient play for the missing pawn.

8…♘ge7 9.♘g5?!

This wastes even more time, since White isn’t even threatening to trade on e6.

9…0-0 10.♕h5 h6 11.♘f3

After 11.♘xe6 fxe6 12.0-0 ♘e5 White has no attack.

11…♘g6 12.g4!?

Moment of Contemplation: White is busted anyway, so why not muck it up with an unsound attack?

12…♘ce5

Principle: Meet your opponent’s wing attack with a central counter.

13.♘xe5 dxe5 14.g5

[image: images]

Die Paul Morphy, die! The Great Romantics were the most war-loving generation in chess history. Morphy is up a pawn, yet it appears as if White is about to generate a scary looking attack down the g-file. The operative word is ‘appears’, since comp analysis shows White’s attack to be unsound and Black’s king to be far safer than first appearances indicate.

14…♕d4!

Another central counter, this time threatening f2. Also strong was 14…c6 15.♗e2 hxg5 16.♗xg5 ♕b6 17.0-0-0 ♗d4. Black’s coming attack is more effective than White’s.

15.♗e3 ♕b4 16.♗xc5 ♕xb2

16…♕xc5! was more accurate: 17.gxh6 ♘f4 18.♕g5 g6 19.♕f6 ♘h5 (oh no you don’t!) 20.♕h4 f6 21.0-0-0 ♗xa2 22.♖hg1 ♘f4 23.♖d7 ♔h8 when White’s ‘attack’ is at a dead
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