
  Chapter I


  Warm-up


  This manual on tactics will be like a step-ladder for you. Your apprenticeship as a magician will begin with a warm-up – Mikhail Tal would perhaps describe this training complex as ‘finger exercises’.


  Even if you are still a chess beginner, then you should already know that almost all sacrificial combinations are based on known tactical elements. If, at the correct moment, you can manage to call on procedures such as forks, discovered attacks, pins, skewers, diversion, trapping a piece, eliminating a defender, line opening and line closing, back rank mate, pawn promotion and intermediate moves, then you will be guaranteed to play chess successfully. That, however, is easier said than put into practice. Knowledge of the aforementioned procedures and the most important motifs of known sacrificial combinations such as, for example, the Achilles heel f2/f7, the weak point h7/h2, the attack along open lines, the positioning of a knight on an outpost, the destruction of a barricade, back rank weakness etc. – all these are on one hand pre-conditions for ‘not re-inventing the wheel and on the other hand going beyond them’, that is how your teacher Tal views your first challenge with 40 sacrificial combinations which are now awaiting your solutions.


  First, a few general hints, which are as a rule valid for the next three chapters too:


  [image: ] Since it is well known that sacrificial combinations do not rain down from a clear blue sky, our advice to you is that you would do best to look for each game in a database and then to play through it on a board (absolutely not on a computer) until you reach the position where our exercise occurs. This simple method will help you to recognise the preparatory positional work which Mikhail Tal produced for his chess magic tricks, so that he could for example shine in his irresistible attacks on the king. If you do not yet have a database, then in any case set up the starting position on your chess board! This is the only method which really promises you a measure of success - it allows you to be able to obtain the best possible view of the real situation!


  [image: ] The coded heading should be a practical hint to you.


  [image: ] We also recommend that where possible you work in a continuous fashion and so we suggest that every day you solve four exercises from this chapter. It also makes good sense to keep a written note of your thoughts and thought processes.


  [image: ] It is quite important that you find a good rhythm for your work! If you allow yourself to be hassled, then the result of all your efforts will not be satisfactory. It is well known that slow and steady wins the race…


  [image: ] When you finish your warm-up, then in each case you should do some revision. For that, you independently choose two or three tasks from the material you have studied, how about for example a first pack of four with numbers 2, 11, 25, 39. You will notice that your result will be in every case better in this second run at them, because as a result of your intensive training your subconscious has already stored some specific positions.


  [image: ] In this tactical warm-up phase you should simulate real match conditions, i.e. take a chess clock (even an alarm clock will do!), give yourself a time limit and only then start to solve the exercises.


  [image: ] On no account move the pieces aimlessly back and forward, but stick absolutely to the touch-move rule. This sort of mind-set will see you quite automatically increase your level of concentration!


  Finally, it is very important – above all if you are a less experienced player – that you should never become impatient when things do not work out straight away as you imagined them. Once the thinking time you allowed yourself has run out, just allow yourself a bit more. What is after all decisive is that you enjoy solving the positions and that you are gradually increasing your tactical vision!


  Moreover, talent lies in effort. If you assimilate this piece of wisdom, we can give you the guarantee that you will in fact learn the art of the sacrifice and that this newly won knowledge will clearly improve your playing strength. There is really no magic about that, since: ‘Everything on the chess board has happened before, but also only almost everything… that leaves space for creativity in chess’, is the motivating opinion of the wizard from Riga.


  But now it is your move, because the chess clock is ticking…


  


  Intermezzo


  The golden rules of attack


  General principles


  [image: ] Check out whether all the pre-conditions for a successful attack have been fulfilled. Can you somehow establish numerical superiority to your opponent or is the opposing king’s fortress already weakened?


  [image: ] Mobilise all your forces for the attack.


  [image: ] The speed of an attack is often more important than material.


  [image: ] Calculate your own checks and captures first. On king hunts pay particular attention to moves which obstruct your opponent’s escape route.


  [image: ] Be sure to exchange off those pieces defending weaknesses in the opposing king’s fortress! Otherwise you should keep as much attacking potential on the board as possible.


  [image: ] Bishops of opposite colours favour the attacking side.


  [image: ] In attack, queen and knight form a strong tandem.


  [image: ] An active rook can sometimes work wonders in an open position.


  [image: ] Pawns too can render valuable service in attacks, like for example the legendary coffin nail on h6 against the black pawns f7, g6, h7 and king on g8.


  [image: ] Study very carefully typical attacking plans and motifs against both castled positions.


  Tal’s tips & tricks


  [image: ] Centralise your pieces before sacrificing.


  [image: ] The main reason why knights exist is to sacrifice themselves to breach opposing pawn walls so that the long-legged pieces can then break in.


  [image: ] Play boldly and actively, to force Lady Luck on to your side. Tal: ‘I console myself with the pleasurable thought that chess fans, spectators and readers are happy whenever a grandmaster risks something instead of simply pushing lumps of wood about.’


  [image: ] Bring about wild complications in the hope that your opponent will have to think for a long time, that he will lose his sense of perspective and finally panic. Tal: ‘You must lead your opponent into a deep, dark forest, where 2 + 2 = 5 and where the path back out is only broad enough for one of you.’


  [image: ] Trust your intuition and play to win! Tal: ‘Playing for a draw is to some extent a crime against chess.’


  [image: ] Give your opponent a lot of options to choose from. Single clear threats are often easily beaten off. Having to decide between alternatives is, on the other hand, unpleasant and difficult.


  [image: ] There are no automatisms in chess. If your opponent is attacking one of your pieces, then first check whether you can attack two of his.


  [image: ] Retreats – especially diagonal retreats by the queen – are the moves which are most frequently overlooked. So speculate on that!


  [image: ] Speculative sacrifices for an attack give you the psychological initiative, because most human beings – computers are completely different – do not like defending. In such situations your opponent is weighed down by the enormous pressure of having to refute the, presumably, incorrect sacrifices. Tal: ‘There are two sorts of sacrifices: correct ones and mine.’


  [image: ] Material is only one of many factors in the evaluation of a position. Tal: ‘Many sacrifices require absolutely no concrete calculation. It is sufficient to form a quick picture of the resulting position in order to convince us that the sacrifice is correct.’


  


  Exercises


  1A peal of thunder


  Gedeon Barcza - Tal


  2nd International Tournament,

  Tallinn 1971


  [image: ]


  After their first one in 1969, the chess federation of Estonia staged an international tournament in Tallinn every two years until 1975. The second one (20.2 till 14.3.1971) was a rather prestigious one, as will be seen from a glance at the top Soviet grandmasters in the list of participants: Leonid Stein, who had won the first tournament, Paul Keres, David Bronstein, Alexander Zaitsev, Semen Furman, the trainer of future World Champion Anatoly Karpov and Mikhail Tal.


  In the fourth round the ex-World Champion, who would finish in second place behind the Estonian chess idol Keres – both on 11½ points from 15 games – came up against Gedeon Barcza. The Hungarian grandmaster was known for his positional style and for preferring an opening setup characterised by the moves 1.Nf3, 2.g3 and 3.Bg2. Tal had previously achieved favourable positions with Black against the so-called Barcza System in the two games he had played against this opponent (International Tournament Zurich 1959 and Capablanca Memorial 1963 in Havana). And the same happened again.


  With which clap of thunder did he now force a rapid collapse of White’s house?


  (Solution on page 59)


  


  2The barn door


  Uwe Bönsch - Tal


  1st International Chess Festival,

  Halle/Saale 1974


  [image: ]


  It was quite astonishing that the Chess Federation of the GDR was at all allowed to stage a grandmaster tournament in 1974. Two years previously the royal game, being a non-olympic sport, had been ranked as uninteresting and therefore not worth promoting by the leading committee of the East German sports federation. This categorically excluded participation in world championships and chess olympiads. In Halle an der Saale this competition under the aegis of the 1st International Chess Festivals saw the participation of the strong Czech player Jan Smejkal, Vladimir Savon, the sensational winner of the 1971 39th USSR Championship, and Victor Ciocaltea – the Romanian had suddenly become well known after his defeat of Bobby Fischer in the 1962 Chess Olympiad in Varna – as well as Mikhail Tal. However, Misha had more trouble than expected against the not yet 16 year old youngest participant Uwe Bönsch from the host club BSG Buna Halle-Neustadt. It can be understood that the youngster, playing with White, was now wanting to set the crown on the attack which he had pursued with youthful élan, but of course that did not suit Misha at all.


  In the present position, how did Black get his nose in front of the present national trainer of the German Chess Federation (since 1997!)?


  (Solution on page 59)


  


  3The hunting season


  Karoly Honfi - Tal


  Sukhumi 1972


  [image: ]


  Qualifying for one of the six places in the USSR olympiad team was always darned hard. It was often the case that in the final analysis you needed a bit of luck on your side – or even better patrons amongst the powerful functionaries.


  Well, in 1972 Mikhail Tal’s nomination was on a knife edge. But he still had one little chance left: the strong international tournament in Sukhumi (16th August to 5th September), in which Robert Hübner from Germany (West) and Lutz Espig from Germany (East) were also taking part.


  A strong spurt at the end enabled him to occupy first place with 11½ points from 15 games, ahead of Vladimir Savon (10½). After that ‘a little place was found for me in the olympiad selection, and at the last moment Savon was also included in the team’, according to the ex-World Champion. In Skopje at the XXth Chess Olympiad he was then a trump card for his team on board four with 14 out of 16 and in doing so contributed to the latest gold medal victory for the USSR. However, the said victory was a rather close-run thing, with them being only 1½ points ahead of Hungary.


  In Sukhumi, one of the most beautiful resorts on the Black Sea, the Hungarian grandmaster Karoly Honfi, who had surprisingly defeated Vladimir Savon, was among the victims in Tal’s irresistible finish.


  How did the chess Magician take advantage of the exposed position of the white monarch?


  (Solution on page 60)


  


  4Achilles heel


  Tal - Theodor Ghitescu


  6th Asztalos Memorial, Miskolc 1963


  [image: ]


  1963 did not get off to a very pleasant start for Tal, because his state of health had once again deteriorated to such a point that another kidney operation became necessary. As we know, it would not be the last one for the then still young man – he was after all at this point only 26 years old. Of course, he was then bursting with energy to become active again after this rather long enforced pause. But it was not till the summer that he had a chance, along with David Bronstein, to take part in a memorial tournament in honour of Lajos Asztalos in Miskolc, the fourth largest Hungarian city after Budapest, Debrecen and Szeged.


  ‘Things went smoothly and easily and practically three or four rounds before the end I was able to secure first place’, he remembered. And in actual fact: ten wins and five draws (in one of them it was the East Berliner Reinhart Fuchs who denied him victory) spoke louder than words – the chess world would once more have to reckon with Tal!


  Theodor Ghitescu also was able to recognise this ungrudgingly, when in his own words he achieved a decisive advantage with white by means of an ‘an uncomplicated combination’.


  Where is the Achilles heel in Black’s king position?


  (Solution on page 60)


  


  5Skewered


  Tal - Efim Geller


  25th USSR Championship, Riga 1958


  [image: ]


  These national championships in the city of his birth were especially important for Tal. They also constituted a zonal tournament. That meant that players had to occupy one of the top four places in order to continue taking part in the struggle for the chess crown. And that was the goal which Misha had set himself with his trainer Alexander Koblents. But up until the half-way mark things were not going as he had hoped. His meagre 50 percent were not enough.


  But then the title defender stepped up the tempo, and Efim Geller, 11 years older than he was, would be a witness to that. The very experienced international competitor – he had for example taken an honourable sixth place in the famous Candidates’ tournament in Zurich in 1953 and even increased that three years later in Amsterdam to fourth place – made in their first encounter an unexpected mistake, which ‘distorted the normal course of the game’, was Tal’s comment.


  Which tactical strike did Geller, who in the long run failed in the WCh cycle in the national championship, under-estimate when playing 25…gxf6?


  (Solution on page 61)


  


  6Double attack


  Tal - Efim Geller


  Yugoslavia-USSR, Budva 1967


  [image: ]


  There was a tradition of international matches between the USSR and Yugoslavia, the two strongest chess-playing nations in the 1950s and 60s. But a round robin tournament with six players from each of the countries was certainly an exception. An encounter between Mikhail Tal and Efim Petrovich Geller, the ‘terror of world champions’, as Garry Kasparov once appositely described him, was, and not only in those years, part of their everyday chess activity for both grandmasters. And when these happened there were often enough uncompromising battles, because the ‘chess heavyweight’ that was Geller was also known for his bold attacking style. Although he never made it to a title match for the crown, Efim Petrovich was able to point to a positive or level score against almost all the World Champions - in the case of Tal there were 22 draws and six victories each. And short games such as the one selected here were actually the exception.


  Discover for yourself: how did Tal break through Black’s defensive line?


  (Solution on page 61)


  


  7Tactical club


  Bent Larsen - Tal


  Bugojno 1984


  [image: ]


  Whenever two great tactical players meet, the chessboard usually goes up in flames. Danish grandmaster Bent Larsen, who nowadays lives in Buenos Aires, was known for his uncompromising style. It is not for nothing that his most important book has the title I play to win. This was a motto which more than fitted the young Tal. In the 4th ‘super-tournament’ in Bugojno 1984 – of the then top players, the only ones missing were Anatoly Karpov and Garry Kasparov, who were preparing for their WCh match – these two, who by then were almost 50 years old, were not at all involved in the outcome of the tournament, but in their direct duel they were really not taking any prisoners.


  Which subtle ‘tactical club’ did the ‘magician’ Tal now make use of, and how might Larsen still have been able to put up stiff resistance?


  (Solution on page 62)


  


  8Attack!


  Zvonimir Mestrovic - Tal


  Sarajevo 1966


  [image: ]


  It is hardly conceivable that top players can be forced into having a year’s break from tournaments from time to time. But this exceptional situation applied to Misha Tal. The second half of 1965 stood for him under the sign of the Candidates’ matches against Lajos Portisch (5½-2½), Bent Larsen (5½-4½) and Boris Spassky, who fought his way through to earn the right to challenge World Champion Tigran Petrosian with his 7-4 victory in their match. The state of health of the Latvian ex-World Champion had been completely precarious during his preparations for this Candidates’ final in Tbilisi, which could have given him a chance to win the chess crown again. In his own words, his play against Spassky was ‘disjointed and bad’, which certainly explains his clear defeat.


  The tournament in Sarajevo (19.3. till 7.4.1966), was an all round successful comeback for Tal. Fittingly, he would occupy first place with the same number of points as the future Yugoslavian grandmaster Dragoljub Ciric, whom he defeated in their direct encounter. And with his usual ease, he also enthused his fans in the game against Zvonomir Mestrovic; they could feel that the chess Magician was alive.


  How did Tal storm the white king’s fortress?


  (Solution on page 62)


  


  9Mobilisation


  Krzysztof Pytel - Tal


  Jurmala 1983


  [image: ]


  This tournament in Jurmala in June 1983 was actually a home match for Tal, since the Latvian seaside resort lies on the Baltic Sea coast just ten kilometres from Riga where he was born. It is interesting to know that one of the suburbs of the town is Kemeri, where a famous grandmaster tournament took place in 1937. That one was won by Salo Flohr, who was the only player not to lose a game. In the field he defeated there were World Champion Alexander Alekhine (4th) and the ‘young bucks’ Samuel Reshevsky (3rd), Paul Keres (5th) and Reuben Fine (8th).


  Well, Elo favourite Tal (2620 – placing him in the top 10 of the world ranking list!) could not make the home advantage tell. His play was too placid. His nine draws left him with a score of only 6½ at the end of this competition, won by Oleg Romanishin, who was in brilliant form, with 11 points from 13 games and a three-point lead(!) over Murray Chandler. But the local hero did have one shining moment. His victim was the twice Polish champion Krzysztof Pytel, who represented his country in four olympiads (1972, 1974, 1978 and 1984).


  In this situation, how did Tal mobilise all his forces with one single move?


  (Solution on page 63)


  


  10Exploiting one’s chances


  Readers of Pionerskaya Pravda - Tal


  Telephone match, Moscow 1969


  [image: ]


  Consultation games certainly have their attraction – just remember the one which Paul Morphy won in spectacular fashion in 1858 against the Duke Karl II of Brunswick and Count Isouard in a box at the Paris opera during the performance of the Barber of Seville, with its series of brilliant sacrifices.


  Of course Mikhail Tal was also familiar with it. And perhaps it was even in his mind when the readers of the Soviet young people’s newspaper Pionerskaya Pravda challenged him in 1969. Their suggestions were evaluated by the editorial team and the move selected was passed to the ex-World Champion by telephone. From the very start, the latter went into a wild hand-to-hand struggle (1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 Nf6 4.Ng5 Bc5 5.Nxf7 Bxf2+ 6.Kxf2 Nxe4+ 7.Kg1 Qh4 8.g3 Nxg3 etc.), coming out of it a rook and a piece down, but just about to achieve his desired goal. But just when defeat was inevitable for his young opponents, Tal played 26…Ng3+? and missed the win, probably because he was not taking the game seriously enough.


  Can you do better?


  (Solution on page 64)


  


  11Yes, she shall go to the ball!


  Zoltan Ribli - Tal


  Candidates’ tournament,

  Montpellier 1985


  [image: ]


  Two rounds before the end of the Candidates’ tournament it was all looking like a successful WCh comeback for the ex-World Champion, who was sitting at the top of the table along with his then compatriot Artur Yusupov half a point ahead of the pursuing pack. But just in view of the finish line the almost 49 year old was to stumble. First he lost to the American Yasser Seirawan, who had been Youth World Champion in 1979 and who two years later had been part of the team of seconds of Viktor Kortchnoi in his WCh match against Anatoly Karpov, and then he spoiled a superior position and could only draw against the Canadian Kevin Spraggett. The play-off match against Jan Timman for the 4th place for the Candidates’ matches ended in December with a fortunate score for the Dutch player of 3-3 and a draw. For Tal this meant he was finally out of the WCh in view of a worse tie-break score. He can only have taken slight consolation from finally having defeated his nemesis Kortchnoi after only 24 moves in an important game and from his beautiful tactical finish against the strong Hungarian player Zoltán Ribli.


  How did Tal find the way right into the heart of the Magyar’s position?


  (Solution on page 64)


  


  12A classic variation


  Boris Spassky - Tal


  Challenge Cup, Montreal 1979


  [image: ]


  This double round ‘tournament of the stars’ in the spring of 1979 in Montreal, which was held on the occasion or the World Exhibition, was the strongest tournament there had been since the introduction of FIDE rating systems (the Elo average was 2622!). Out of the top ten grandmasters the only one missing was Robert James Fischer. The organisers had quite specifically not invited Tigran Petrosian and Lev Polugaevsky, so as to avoid the appearance of a ‘USSR Open Championship’. For the reigning World Champion Anatoly Karpov it was his first appearance after the WCh battle in Baguio in which he had been fortunate to defeat another absentee, Viktor Kortchnoi, by 6-5 wins. The fact that Mikhail Tal was allowed to accept the invitation was unquestionably linked to the fact that he had belonged to Karpov’s team of seconds, which certainly lent wings to his latest flight of form. In any case he came second in Montreal, with no defeats and the same number of points as the victor Karpov. He even managed two wins over ex-World Champion Boris Spassky, and the jury awarded Tal the brilliancy prize for the second of these wins. ‘Boris simply provoked me into making the combination’, was his comment on the finish of the game.


  How did the dark clouds above the white king position burst open?


  (Solution on page 64)


  


  13fateful discovery


  Mark Taimanov - Tal


  24th USSR Championship, Moscow 1957


  [image: ]


  After his début in top class chess at the 23rd USSR Championship in 1956 in Leningrad with shared 5th-7th place (only one point behind the victors Taimanov, Averbakh and Spassky) it was not only the experts who had taken notice of the 19 year old from Riga. His extraordinary tactical acumen made a deep impression, and in addition he calculated hair-raising combinations at amazing speed. And only one year later in the 24th title race there came the drum roll: Tal became for the first time champion of the then strongest chess-playing country in the world. And he did so over 21 games with eight wins (e.g. over David Bronstein and Tigran Petrosian) and only two defeats (to Isaak Boleslavsky and Rashid Nezhmetdinov). Among his victims was title defender Mark Taimanov, who four months previously had been part of the victorious Soviet team at the Olympiad in Moscow.


  Which circumstance became fateful for the ten year older grandmaster, who is also a first-class pianist, and who had the white pieces?


  (Solution on page 65)


  


  14A bishop’s cunning


  Tal - Pal Benkö


  Candidates’ tournament,

  Yugoslavia 1959


  [image: ]


  Born in Amiens in France, he lived in Hungary to the age of 29. The chess career of Pal Benkö was not really marked by brilliant results. Nevertheless, after his emigration to the USA in 1957 he gained the reputation of an extremely strong grandmaster distinguished by his sharp and original play. For Mikhail Tal, however, Benkö was probably for that reason a ‘good client’. Of their twelve games he won eight, conceded three draws and lost only once during the 1962 Candidates’ tournament in Curacao. Then, however, he was totally indisposed and after three rounds even had to retire from the tournament on medical grounds. At the Candidates’ tournament three years previously in Yugoslavia Tal had won their mini-match by 3½-½, playing especially brilliantly in their second encounter.


  It seems almost as if the white attack has come to a stop, but it can continue. Find the shock sacrifice with which the Magician from Riga clears the way for his major pieces to get at the helpless black king.


  (Solution on page 66)


  


  15Cranking up the pressure


  Tal - Klaus Darga


  International match Federal Republic of Germany-USSR, Hamburg 1960


  [image: ]


  The international match against the team from West Germany (26th July till 6th August) was the first public appearance of Mikhail Tal after his victory in the WCh match against Mikhail Botvinnik After a break from chess of two and a half months the new World Champion showed himself to be in brilliant form with 7½ from eight games. Amongst the victims of the ballet of Tal’s pieces there was the future German national trainer Klaus Darga, who had finished in a more than honourable second place but on the same number of points as Oscar Panno from Argentina in the second Youth World Championship in Copenhagen in 1953.


  After his opponent’s last move, 24…Rxb2, how did Tal decisively crank up the pressure?


  (Solution on page 66)


  


  16Drawing teeth


  Tal - Ovidiu Foisor


  Tbilisi 1986


  [image: ]


  By the middle of the 80s wild and unusual games tended to be the exception for Mikhail Tal, who was still numbered amongst the top grandmasters with his Elo rating of 2600. His play was visibly economical and slightly dry – but absolutely successful. That was also the case in November/December 1986 at the Goglidze Memorial in Tbilisi. Eight short draws between nine and a maximum of 18 moves, including his games against Vladimir Malaniuk, Oleg Romanishin, Zurab Azmaiparashvili and Elizbar Ubilava. And yet there were other games, reminiscent of the old wizard. As for example the game against the Romanian IM Ovidiu Doru Foisor.


  How did Tal now finally draw the teeth of Black’s initiative?


  (Solution on page 67)


  


  17Demolition time


  Tal - William Hartston


  Hastings 1973/74


  [image: ]


  Mikhail only twice took part in the traditional Hastings tournament, first held in 1895 when it ended with the victory of the American Harry Nelson Pillsbury ahead of the whole world élite. At the turn of the year 1963/64 he won it undefeated ahead of Svetozar Gligoric, and exactly a decade later he was again triumphant, also without a defeat though this time he had the same number of points as Gennady Kuzmin, Laszlo Szabo and the up-and-coming talented Dutch player Jan Timman. The ex-World Champion had a particularly beautiful win in round 10 of this 49th International Chess Congress against the British player William Hartston.


  The Londoner’s position as Black is ready for demolition. Where did Tal now employ the bulldozer?


  (Solution on page 68)


  


  18Precision landing


  Tal - Martin Johansson


  Stockholm 1960/61


  [image: ]


  After his victory in the WCh match against Mikhail Botvinnik, Mikhail Tal’s only chess activity in 1960 was in the already mentioned international match against the Federal Republic of Germany (see Warm-up 15) and in the XIVth Chess Olympiad in Leipzig. Unquestionably the main reason for this ‘abstinence’ on the part of the World Champion had to do with the tough negotiations for the forthcoming return match with his predecessor. Being from Riga he would have liked to have seen the match taking place, as specified in the statutes of FIDE, in the native country of the champion. Tal, however, was not able to enforce his point of view. In addition, to the disappointment of his trainer Alexander Koblents he was rather lax in his attitude to the necessary pre-match preparation. The tournament in Stockholm at the turn of the year 1960/61 was in any case no real touchstone.


  In this game against the Swede Martin Johansson, Tal destroyed Black’s defensive shield. How does he do that?


  (Solution on page 68)


  


  19Clearance sacrifice


  Tal - Paul Keres


  3rd International Tournament,

  Tallinn 1973


  [image: ]


  The first game Mikhail Tal played against a grandmaster was in January 1954 in Tallinn against Paul Keres in the traditional friendly match against Estonia. ‘I played in a hasty fashion, Keres took the initiative and it impressed me how in time trouble he literally saved up between three and five minutes for the final move, and after he had calculated everything – he took my piece, without any fear of the oncoming series of checks’, the 17 year old wrote at the time when remembering this first encounter, which he lost.


  Well, the ‘eternal runner-up’ who was almost two decades older than Tal, is one of the few top players against whom Misha has an overall negative score (+5, -8, =15). Perhaps one cause for that is that Keres was not only a brilliant tactician and a passionate proponent of a dynamic style, but also an excellent connoisseur of openings. Thus, for example, we have him to thank for one of the most fascinating and sharpest lines in the Scheveningen System of the Sicilian Defence (1.e4 c5 2.[image: ]f3 e6 3.d4 cxd4 4.[image: ]xd4 [image: ]f6 5.[image: ]c3 d6 6.g4!), which he employed for the first time in 1943 in Salzburg against Efim Bogoljubow, and which rightfully received his name, the Keres Attack.


  The 1973 game in Tallinn was the last but one encounter of the two chess giants. At first sight Black appears to have everything under control. How did Tal demonstrate in his inimitable fashion that this appearance is in fact deceptive?


  (Solution on page 69)


  


  20Setting about the king


  Tal - Konstantin Klaman


  24th USSR Championship,

  Moscow 1957


  [image: ]


  ‘How does Tal win his games?’ was the cryptic but totally serious question once asked by Grandmaster David Bronstein. And his answer to it was tinged with his own special sense of humour: ‘Quite “simply”. He places his rooks in the centre and starts to sacrifice!’


  As is so often the case, there is a real grain of truth in this statement. If you take a very close look at the games of the ninth chess World Champion, then it turns out ‘that he completes the development of his pieces as quickly as possible, and then places his rooks in the middle ready for an attack. Because the central files are the main highways via which the rooks harmoniously join the struggle’, as his trainer of many years Alexander Koblents wrote.


  And since it is well known that the criterion of truth can always be found in what happens in practice, the finish of this game is an excellent illustration of the words of Bronstein and Koblents. First of all, Tal set a hidden trap for his opponent Konstantin Klaman, who ten years after his premiere in 1947 was playing in his second USSR Championship. The latter let himself be tempted into 22…f5 (according to Koblents 22…a5 would have been better), whereupon 23.Bxf5! exf5 followed.


  How did Misha now justify his piece sacrifice?


  (Solution on page 70)


  


  21Trapping the queen


  Tal - Bent Larsen


  4th Student World Team Championships, Reykjavik 1957


  [image: ]


  When the two rivals first met in 1957 in Reykjavik at these student world title matches, their performance curve was on a steep rise. One year previously Bent Larsen had become the darling of the public in the XIIth Chess Olympiad in Moscow He had notched up 14 points from 18 games (+11, -1, =6) on first board, and the 21 year old Danish player was awarded the grandmaster title for that feat. For his part, the ‘chess comet’ from Riga had also thrown down the gauntlet with his first national title at the start of 1957. ‘The team from the USSR looked really awe-inspiring’, says Tal looking back. As well as himself on board 1, they had, among others, Boris Spassky, Lev Polugaevsky and Aivars Gipslis.


  As far as this totally explosive encounter on the top board is concerned – it involved a Najdorf Sicilian with 6.Bg5 – Larsen blundered terribly with 20…Rac8?, and ice-cool Tal punished it on the spot.


  Where is Black’s Achilles heel?


  (Solution on page 70)


  


  22Rook lift


  Tal - René Letelier Martner


  2nd Capablanca Memorial,

  Havana 1963


  [image: ]


  Mikhail Tal was totally self-critical concerning his performances, as can be seen from his evaluation of his results at the 1963 Capablanca Memorial: ‘In my chess biography I can include this tournament in the ranks of those where the actual result is satisfactory, but the creative performance is not at all so’. Thanks to a final spurt of 8½ points in the final ten rounds, he achieved a shared second to fourth place with Efim Geller and Ludek Pachman, half a point behind Viktor Kortchnoi. Amongst the victims of Tal’s sacrifice on the final straight was the Chilean player René Letelier Mariner. The international master was at that time the number 1 player in his Andean homeland and in this game he had tried valiantly to hold his own in an open series of punch and counter-punch. But, to stick with the language of the boxing ring, the ex-World Champion stood toe to toe with his opponent and knocked him decisively down to the canvas.


  How did Tal depose the black king?


  (Solution on page 71)


  


  23Knight escapade (1)


  Tal - Abram Lotsov


  Semi-final Riga Championship, 1952


  [image: ]


  Early games by Mikhail Tal, especially those with brilliant cascades of sacrifices, are something of a rarity. In the Big Database 2010 the following one is listed as the eighth of the then just 15 year old, yet in Vol. 1 The life and games of Mikhail Tal (time frame 1949 till 1961) this encounter is the 60th game. One can deduce from his biography that at the end of 1950 Tal took part for the first time in the Riga city championship for adults and in doing so fulfilled the norm for class 1 players. But if we measure this, for example, against the rising Norwegian star Magnus Carlsen, who became the then second youngest grandmaster in the history of chess at the age of 13 years, four months and 27 days on the 27th of April 2004, scarcely anybody would have bet a single kopeck that a decade later Misha would be the ninth World Champion in the history of chess. And yet one distinctive characteristic of his play was already shining through more and more – the striving after complications and the unrestrained desire to attack. The next game gives proof of that.


  How did Tal decisively exploit his initiative with white?


  (Solution on page 72)


  


  24Knight escapade (2)


  Tal - Augusto Menvielle Lacourrelle


  XVIIth Chess Olympiad, Havana 1966


  [image: ]


  At the start of the second half of the 20th century in Spain chess and the name Arturo Pomar Salamanca were inseparable. And there was good reason for that. In 1944 the boy prodigy had at the age of only 13 sensationally wrested a draw from the reigning World Champion Alexander Alekhine, who also taught him for a considerable time, in a tournament in Gijón after 71 moves in a rook ending with an extra pawn. But the seven times Champion of Spain never quite made the big breakthrough, although in his best years he played 9 times on first board for his country in 13 chess olympiads. During these he never once met Mikhail Tal, who only had this honour in 1960 in Leipzig when he was reigning World Champion. However, six years later in Havana Pomar’s rather less well-known compatriot Augusto Menvielle Lacourrelle had on board 3 the pleasure of testing his strength against Tal in the preliminary round meeting of the USSR and Spain – and of course the ex-World Champion, who had White, did not miss the chance of destroying Black’s fortress.


  It is your move and so please find the best method à la Tal!


  (Solution on page 73)


  


  25Brilliant bishop


  Tal - Yrjö Rantanen


  Keres Memorial, Tallinn 1979


  [image: ]


  Mikhail Tal must usually have had good memories of the international grandmaster tournament in memory of Paul Keres. Not only did he win the first one in 1977, but he also took first place in the third and fourth ones in 1981 and 1983.


  At the second Keres Memorial in 1979 ex-World Champion Tigran Petrosian was only a half point ahead of him. The shared second place with the rising star Rafael Vaganian only came about, however, as the result of an annoying defeat in the final round at the hands of the second last player Bozidar Ivanovic from Yugoslavia, but was nevertheless a formidable achievement.


  On the credit side there were in any case eight victories, including the one against Yrjö Rantanen. One year later the Finnish player was to win the first of his two national titles and in 1980 at the XXIVth Chess Olympiad on the Mediterranean island of Malta he scored probably the greatest success of his chess career with the best individual result on 2nd board.


  Against Mikhail Tal he at first held his own, and after 24.Nf6!! (another knight escapade!) 24…gxf6 25.Qh4 Bg7 26.Bh6 he even thought that he was on the way to a win with his last move 26…Bxd1 (both 26…Qe6 and 26…Rg8, which would have been the best, lose). But what an error, because Tal’s reply came out of a clear blue sky..


  How did Misha justify his last sacrifice?


  (Solution on page 74)


  


  26Knight escapade (3)


  Tal - Alexander Shabalov


  Jurmala 1985


  [image: ]


  Tournament games against one’s own trainer are not without their piquancy. Mikhail Tal also experienced this. Thus he lost two games in the Latvian Championship of 1953 – one against his coach of many years and father-like friend Alexander Koblents, who wrote in his memoirs ‘Schach lebenslänglich…’ about this encounter: ‘In our game young Tal made a major error – he did have a tendency to over-hasty moves. Right in the opening he lost a pawn; but he then showed his ability to sharpen the position and set me difficulties which were anything but minor. Searching for the ‘decisive continuations’ got me into severe time trouble; I stopped noting down the moves and looked helplessly at my score-sheet, incapable of knowing how many moves I still had to make till the time control. Then I heard Mikhail saying quietly: “Maestro, another six moves!”


  I was not a little astounded by this generosity of spirit. I managed to make the best possible use of the six moves and I won the game.’


  At the international tournament in the Latvian seaside resort of Jurmala in 1985 the ex-World Champion met the then 18 year old Alexander Shabalov, who like his coach had been born in Riga. How did the chess Magician manage to win this duel with one of his own students?


  (Solution on page 75)


  


  27Achilles heel


  Tal - Leonid Shamkovich


  40th USSR Championship, Baku 1972


  [image: ]


  The legend of the consequences of Achilles’ heel is hardly unknown. Achilles, the son of a human father and a divine mother, was indeed mortal because of his origins, but the sea nymph Thetis tried to make him at least invulnerable. But as she dipped Achilles in the water of the river which separated the underworld from the world above, she held him by the heel and so that part was not protected and he was vulnerable there. And there are also such fatal ‘weak points’ in chess – namely the squares f2/h2 (White) and f7/h7 (Black).


  As far as Tal’s participation in this 40th Championship at the end of 1972 in Baku was concerned, a tournament which was counted as a zonal tournament, he was in a privileged position. He was the only one of the 22 participants who already had a free pass to one of the two interzonal tournaments, whereas the other starters were concerned about getting one of the three qualifying places. His six draws at the start were followed by an effortless series of victories.


  ‘The result was that a few rounds before the finish I had already secured first place and was thus able to finish off the tournament with three quick draws. In the middle section of the tournament I had scored 10½ points from twelve games’, said Tal looking back over it in the second volume of The Life and Games of Mikhail Tal (1962-1973).


  One of his victims was Leonid Shamkovich, whose tournament results were too variable for him to be part of the absolute top of the Soviet chess hierarchy. During the years of the Cold War it was only members of that select circle who were allowed to travel to the much desired tournaments in the western world.


  How did Tal win stylishly and rapidly with white, because early on he spotted his opponent’s Achilles heel?


  (Solution on page 76)


  


  28Dam break


  Tal - Marcel Sisniega


  Interzonal Tournament, Mende Taxco

  (Mexico) 1985


  [image: ]


  In those years the world of chess was captivated by the WCh matches between World Champion Anatoly Karpov and Garry Kasparov. It is well known that the first match was broken off after 48 games at a score of 5-3 victories for the title defender in February 1985, and re-scheduled. The result was that the 22 year old challenger gained on the 9th November of the same year a 13-11 victory, and at the start of October 1986 he also won the reunification match also after 24 games by 12½-11½.


  In the three interzonal tournaments which had taken place the previous year in Gammarth (Tunisia), Bid and in Mende Taxco (Mexico), it was in each case the first four who qualified for the Candidates’ tournament in Montpellier in France. And that would be followed for four of them by Candidates’ matches the victor of which was to measure up to the ex-World Champion Anatoly Karpov in a super-final of 14 games in order to earn the right to challenge for the title…


  Well, Mikhail Tal had fought it through to Mexico, where, now aged 48, he had no problem leaping this hurdle on the way to the chess crown in third place (10 points from 14 games and undefeated) behind the Dutch player Jan Timman (12 points) and the Cuban Jesus Nogueiras (10½). In doing so he had a particularly fine victory over the Mexican Marcel Sisniega.


  The ex-World Champion had sacrificed a pawn for the initiative. But how was he now to break through Black’s defences?


  (Solution on page 77)


  


  29Regrouping pieces


  Tal - Wolfgang Unzicker


  Stockholm 1960/61


  [image: ]


  Actually having to play a serious tournament game on New Year’s Eve is really exceptional. There are in fact few opportunities to do that. One would be the annual International Chess Congress in Hastings. The international tournament in Stockholm, on the other hand, cannot point to such a tradition. But at least the competition held at the turn of the year 1960/61 goes down in the chronicles of chess, because it was the only serious tournament played by reigning World Champion Mikhail Tal before his WCh return match against Mikhail Botvinnik (see also Warm-up 18). And there is certainly a second reason, which was then not without interest for Germans east and west: there was one of the rare duels between 25 year old Wolfgang Uhlmann from Dresden and the ten years older Wolfgang Unzicker from Munich. The then two best German chess players were also put to the test by Tal. Whilst the East German earned a draw, the West German, who never played professional chess but followed his career in the law, found himself on that 31st December on the end of a typical Tal tactical attacking position, in which the latter spotted like lightning the weakness of the f7-point. How did disaster strike Black?


  (Solution on page 78)


  


  30Pawn march


  Tal - Evgeny Vasiukov


  35th USSR Championship,

  Kharkov 1967


  [image: ]


  This 35th Soviet Championship in 1967 saw something absolutely new – it was carried out using the Swiss system.


  ‘The overwhelming majority of the more than 100 players who had gathered in Kharkov, could, no matter how interesting their games were, from the very start have no serious hope of winning the gold medal. Even some of the advantages of this system such as the large number of participants, the education it provided for young players, etc. could not make up for its main failing: the capriciousness of her majesty, Lady Luck’, according to Mikhail Tal in Vol. 2 of The Life and Games of Mikhail Tal (1961-1973). However, after the wheat had been separated from the chaff, he came up against opponents of the strongest calibre such as Mark Taimanov and Lev Polugaevsky.


  In the opinion of the ex-World Champion, however, his most important victory came in the tenth of a total of 13 rounds against the three year younger Muscovite grandmaster Evgeny Vasiukov, who was at that point the leader and who would finish with a shared 3rd to 5th place.


  Did Tal have to take the black knight in this position – and if he excluded that option, what tactical surprise did he then have up his sleeve?


  (Solution on page 79)


  


  31Starring role for the bishop


  Tal - Shevchak


  Telex correspondence game 1961


  [image: ]


  Postal chess once saw moves exchanged by postcard or letter. In the 19th and early 20th centuries these so-called correspondence games were being played more and more often by telegraph and even radio. Thus for example the attention-grabbing radio match USSR-USA in August 1945 even became a symbol of the rapid re-establishment of international sporting relations after the end of the Second World War. The Soviet team, with future World Champion Mikhail Botvinnik on top board twice defeating Arnold Denker, had an impressive 15½-4½ success.


  For a while from the 60s on, games of the readers of major newspapers against top grandmasters enjoyed increasing popularity. Thus, as we know, in 1969 Mikhail Tal took part in a telephone match with the readers of the Pionerskaya Pravda (see Warm-up 10).


  How a telex game with a certain Shevchak came about has, however, escaped our attention despite thorough research. In Vol. 1 of The Life and Games of Mikhail Tal (1949-1961) the encounter was included by the editor Valentin Kirillov among the 31 extra games which were published. And for good reason, because the final flourish is quintessential Tal.


  How did the ex-World Champion take advantage of his far advanced passed pawn?


  (Solution on page 80)


  


  32Precision engineering


  Vitaly Tseshkovsky - Tal


  Match grandmasters - young masters,

  Sochi 1970


  [image: ]


  Such matches in which two generations of chess players confronted each other were traditional in the Soviet Union. On the international level, the charming idea was taken up by Dutch chess patron Joop van Oosterom. Twice Correspondence Chess World Champion and the actual No. 1 on the ICFF world ranking list (January 2010: Elo: 2733), who instituted in Monaco, where he had chosen to live, the annual super-tournament named after his daughter Melody Amber (with blindfold and also rapid games, and, on the first occasion only, the combination of rapid and blitz chess) which continued until 2011. He has also organised several matches between the best women chess players and senior grandmasters.


  At the 1970 match tournament in Sochi, the ‘Russian Riviera’ on the Black Sea, experienced grandmaster Mikhail Tal appeared on board 1. And with his 10½ points from 14 games he not only had the best result for his team but also the best score of all 15 participants. In his first encounter with Vitaly Tseshkovsky (two games were played against each participant) the ex-World Champion demonstrated his precise technique with black. Which simple route to success did he choose?


  (Solution on page 81)


  


  33Clearance sacrifice


  Tal - Jan Timman


  XXth Chess Olympiad, Skopje 1972


  [image: ]


  In his book Sternstunden des Schachs – 30x Olympia… (Sportverlag Berlin 1993) grandmaster-author Raj Tischbierek gave the chapter on the XXth Olympiad in Skopje 1972 the title ‘Fischer absent – Hübner brilliant’. The non-participation of the new American World Chess Champion can be explained by the fact that the organisers either could not or would not meet his demands for a Utopian appearance fee of 100 000 dollars.


  The West German grandmaster had on the other hand travelled to the chess stronghold of Yugoslavia in order to play chess – and as well as he could. The best individual result with 15 points from 18 games (+12, -0, =6) is proof of Hübner’s intentions, and his team fought its way to a very good 5th place.


  But his exactly 83.3 percent success rate was topped by a Mikhail Tal in brilliant form by 4.2 percent. In a six-man gold medal winning USSR team with Tigran Petrosian, Viktor Kortchnoi, Vasily Smyslov, Anatoly Karpov and Vladimir Savon he was only able to appear on board 4 – but the ex-World Champion shone like in his best days and notched up 14 points in his 16 appearances (+12, -0, =4). To get there he had painstakingly and necessarily booked himself a ticket to Skopje with his tournament victory in Sukhumi (see Warm-up 3) just two weeks before the start of the Olympiad.


  Amongst the twelve players who lost to Tal there was also the then 20 year old Dutch player Jan Timman who was defeated in a remarkable miniature.


  How did he put the black position out of joint?


  (Solution on page 82)


  


  34Zugzwang chance


  Tal - Tigran Petrosian


  45th USSR Championship,

  Leningrad 1977


  [image: ]


  In the second half of the 20th century there were certainly two World Chess Champions whose playing styles could hardly be more diametrically opposed than Mikhail Tal and Tigran Petrosian. Pressed to it, one could say: unconditional attacking player who exploited every chance which appeared in order to set the board on fire, and cunning defender who lurked like a python awaiting the chance to strangle his victims. Yet these two opposites had great respect for each other, as the following comments about the rivals will reflect:


  ‘Petrosian was of course a phenomenally gifted chess player. His play was so profound and interesting that from time to time he would come up with ideas for his opponent which the latter would never have found in his wildest dreams,’ according to the seven years younger grandmaster from Riga, speaking about his rival who was born in 1929 in Tbilisi, for whom in his best years the word ‘loss’ did not exist in his vocabulary.


  They met nine times in Soviet Championships and Misha Tal had a slight advantage with 2-1 victories. A win in their encounter in the 45th competition for the title in Leningrad could have improved this score for him, but even a Tal cannot produce a victory at the press of a button and was not infallible.


  In this specific case, how could he with White now have thwarted Petrosian’s attempts to neutralise the white attack?


  (Solution on page 83)


  


  35Witches’ sabbath


  Tal - N.N.


  Simultaneous, Riga 1966


  [image: ]


  Which of you has not at some point felt the desire to measure your chess ability with a top grandmaster in a simultaneous exhibition? To celebrate the 200th anniversary of the Zurich Chess Society in August 2009, they put on in the main station of the largest Swiss city a spectacular event with the reigning title-holder Viswanathan Anand, five ex-World Champions (Anatoly Karpov, Garry Kasparov, Vladimir Kramnik, Ruslan Ponomariov, Boris Spassky), the 2010 challenger for the chess crown Veselin Topalov and the chess legend Viktor Kortchnoi. The Champions Simul (each had 25 boards) ended 178½-21½ – with only three outsiders able to win a game.


  Mikhail Tal certainly must always have had good memories of Zurich, because in 1959 on the 150th anniversary of probably the oldest chess club in the world he won the international grandmaster tournament held on that occasion ahead of Svetozar Gligoric, Paul Keres and Bobby Fischer. In the seventh round he faced local player Dieter Keller and played one of his most spectacular games (see Robert Hübner’s article ‘In memory of Mikhail Tal’ below).


  As far as simultaneous exhibitions are concerned, Tal was of course a welcome guest, and he took pleasure in such invitations. One such appearance in his home town of Riga was naturally a special challenge for him to demonstrate his best chess. As in the present game, where many roads lead to Rome. But the wizard found in the middle of a simul (!) the best, the most beautiful and the most effective one. Can you do so too?


  (Solution on page 84)


  


  36Whirlwind


  Arshak Petrosian - Tal


  Lvov 1981


  [image: ]


  As far as international tournaments were concerned, at the start of the 80s Mikhail Tal had to set his sights lower and so he was hardly seen in any events at home. Thus in March 1981 in Tallinn he won the 3rd Paul Keres Memorial without any defeats, and a month later he was again undefeated first in Malaga, and in June finally he shared the top position in the international tournament in the West-Ukrainian city of Lviv (Lvov in Russian) with Oleg Romanishin – naturally without losing a game. In third place in this tournament was Arshak Petrosian, who would earn the grandmaster title three years later but who is not in any way related to his famous namesake Tigran Petrosian. The then 27 year old Armenian kept the game in balance for a long time, but what does that mean against the ex-World Champion, who immediately sees his chance to create some magic whenever it is offered? How did Tal let loose a deadly whirlwind with black, almost from nowhere?


  (Solution on page 85)


  


  37Barn door opener


  Tal - Alexander Tolush


  24th USSR Championship,

  Moscow 1957


  [image: ]


  How does one play a game which will decide everything, whenever, as in this specific case, it involves the national championship? Tal and his opponent Alexander Kazimirovich Tolush and also David Bronstein each had 13 points before this final round of the 24th USSR Championship, and a half point behind this trio was Paul Keres. What a finish!


  Tolush, a Leningrad grandmaster of the old guard (born in 1910), was really no shrinking violet, but as Garry Kasparov writes in Volume 2 of My Great Predecessors…, ‘a brilliant master of attack’. During blitz play and analysis he would encourage himself with the war cry: ‘Forwards, Kazimirovich!’


  Only against Misha Tal this self motivation was of little help to him. The temperamental Tolush, who for example had worked with Paul Keres at the end of the 40s and the beginning of the 50s and who for many years had been the trainer of Boris Spassky, lost all four of their serious tournament games. Tal’s excited trainer Alexander Koblents was following this last round encounter in the press centre, where, in his words, ‘there was constant analysis, arguments and joking, and it was easier for me to keep my cool in the middle of all this noise’.


  The critical position in the game was reached after Black’s 29th move; at this point he played…f7-f6. Hard though it was to believe, but after it Tolush’s defensive bulwarks immediately collapsed.


  Find Tal’s effective route to victory.


  (Solution on page 85)


  


  38Classic


  Tal - N.N.


  Simultaneous, Berlin (East) 1975


  [image: ]


  Mikhail Tal visited East Berlin on several occasions. However, he never took part in one of the admittedly few but nevertheless important grandmaster tournaments, which were held there. Remember just the two strong Emanuel Lasker Memorials of 1962 and 1968. The first of those was won by the Russian Evgeny Vasiukov ahead of his compatriot Leonid Stein. On the list of those invited there had been, e.g., USSR Champion Boris Spassky and the Bamberg grandmaster Lothar Schmid as well as ex-World Champion Max Euwe.


  The Riga chess genius stayed for the first time in the eastern half of the divided city as reigning champion in November 1960, in order to take part in a spectacular simultaneous exhibition in the sports hall of Weißensee Dynamo with the USSR Olympiad winning team (also including Mikhail Botvinnik, Paul Keres, Viktor Kortchnoi, Vasily Smyslov and Tigran Petrosian). The absolute crown of the proceedings was a clock simultaneous of the World Champion against ten top players from East Berlin, of which Misha lost three, including the game against Olaf Thal. A surprise guest at this impressive major chess event popped up from Berlin (West): the 17 year old US boy Robert James Fischer, on whom really none of the active East Berlin organisers had counted. Well, the city may well have been divided, but at that time there still was no wall…


  The ex-World Champion was heartily welcome in East Berlin in the 70s, even despite the decision regarding performance sport taken by those in charge of East German sport to rank chess as not worth supporting because it was not able to bring in any olympic medals. So in 1973 he and the future World Champion Anatoly Karpov together accepted an invitation to the Xth World Youth and Student Festival, and two years later he would once more give in the then capital of East Germany a captivating simultaneous exhibition, as his route to victory in this game will show. Find Tal’s shot!


  (Solution on page 86)


  


  39Classic (2)


  Yury Averbakh - Tal


  25th USSR Championship, Riga 1958


  [image: ]


  The question before the 25th USSR Championship (13.01-14.02.1958) was: can Mikhail Tal defend the title in his home town Riga and if not, will he at least be able to be among the four players to qualify for the interzonal tournament? The competition was unbelievably strong, because among others eleven international grandmasters were taking part: Yury Averbakh, Isaak Boleslavsky, David Bronstein, Efim Geller, Viktor Kortchnoi, Alexander Kotov, Tigran Petrosian, Boris Spassky, Mark Taimanov and Alexander Tolush, who this time was to lose at the very start after a simple combination by the man with the home advantage. In round 4 in the form of Yury Averbakh he would come up against one of his predecessors on the throne of the USSR Championship (1954 and 1956). When, the technical phase of the game began after his 19th move with black, Tal decided after a thorough evaluation of the position to adopt the following plan: ‘The extra pawn on the queenside is very hard to convert with bishops of opposite colours on the board, so Black took the decision to set up an attack on the kingside exploiting the open e-file and the possibility to post the bishop in an active position on d4.’ Eleven moves later he had reached the point of a ‘little combination’. Where and how did Tal strike out?


  (Solution on page 87)


  


  40Power move


  Tal - Mikhail Botvinnik


  WCh return match, 8th game,

  Moscow 1961


  [image: ]


  Even half a century after the WCh return match in the spring of 1961 the surprising outcome of this duel of the generations still offers enough matter for discussion. It still excites people that Mikhail Botvinnik managed to have Moscow accepted as the venue, though a passage in the statutes of FIDE stated: the match will be played in the home country of the World Champion.’


  As far as Botvinnik the chess player is concerned, Tal’s trainer Alexander Koblents soon had an inkling of the danger threatened to his protégé: ‘You must bear in mind that in the first match Botvinnik did not know enough about you as an opponent in order to prepare for your way of playing. For that reason his play was slightly uncertain, he was at the same time feeling about in the dark. For the return match he will be able to prepare better. He will not only consider his own weaknesses but also be able to better exploit yours. You must not under-estimate his chances.’


  Perhaps Tal’s ironic smile at his maestro’s warning words was symbolic of something like the beginning of the end, because the youngest World Champion of all time until that date did not believe it and bet Koblents ten bottles of Armenian brandy that Botvinnik would not be able to seize his chance for revenge…


  But the experienced trainer would be proved correct. Only when, after being behind at the start by 2½-4½, Tal won the following 8th game with a strong performance as White in a complicated middlegame position in convincing style, did a turn in events suddenly appear to be possible.


  With which powerful move did Tal force Botvinnik to resign on this occasion?


  (Solution on page 88)


  


  Solutions


  
    Solution 1, page 36


    A peal of thunder


    Gedeon Barcza - Tal


    Tallinn 19 71


    [image: ]


    With which clap of thunder did Tal force a rapid collapse of White’s house?

  


  21…Rd8!


  Drives away the most important defensive piece, after which everything soon falls apart. 21…Rc4?! 22.Rg3 Rd4 23.Rxf3 Rxd2 24.Kxd2 Qd4+ is also good for Black, but cannot be compared to the
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  Intermezzo


  Sieghart Dittmann: Comments on a game of chess
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  Wolfgang Uhlmann: An instructive experience
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  Hans-Joachim Hecht: Encounters with Tal
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  Gennady Nesis: Misha never played the star
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  Intermezzo


  Evgeny Vasiukov: Tal a magnet for the public


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  Epilogue


  An unbroken love for chess


  by Mikhail Tal


  Chess is my world. It is not a house or a fortress in which I barricade myself against human cares, but the world which I enjoy to the full, because I am active in it.


  I love the atmosphere of tournaments, the matches and last but not least discussions about the art of chess, although not everyone is of the same opinion. Many of my friends, perhaps the majority of them, do not play chess or only have a lay person’s understanding of it. And yet I have above all one thing in common with them – the love of chess! And in this sense we grandmasters are necessary for them – just as they are for us…


  I often ask myself the question: for how many years will I still be capable of playing in tournaments? It is said to be possible at all ages. However, I believe that is only partially true. Say for example if we are talking about a game with a friend over a coffee table. But I am talking about the struggle at grandmaster level. So, how many years do I have left?


  At some point every chess master feels that a crisis in his play is drawing near. You start to appear more and more tired in the fifth hour of play, it becomes more and more difficult to calculate long and forcing variations. And in such a situation the fateful question comes to the fore: should I continue the game, content myself with a draw or even retire from tournament chess? But the understanding of the game remains at a high level, and there is no diminution in the love of chess. And it just so happens, despite all the prophecies of doom, that in the latest tournament you were awarded the brilliancy prize for a game you played…


  I will admit honestly – I will no longer be in a position to cope with the route to the qualification matches for the chess crown. But I will keep on playing chess, because for me it is more than about occupying a place at the very top, it is simply because chess is a marvellous game. However, it is not an easy one.
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