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Foreword

Modern chess is going through difficult times; it is in the throes of professionalization in which the game, in all its many facets, will have to adapt to a professional world.

What we need now is a body of truly professional chess players who are aware of their duties and responsibilities towards their fellow-players. What we need is new organizers, able to set up professional tournaments with due regard to the interests of chess players, the public and the press. And finally, for a truly professional approach to chess events, we need professional arbiters.

It is unfortunate that for many years (indeed, decades) chess was under a permanent ideological cloud. This was largely the result of the overall dominance of Soviet chess players. The ruling Soviet bodies used chess as an ideological weapon in their struggle against the West. International discord and internal squabbling within FIDE were further negative influences on world chess events.

In any case the politicization of the chess world always prevented its representatives from making the correct business decisions for radically widening its appeal. And it is here that Dirk Jan’s work in the past several years has been of the utmost importance. I regard Dirk Jan as one of the few professional chess observers capable of providing news and summaries sufficiently honestly and impartially to allow both chess specialists and chess amateurs to find out what is really going on. He observes and reports without fear or favour and steers clear of political bias, limiting himself to factual, blow-by-blow accounts of chess events.

I believe that the format of lengthy interviews as adopted by New In Chess constituted a serious step in the right direction. It provides well-known chess players with a platform to air their feelings, and helps interested readers to draw their own conclusions, while taking account of the players’ view on what is happening in the chess world.

I cannot stress enough that this approach is exactly what we need at the moment. Too often we run up against points of view, with authors prejudging events and making it impossible for their readers to discern the wheat of today’s realities between the political chaff.

I gave my first long interview to New In Chess in 1989, when I met Dirk Jan after the tournament in Tilburg. Since then we have had several long and sincere talks, which I invariably enjoy.

I hope that the long series of interviews which you will find in this book will help you better to realize the complicated and often conflicting processes which chess has been going through lately. After reading the different points of view, you will be able to form your own picture of what is going on.

I firmly believe that this is Dirk Jan’s greatest service to chess. Maybe he, too, had pressure put on him by different people from different sides. But having taken a sober and unbiased look at things – as a journalist should – he was able to come up with a strictly factual account, thus proving that he is rightly considered to be one of the finest chess journalists of the day. Professional chess has an awful lot to thank him for.

I hope that when reading the book, you will not only agree with me on this and enjoy it, but that you will also come away with a clearer idea of the direction chess has been moving into over the last few years.

Moscow, September 1994
 Garry Kasparov





Note to the 2015 edition

Finding Bobby Fischer appeared in 1994, two years after my meeting with Bobby Fischer in Sveti Stefan, where the reclusive American resurfaced from his ‘wilderness years’ for a controversial second match against Boris Spassky. The book was well received and second-hand copies became sought after when it was no longer available. I am happy that my first interview collection has finally been reprinted. Apart from a number of minor corrections, additional footnotes and a different photo selection, this reprint is identical to the original edition.

The Hague, June 2015
 Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam





Bibles of the Best

‘If you think this is in the interest of chess, I will gladly do so.’ The voice of the 81-year-old gentleman at the other end of the line sounded creaky in an aristocratic manner. We made an appointment and as I rang off I felt delighted. In the early months of 1986 I had sent Dr Meindert Niemeijer, founder of the Van der Linde-Niemeijeriana collection, a letter asking for an interview and he had raised no objections. Funnily, in the years to come I would interview dozens of people related to chess, but never again did I approach them by letter. Until more than six years later, when I directed one to the man who gave this book its title.

With hindsight it is only too appropriate that I had my first interview with the man who gave the Netherlands one of the biggest chess libraries in the world. My true passion for chess was sparked off by the Fischer-Spassky Match of the Century in Reykjavik in 1972. Yet, my devotion to the game underwent a fundamental change when I started to frequent the Van der Linde-Niemeijeriana collection in the Royal Library in The Hague in the early eighties. Treasure trove would be an understatement to describe the wealth of information I found there collected in some 25.000 volumes. The moves I learned from my father and Euwe’s highly instructive Volledige Handleiding tot het Schaakspel (Complete Guide to Chess), but as the English put it so aptly, I was educated at the Van der Linde-Niemeijeriana collection. There I discovered what a splendid chess heritage has accumulated over the centuries. Delving into volumes of the Wiener Schachzeitung, the American Chess Quarterly, the British Chess Magazine, and any other magazine or book that cross references would lead me to, I entered a world rich in stories and full of romanticism.

Living a three-hour train journey away from The Hague, I aimed for one visit per month. At the end of the journey I would be welcomed by the indispensable Rob Verhoeven, who was always an invaluable source of information and a tireless help. I must have made thousands of photocopies, resulting in marvellous files on out-of-the-way subjects as the Rice Gambit, or more useful ones on the great champions. After my interviews had become a regular feature in New In Chess, the Royal Library remained my first source of information whenever I prepared.

As I made my visits to The Hague, the enigmatic person of Dr Niemeijer always loomed in the background. Occasionally I prodded Rob Verhoeven for some information about this remarkable man, but except for the fact that he still tried to fill gaps in the collection, I only learned that he hardly ever visited the library. I still regard my decision to have my first interview with him as a fortunate choice. Rereading the interview, I still feel the same inspiration that his drive and his wish to share his love of books gave me then.

The interview with Tim Krabbé is also a good illustration of the fascination that drew me into the world of chess. Again I was talking to a passionate collector, in this case an unparalleled collection of chess curiosities. Although Krabbé has converted to the boons of the computer in the meantime, the bulk of his immense curiosity collection is still stored in an extensive loose-leaf archive. Two memories from my visit to his Amsterdam home will always stick to mind. The piercing look with which he related his passion for the ‘odder side of chess’ and his mentioning the curious fact that he had been born exactly twenty years before Garry Kasparov. According to his strict guidelines I am sure Krabbé would not count this as a chess curiosity, but he still crossed out a false birth date on one of the books he presented me with. Before I could leave the premises he had taken a pen and changed it to the correct date: April 13th.

Not surprisingly, my interest in chess books and the rich and diversified history of the game kept playing a prominent role when I went on to interview leading grandmasters of past and present. However, more often than not the questions related to their literary interests did not make it into the final version of the interview. Mostly they were not integrated in the subjects we discussed, but rather added to satisfy the personal curiosity of the interviewer. Often as I asked grandmasters about their literary preferences, we rarely elaborated on the subject. Until, that is, I had the idea to start a special series in New In Chess, ‘Check your Library’, in which I asked leading chess authors about their recommended reading. I agree with John Nunn that sometimes these lists became a bit tiresome and slightly predictable. Frequently they would start with Alekhine’s Selected Games and automatically lead to Bronstein’s Zurich 1953 both, of course, admirable books in themselves. Yet, apart from these inevitable shared favourites, there were a lot of sparkling and startling moments. Anatoly Karpov, who complained about the level of today’s chess literature and used the occasion to slate the merits of Kasparov’s widely acclaimed books. Or Garry Kasparov himself, the author of my personal favourite at the time, The Test of Time, who appealed for a more objective assessment of the mediocre quality of most of the older scribes. And of course the stern and inimitable Mikhail Moiseyevich Botvinnik. No longer friends with him, he also managed to skip Kasparov’s brain-children. Botvinnik’s words of praise were saved for champions that are no longer with us, like Capablanca and Alekhine. With one notable exception. During our talk in Brussels the inevitable conclusion had been in the air for quite some time, but I still feel my heart jump when I recall the moment The Patriarch confessed, ‘This may not sound modest, but I think that the first three books of my collected games are required reading.’





Dr. Meindert Niemeijer

Broek in Waterland, March 1986

‘Your foremost urge should be love for the book’

‘What should one do, leave or sell one’s collection to a public institution or make it possible for private individuals to take the same delight in it that it has given me? I have carefully weighed these two considerations against each other and chosen to disadvantage the private person: I have deprived them of the pleasure it has given me, because to me the importance of there being a facility to which these same private individuals can turn to keep themselves informed, came first.’ In 1948 Dr. Meindert Niemeijer decided to donate his chess-library, which at that moment contained some seven thousand volumes, to the State of the Netherlands. Among his conditions was the stipulation that his collection be amalgamated with the more than eight hundred chess books which the Royal Library in The Hague had acquired in the 19th century from the eccentric chess-historian Antonius van der Linde, and that the entire collection be named the Bibliotheca Van der Linde-Niemeijeriana. The Royal Library, henceforth, was to acquire mainly new publications, while Dr. Niemeijer continued his unremitting efforts to trace older publications still missing and out-of-the-way chess books. This constant supply of books has resulted in the Royal Library now boasting approximately 24,000 books on chess and about four thousand on draughts, and rivalling the Cleveland John G. White collection’s reputation of being the largest chess library in the world.

Some months ago, Dr. Niemeijer, who has now reached the venerable age of 84, moved from Wassenaar, near The Hague, to Broek in Waterland, a friendly village so close to Amsterdam that the proximity of the metropolis never fails to surprise1. On the morning of the interview spring has laid tender siege to it. Delicious scents of trees and shrubs and flowers waft on the gentle air, and in the first street I enter I see a woman scrubbing her doorstep in the bracing early morning sunlight.

Somewhat further on into the village, in an even quieter byway, Dr. Niemeijer resides. There is nothing in the house to betray the fact that he moved in only recently but one cannot help noticing the paucity of books in his living room. Apart from works of reference like Van der Linde’s Geschichte und Litteratur des Schachspiels (History and Literature of Chess), Das erste Jahrtausend der Schachlitteratur (The first Millenium of the Literature of Chess) by the same author, and Sacharov’s Russian bibliography, his only chess books are exchange-copies.

‘I don’t even have my own chess books, the ones that I authored, here, so you can see I can also leave the whole thing alone when I want to. That, I think, is something that one ought to always do or one is lost.

‘As a boy one quite naturally starts collecting all kinds of things, for instance marbles, matchboxes and God knows what else. Then one becomes devoted to one subject, really, in my case chess, and then this innate collecting mania focuses itself on that. I have got it from my parents, I come from tainted stock. It runs in the family. My mother, who was born in 1864, collected postage stamps. For a girl that was quite a rarity in those days, of course. My father did the same, amongst other things. A sister of mine has made a collection on the subject of Atlantis.

‘Chess books were not the only thing I collected; there were various other things, chessmen, for instance. I had acquired about a hundred sets and, well, there was no room for them in the house, which meant that they had to be stored in cigar boxes. Well, those I sold and for the money I bought more chess books. Then I have also collected picture postcards, especially those with topographical views of Holland of which I gathered some fifty thousand. And silver birth spoons. Of these I had only around two hundred which you could hardly call a collection. But I have disposed of all of them. I find it not at all difficult to part with something I have collected, no problem at all. Only the subject that I thought I would be able to achieve real success in, i.e. the bibliography of the game, I have kept on. Of that I thought, I can really get to the forefront here.’

At twenty-two years of age Dr. Niemeijer, encouraged and supported by Mr Oskam LLD, who, in those years, was a great promotor of chess in the Netherlands, started collecting chess books seriously. He built up his collection at great speed and by the end of nine years had acquired twenty-four hundred volumes. Nowadays this would be all but impossible, but how simple was it in those days?

‘Dead simple. At auctions people did not even bid on them; I was the only person interested. Oh well, there was the occasional bid, of course, but the books were knocked down at what I would now call rock-bottom prices. Nowadays there is a great demand for older books, but in my early years it was exactly the other way around; it was the old books which were easy to get. That is just as well for otherwise I would not have been able to build up this collection. I was fortunate enough to have started at a time when prices were still manageable. If I had to do it all over again, the same collection, it would cost tens, if not hundreds of thousands of guilders. Also, in those days people were not all that interested in the value of the books. That is a bit unfortunate these days. People do not collect just because they like to have the book or because of what it contains, but imagine they have found a good way of investing money. That is most regrettable, as it tilts collecting away from the level it ought to be on. Love for the book should be the first consideration, and if the value increases so much the better, but that should not be one’s starting-point. I have never allowed myself to be led by that consideration, otherwise I would never have given it away, of course. It has never been my intention to profit from it, and what’s more, I have lost an awful amount of money on it, as you will understand.’

Despite the heightened commercialisation of the chess book trade, Niemeijer has stuck to his original principles. For many years now he has sent book-lists to all corners of the world, offering to sell, or preferably to exchange his extra copies and listing the titles he is looking for. He recently sent off number 134. His prices have always remained reasonable and are therefore way below those of the real dealers. He cares too much for his contacts, particularly the other major collectors.

‘The number of collectors is increasing, although Holland does not have too many of them, not at all. There are only a few that stand out. A major collector should have at least a few thousand volumes, otherwise he does not count, he would be small fry. Well, such collectors do not exactly grow on the bushes here in Holland. I know a couple of them that have perhaps two or three thousand books but that is all. Other countries have more of them. Take a man like Lothar Schmid, he has a magnificent collection, the largest private collection in the world. Which is why I regularly have dealings with him. The number of major collectors is so small that somehow they never fail to find one another. There is rivalry, of course, that is inevitable. Some collectors are very secretive and refuse to say where they found something and what they have, but that, I think, is nonsense. One should help one another a little. Therefore, when I find a rare book that is already in our collection I make no bones about telling someone else about it. I could say, of course, now I shall make a point of not doing this, but that attitude seems to me to be rather small-minded.’

Openness and accessibility have always been important characteristics of Dr. Niemeijer’s collection. Apart from the many book-lists he has sent all over the world, he has also published, often at his own expense, about collecting chess literature. A much sought after book of his is Schaakbibliotheken. Een boek over verzamelaars en verzamelingen (Chess-libraries. A Book about Collectors and Collections), dating from 1948, in which he offers a survey of the world’s most important chess book collections. Showing great knowledge and insight, Niemeijer paints an absorbing picture of the nature and makeup of those libraries. Much of this knowledge was gleaned from the catalogues and inventories of these libraries, and from very early on he, too, made every effort to take stock of his collection. In 1930 he first published a mimeographed catalogue, to which he added supplements in 1932 and 1933. In 1939 he published a printed catalogue: Catalogus van de Schaakboekerij van Dr. Niemeijer (Catalogue of the Niemeijer Chess Library). Despite their undeniable usefulness, however, the drawback of these catalogues is that they date rather quickly, as Dr. Niemeijer collects with great speed.

‘Only recently I bought a Yugoslav library. It belonged to someone who knew that I was a collector. Devotees of chess with the same interest usually know this, and sometimes such a person offers his entire collection for sale. I do not remember the exact number of libraries I have acquired but it should be about twenty-five. The libraries themselves vary from some hundreds of books to four thousand volumes. That big one belonged to Da Motta from Brasil, a truly magnificent library.’

Although a lot of newly acquired books, especially when they come in batches, end up on the exchange lists, the collection grew by leaps and bounds. For this reason Dr. Niemeijer, on making his donation in 1948, also made it conditional on the Royal Library publishing a catalogue within the next few years. This catalogue took until 1955 to appear and is still avidly consulted by collectors the world over. The year 1974 saw the publication of Volume One of a completely new catalogue, featuring Bibliography and History, but so far there has not been any sign of Volume Two.

Whenever the extent of the Van der Linde-Niemeijeriana collection comes up for discussion there is bound to be a comparison with the John G. White collection in Cleveland, Ohio, which for decades has been considered to be the world’s largest. Thanks to a more active purchasing policy of modern chess books the The Hague collection now seems to have succeeded to that title.

‘I am pleased, of course, that it is the largest collection at the moment, but that is not the most important point. To me the most important consideration is content, and I believe that in this respect White’s collection comes an easy first. He, you see, was still in a position to acquire manuscripts. These are unique specimens, and once they have found a home they will never be on the market again. So far as that is concerned we are out of the race, but with regard to keeping up with new publications we probably have the edge over Cleveland. Pressure of work has always prevented me from visiting the Cleveland collection, but they have a catalogue as you know, and although it has grown a lot since, I have a fair idea of its contents. I have never seen Lothar Schmid’s collection either, but he has been a visitor to my house. I have always been like that, everybody was welcome to see my collection, also in the time when I still had it at home. If I could be of assistance to somebody I would gladly do it. I see this as a common purpose. From the position one occupies and the circumstances one finds oneself in, one tries to do something for the game of chess, which is near to my heart, that is of use to all people sharing this interest.

‘As a rule I am most interested in books from before the twentieth century. This is a somewhat limited field but what I like about it is the rarity of those works, tracking them down, looking for them, and comparing the copies. One examines the state they are in, whether they have an ex libris, preferably one with a chess motif. I take more pleasure in that than in the books which are now rolling of the presses in their thousands.

‘I have for instance aimed at acquiring all the sixteenth century editions of Damiano. Lothar Schmid, has the full complement as well, but no other collection that I know of has the complete set. But one attempts to do these things only in very special cases. The Royal Library has a different policy; they try to acquire all editions of all Dutch publications. So if a book by Euwe has gone through thirteen printings, they want them all. For me personally that would go too far, even though I applaud the effort, and I must say that I enjoy it when I can help them out with a missing edition.

‘You know that in 1881 Van der Linde published a bibliography, Das erste Jahrtausend der Schachlitteratur, which he thought contained practically everything that had been published in the field of chess up to that time. A very silly thought, of course, for such comprehensiveness is the nearest thing to impossible. I take some little pleasure in the fact that I have managed to unearth a few hundred books before 1881 that he has not included. That is more than I would ever have imagined there would be, especially since Schmid and Meissenburg2 also have a couple of hundred of them. All in all I think there would be about a thousand.’

Asked what qualities he reckoned to be indispensable for a collector, Dr. Niemeijer some years ago mentioned, among other things, ‘One has to be prepared to sit down on a rainy Sunday afternoon and send off a couple of hundred letters to all corners of the world.’ Consequently he is not in the least inclined to romanticise the art of book collecting. Which does not mean that all acquisitions are effected in the same prosaic manner.

‘At times, of course, one gets a nice surprise. Damiano was succeeded by a man called Porto, who in 1606 and 1607 published two booklets with contents practically identical to Damiano’s publications. One day an Italian sent me both booklets for a song. He wrote, “Just send me something in return, never mind what; I do not collect this and you do, so you have an interest.” It goes without saying that I sent him back a good parcel, but this is, of course, not the way these things are usually done. As I mentioned before, my main interest is in the chess literature of before 1900, but within that field I have a special predilection for the first authors, the sixteenth and seventeenth century writers. Where that is concerned I have no business in this country, as no one was writing about chess in those days. The first original chess book in Holland is by Van Zuylen van Nijevelt, published in 1792, which is very late. Of that book we have a French and a Dutch edition. These old books have nearly all been acquired, so they do not give me any more work. Of course, one can always say, like for instance Schmid, then I want two or three copies of it, but that strikes me as a useless exercise. Whenever a second copy comes to hand one keeps the best one and disposes of the other. Schmid does not do that, so he has several Damiano’s and so on. A magnificent catch was a Greco manuscript from 1625, written partly by himself, partly by a copyist. Of Ponziani I have been able to buy a whole series of manuscripts. They were offered for sale in an ordinary Italian catalogue. I was beside myself when I saw it, because you understand I wanted to have them. Now I can read Italian and understand it, especially if it is about chess, but I cannot speak it. Taking into account the amount of time it takes for a letter to reach Italy I thought that perhaps I had better telephone. At first the telephone was not answered, and when I finally got through I tried English, German and French, but to no avail. So I shouted some words like scacchi through the telephone, followed by the catalogue number, and immediately sent off a telegram, and so I got them. Those manuscripts had always remained in the possession of the Ponziani heirs and this was the first time that they had come on the market. Those are real coups, which leave me euphoric for a week. But these things happen very rarely, of course.


[image: image]

Dr. Meindert Niemeijer, chess book collector extraordinaire, in 1951.



‘Such a manuscript is really the height of perfection for me. If written in the author’s hand it also contains a human element. I look at the handwriting for it can teach you a lot. It can be a hand that repels me, or one that attracts me. The same goes for books with an inscription.’

It could be called an ironic coincidence for an amiable and courteous person like Dr. Niemeijer to have amalgamated his collection with that of Antonius van der Linde (1833-1897), an almost demonic fault-finder who was at loggerheads with nearly everyone. After some initial activity in Dutch dissident religious circles he later departed to Germany. He not only wrote standard works on the bibliography of chess but also published, besides a number of other scholarly works on a wide variety of subjects, a treatise proving that the art of printing was not invented by the Dutchman Coster but by the German Gutenberg thus taking revenge on all his compatriots, with whom he had fallen out.

‘That was a character that the world has never seen the likes of. He was impossible to live with, of course. He was simply incapable of sounding an objective note; his opinion was the only one that counted. The rest of the world consisted of nincompoops whom he constantly abused. That is not done, of course. The man was knowledgeable, and his contributions to the bibliography of chess are invaluable, but as a human being he was impossible. Now you could say the same thing about me perhaps, but I’m not that bad.’

Van der Linde’s magazine De Schaakwerld (The Chess World) (the spelling of the title is in itself a manifestation of the author’s pigheadedness), which survived only one year (1875), occupies a special place in the history of chess because of Van der Linde’s recalcitrance.

‘I find a magazine like De Schaakwerld amusing to read but there are dozens of that kind. My interest in that domain is so broad that I have not focused on one field. I always like to read about chess, provided it is not too dry. Among the historical magazines a few are special to me. They are Le Palamède, the Deutsche Schachzeitung, to which Von der Lasa has contributed a lot, and the Chess Player’s Chronicle, that’s about it. In our own country we had Sissa in those days. That was utterly worthless, and Mr Verbeek hadn’t a clue, but heaven be praised that it was there because it is a goldmine of really invaluable information, for instance about clubs. There was, for example, the Kalender van het Noordelijk Schaakbond (Calender of the Northern Chess Federation), which went through nine volumes and from which I learned that in the eighties and nineties of the 19th century people in the north of Holland still played as follows: White started by advancing his d- and e-pawns two squares, to which Black invariably answered with d7-d5 and e7-e5. That is the way my father taught me to play, and he had been taught by his father, who was a protestant minister in Sneek. That did not come out of a book because in those days nobody played like that anymore, and there I was, reading that they played like that in the north of the country. Those things really fascinate me, that one hundred years ago chess in our country had regional variants. These are the things I like. I set them down and it is nice for later researchers to find them, otherwise the knowledge might have been lost. Unless such persons went and worked their way through all those thousands of books.’

These notes, together with particulars from Niemeijer’s numerous scrapbooks, in which he sticks every item from newspapers and magazines having to do with chess, have given rise to a number of amusing booklets over the years, published, as nearly always, at his own expense. They contain not only historical finds like the one mentioned above but also notes like: ‘Among the officially protected plants in Germany we also find the early (March/April) flowering, snake’s head-like Schachblume (chess flower) ‘sehr selten in feuchten Wiesen and der Kocher, am Main und auf der Baar’.

‘The collecting mania has of course subsided over the years. At my age one cannot raise the enthusiasm one had at thirty or forty. That goes for all things. One’s nature grows more contemplative, one’s enthusiasm does not gush over so easily anymore, but there are still some sparks left, indeed there are.

‘I have always regretted refusing an item on the ground of it being too expensive. Five or ten years later I would always think, how stupid of me to have let such a chance slip. It has happened that I was offered a manuscript or a rare edition, and that I turned it down, because it did not fit into my plans of that moment, or I thought the asking price too steep. I cannot give you examples. I know them alright but I am still hoping to lay my hands on a few of them some day, so it would not do to say too much about it now.’





Tim Krabbé

Amsterdam, February 1987

The King of Chess Curiosities

For Tim Krabbé (1943) writing, cycling and chess have more in common than would seem at first sight. His love of numbers brought him under the spell of these seemingly so different activities, and he eventually managed to score successes in all three fields as a writer and a journalist.

As a novelist he broke through to a wider audience with his latest short novel Het Gouden Ei (The Golden Egg), which was very favourably received and sold well. The film rights have been sold and in September shooting will start in France and Holland. This is not his first novel that was turned into a film, nor will it be the last as far as he is concerned, for the novel he is currently writing, he assures me, might even be more suitable3.

At thirty, Tim Krabbé decided to make a boy’s dream come true and started a career as an amateur cyclist which, during the next eight years, would take him from one race to the other. The experience and impressions he garnered on and around the roads he described in numerous newspaper articles, as well as in his magnificent book De Renner (The Cyclist), which found an enthusiastic reception both within and without the world of cycling. A prominent sports journalist called it ‘…not only a literary masterpiece… but at the same time the best sports book in the Dutch language’.

In the world of chess, however, Tim Krabbé is mainly known as the king of chess curiosities. Although his merits as a player were not at all bad, and he twice got through to the finals of the Dutch championship, he was well aware of the limits of his talent. Driven by his great love of the bizarre and the beautiful in chess, a restless search for what he was later to call chess curiosities, became his main chess activity. His many contributions on this subject in Chess Life, Schaakbulletin and New In Chess were highly appreciated and led to a few books initially only in Dutch. In 1985 the English-language Chess Curiosities (published by George Allen and Unwin) appeared and immediately met with recognition when the readers of the journal Chess Notes voted it Book of the Year.

Anyone familiar with his books will have an idea of the witty enthusiasm and infectious single-mindedness with which Tim Krabbé treats subjects like Nimzowitsch’ gratis move, the Babson task, remarkable coincidences, or 46.0-0 in the game Bobotsov-Ivkov. Even his dreams, another hobby of his, are haunted by his ‘disastrous craving for completeness’, and he frequently dreams about castlings at move 79 not yet in his collection. A recurrent daydream he hopes to realise one day is a thousand-page tome entitled All Chess Curiosities.

What caused this love of chess curiosities?

‘I have always had this interest, I don’t know why, in the odder side of chess. I vividly remember my first look at the game Edward Lasker against Janowski from New York 1924, which ends with an utterly crazy endgame of two knights and three connected passed pawns on the seventh rank against a queen, with Black having a passed pawn as well. I could look at that final diagram for hours. Another strong memory is a game Spassky-Polugaevsky from the 1960 or 1961 Soviet championship, in which Spassky has his king stroll across a full board to g5 and could have won if he had pushed on to f6. I got Chess Archives containing that game with this diagram full of pieces and the white king on g5, and showed it to a chess friend who happened to call. We were standing there with the diagram in our hands, “Gee, how is this possible?” when my brother came in and asked, “Why are you laughing.” When he saw it was a chess diagram, he looked at us with a face that said, “Those two are stark raving mad.”

‘He is not a chess player, but there were also chess players who reacted that way. I do not know why such a king on g5 moves my soul. I started chess like everybody else, I wanted to become champion, no matter of what, but by twenty I had long realised that I wasn’t world champion, or even master, material. Eventually my ambition had shrunk to reaching the Dutch championship final, which was at least feasible. I belonged to the top twenty players of Holland for a few years, but never to the top ten. I did not fancy to go on playing chess at that level for the rest of my life. So at thirty when I took up cycling, I just called it a day. Being number twenty or thereabouts made me feel so old. So I stopped playing serious chess for ten years, and now that I have really become an old man, I can play my pathetic old man’s game without too much self-reproach.’

But you never lost sight of the curiosities?

‘No, that continued. Around 1970 I started taking notes. My first chess pieces appeared in Wouter van Rhoon’s Schaakrevue, a kind of precursor of Schaakbulletin. That was in 1967. But this went broke, and shortly afterwards Wim Andriessen started up Schaakbulletin, with which I was involved fairly from the beginning. What I wanted to show as a chess writer was a mixture of beauty and the bizarre, but always within chess itself. Never outside it. If a certain tournament had attracted three one-legged players I would not have been in the least interested. That tends towards a German kind of humour that doesn’t agree with me at all. People sometimes associate me with this, and that I find insulting. “I know about a tournament for you where in round three all White’s were bald and all Black’s wore glasses.” I’m not interested in that kind of thing.’

But writing about coincidences in chess you joyfully report the symmetrical game played by Weiss and Schwarz in Nüremberg 1883.

‘I have my weak moments. If there is a funny game of Weiss with White against Schwarz with Black I cannot help noticing it, might even think it’s wildly funny, and would probably publish it. But my interest has shifted. The purely bizarre I found far more fascinating in the beginning than now. Collecting all this material I have come across such an unbelievable number of beautiful things that my interest has shifted towards pure technical beauty.’

How do you go about garnering your material. What are your bibles?

‘My bibles are chess magazines. I subscribe to about ten of them at the moment, and when they arrive I leaf through them and take notes of everything that rouses my interest. That is a rather cursory job. I look at all diagrams and if, for example, the magazine has endgame studies I try to have a glance at what they are about, that is, if they give the solution with the diagram. So I make these notes, which I sort in folders, and in the course of nearly twenty years this has grown into a system of nearly fifty loose-leaf files of about two hundred pages each, with about ten notes on each page. That makes some hundred thousand notes of sources, under some five hundred different headings. Now and then I start a new category when I see something very nice, but that’s a rarity these days. The headings are mainly technical, and some of them have grown impractically large. Categories like for instance “Practical Stalemate”, would have to be subdivided.

‘In all those books on chess tactics the same few examples keep cropping up for ages, because nobody does the necessary research. Always the Lazdies-Zemetis stalemate, however stale it has grown. I am possibly unique in that I am not satisfied with one or ten examples of something. I want them all. I keep track of everything. Only, the computer age has made my archives rather obsolete. It should all be on computer, so you could call it up with a few strokes.’

You have no intention of doing this retrospectively?

‘I have. The normal course of events with archives like mine is that, when the maker dies, they end up on the rubbish dump. Mine would fit into one refuse bag, if stuffed carefully. That would be a pity, however. It should be computerized and saved, and if I were five persons instead of one, one of me would gladly do that. But as it is, I think I should be subsidized to have this done.
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Tim Krabbé: ‘I have come across such an unbelievable number of beautiful things that my interest has shifted towards pure technical beauty.’



‘I think my archives are interesting and worth preserving. When I study my predecessors in chess literature, Kurt Richter, Assiac, Chernev, Reinfeld, I can see they had far less complete archives than me. They had to rely on rather loose notes. None of them has ever collected as much as me, or suffered from the same Gründlichkeit, thoroughness.’

Is the difference that you, as you put it yourself, suffer from this disastrous craving for completeness?

‘That’s one difference, yes. When I have sixty examples of, say, the Zwickmühle, it is clear I cannot publish them all. I have to sort out the best ones. But with ten or fifteen examples, I have the problem that I cannot keep from publishing them all. Now, there is a typical combination where queenside castling checks a king on d8 and wins a rook on b2. You will find this combination in each and every book on tactics, but always the same, Feuer-O’Kelly, Liège 1934, which in itself is a good example. In Chess Curiosities, I have given twelve or thirteen examples, including one from an endgame study. Too many of course, but in such a situation I cannot resist to give them all, out of pure joy that I am the only person in the world who has collected so many.’

Have you any other sources besides the magazines?

‘Yes, an enormous number of books, too. I leaf through lots of them, including the classics. 300 Schachpartien by Tarrasch was my bedside book for a long time, and I also like writers like Nimzowitsch, Polugaevsky and Kmoch. A very important standard work is De Schaakstudie by Rueb. It is the study Bible, arranged according to themes. It only goes as far as 1950 and has a very peculiar style, he must have been a very peculiar gentleman. But that’s a fantastic work, it goes back to the Arabs.’

During the thorough treatment of all kinds of phenomena you regularly surprise the reader with little historical facts. I found it very nice, for example, to read a short history of the underpromotion in the chapter of that name, and to learn that until about 1900 the rule was that a pawn could only promote to a piece which had already been captured, so that one side could never have two queens or three knights. One chess set sufficed. Do you do historical research to unearth such facts?

‘Well, no, one has one’s sources for that. I am no historian. In the White Christmas Series you have The Theory of Pawn Promotion. White has done that research for me, and he also refers to other articles. A man who has been invaluable to me is Rob Verhoeven of the chess department of the Royal Library in The Hague, who traces such things for me. Without someone like him life would be much more difficult, although I am often able to find my own way. Tracing back this history of the promotion you come across tremendously interesting things. For instance, that the first official international tournaments were still played with the rule that a pawn could remain a pawn upon reaching the other side, so that you had a choice of five promotions.’

This rule was on the books as late as Vienna 1873.

‘Yes, Vienna 1873 was probably the last tournament in which it was used. The rules of the game had not been laid down so well, yet. There was no international chess federation. Rules often differed from village to village. Several grandmasters even now tell you they learned to play chess with very odd rules. Sosonko once told me that he had learned chess from his mother, who taught him White always begins with d2-d4 and e2-e4 as a double first move. I myself have learned chess with the rule that if you got your king to the other side you were allowed to choose five new pieces.’

The standardization of the rules of underpromotion may have taken so long because of its relative rareness.

‘In the entire history of chess, only around ten real and relevant underpromotions, that is promotion to rook or bishop, have occurred in games. But there are millions of perfectly natural positions in which this could occur. Every week in my magazines I encounter new natural underpromotions which could quite easily have happened in games.’

Writing about underpromotions you say, ‘promotion to knight is a fairly frequent occurrence, but of course this is not a real underpromotion: the knight covers squares that could not otherwise be covered.’ How important a part do such quibbles play within your work?

‘Such sophistries? Well, they do play a part, I do take some pleasure in discovering odd lacunae in the chess rules. I wrote about the difference between static and dynamic identity when this difference still went unnoticed and unacknowledged in the rules. These are properties of a position that you cannot photograph; can White still castle and to which side, can he capture en passant? This matters in the repetition rule, which has now been adjusted in that respect. It was nicely illustrated in the recent Interpolis tournament, in Karpov-Miles. When it was pointed out to Karpov, he was aware that the position in which he claimed a draw, had been repeated three times only statically and not dynamically. What he did not know was that wrongly claiming a draw carries a five minute penalty.

‘These things interest me. Say you have this position: White king f2, pawn b7; Black king h1, and you want to promote your pawn on b8. You put it beside the board, take a queen from among your captured pieces, put that on the board, and holding on to it, you cry “Oh no”, throw away the queen, and put a rook in its place. That is mate in two, whereas otherwise it would have been stalemate. The rules are not clear on this, they say nothing about it. Whether the pièce touchée rule applies to pieces outside the board is, to say the least, fuzzy. I like that.’

They are rather absurd things which may have a certain amount of relevance.

‘This could certainly be relevant as it is a very natural game situation.’

A serious person might say, ‘This is all very nice but to occupy your time with that…’

‘But that’s where I am different. A serious person, to me, is someone who wants to become chess champion of the world. Which leaves open the question of how serious that is. Isn’t it the height of absurdity to want to become chess champion of the world? That is, in the eyes of a Uruguayan soccer star, or an Eskimo chieftain, the answer is that such things have value in themselves. This is a moralistic problem I have written about in Chess Curiosities. Take for instance the typical preface in problem and endgame study books. An over-the-board grandmaster is seduced to write a sympathetic word, saying how much the tournament player can benefit from studying endgame studies or even problems. But in general chess books, an authority figure from a larger world, this time a politician or a scientist, utters the well-known nonsense about chess developing such desirable character traits in people. So it seems always an excuse is needed, although never more than one pretence upwards. I have never looked for excuses. I like to quote Hans Ree, here, who simply said, “Chess is beautiful enough to waste your life for.” To me, that sums it up. Once you start looking for excuses, you will end up needing an excuse for being happy.’

But you don’t mind moralising yourself either.

‘Not at all. I react against a morality that is often false, because those people who ask for a preface to their little problem book often do not subscribe to that view at all themselves.’

Do you, as a rule, get a lot of reactions on your articles and books?

‘Yes, a lot. After that record article4 I got at least twenty letters from all over the world from people who had improvements or liked it, as well as requests from foreign magazines to write something. I have several permanent correspondents, some of whom roughly know what I collect, and when they see something I will like they send it on. Chess Curiosities wouldn’t have been what it is without people like Rob Verhoeven or René Olthof, who keeps me informed of late castlings, games of over 150 moves, the excelsior theme in games, and many other things. I do need help, it’s hard enough to keep up with the magazines. But the bulk of the work has to be done by myself.’

In Chess Curiosities you offer a fortune to anyone able to send you a copy of the Dziennik Poznanski which is supposed to contain the game Tylkowski-Wojciechowski, a game which featured the same miraculous combination in 1931 as Ortueta-Sanz, Madrid 1933. Did you ever get a reaction to that?

‘No. But through Litmanowicz I did track down a Mr Rozanski, who was still living in Poznan and had witnessed this unique game. I wrote him a letter, and a long time later I got a reply, but it did not say anything, really. Some people are simply impervious to these things. Yes, once a very nice combination occurred at the club, and it seems something like it occurred a few years later, in another club. Big deal. Even Harold Lommer, not someone to spurn the bizarre in chess, was not so impressed by this coincidence. He was a strange character, a nightclub owner of German descent in London, who later lived in Valencia. He was a composer and collector of endgame studies, and published two famous standard works on them. He was also a fanatic of tasks, and he composed the first AUW in a study. He seems to have been an extremely nice man. He sent me entire manuscripts about utterly obscure tasks, and also occupied himself with the eightfold promotion. There are eight pawns on the seventh rank, and if the problem is correct, it can only be solved if they are all promoted to the same piece, one after another, all eight of them. With rooks, Lommer managed that, I think Chéron did that too. It’s a matter of taste, but that sort of thing does not appeal to me.’

Does it come too close to Fairy Chess or analysing endgames with four knights against queen?

‘Yes, but when I imagine Troitzky in his Siberian forest, surrounded by howling wolves, analysing night after night whether king plus four knights can always beat king plus queen (laughs exuberantly), that is great. That is what chess is all about, only you have to be a chess player to appreciate it. How can you explain to a non-chess player that within chess there is a little world of endgame studies within which you have the even tinier world of theoretical major minor endgames, within which there is a micro-cosmos populated by utter madmen analysing four knights against queen? Or try to explain the significance of this Mr Veitch, an Englishman who seems to have lived on one of the canals here in Amsterdam, but who was otherwise untraceable, and whose reason of existence in chess was the cooking of endgame studies? (Bursting out in a loud laugh again)’

But Troitzky is certainly a man you admire.

‘He was one of the greatest artists chess has ever produced. He discovered a great many brilliant manoeuvres, most of them in rather natural positions. He was a pioneer, and he towered far above his contemporary Rinck. Rinck definitely lacked the artistic touch. There was deadly rivalry between them, that is, from Rinck’s point of view. Lommer once wrote me a very amusing letter about how he was in Barcelona and wanted to pay Rinck a visit, but Rinck refused to see him because Lommer had published an endgame collection containing one more study of Troitzky’s than of his. Rinck’s son apologised for his father not wanting to see Lommer, and ended up taking him to the zoo.’

A high point in your career of curiosities are your articles about the Babson task and the bibliophilic little book on the same subject, De man die de Babson task wilde maken (The Man Who Wanted to Make the Babson Task), which opens with the telling sentence, ‘Anyone not familiar with the story of Drumare knows nothing about chess’.

‘Yes, the greatest of all tasks is the Babson task, and the finding of it makes one of the most dramatic chess stories that can be told. No one in his right mind had ever thought it could really be done, Drumare spent half his life trying it, and suddenly this unknown Russian pops up and does it as if it never took him more than an hour.’

It does seem incredible when you compare those cluttered and artificial positions of Drumare’s with that normal looking position of Yarosh.

‘Yes, incredible. And if this Drumare had been the only one occupying himself with it… That man clearly wasn’t all that talented. But I have researched this intensively, and then one comes across eight or so names of really great composers who have spent time on it. People like Lommer, Chéron, Siers, Loshinsky, Pauly. When such great composers had given up, others could safely assume that it simply couldn’t be done. Or so it seemed. I’m glad I never tried, I might have become the victim of my own perseverance.’

How did it affect you at the time, when you read that someone had succeeded in making the Babson task?

‘Well, shivers down my spine. It was like picking up the newspaper and reading, “Purpose of Life Discovered”, or something like that.’

Reading the history of the Babson task or, for example, the investigation into the Saavedra position, one cannot escape being gripped, not only by the technical beauty but also by the story. Have you, as a writer, never felt tempted to use these stories for literary purposes?

‘No, because the beauty is in the position. The Babson task and the whole epic around it, Drumare’s tragedy, fascinate me, but I am not really tempted at all to turn this into a story, because what fascinates me is the position. Yarosh’ solutions, and those dreadful positions by Drumare are the story. As a storyteller, I can do things with cycling. In chess, all that matters is what pieces can do on the board, whereas cycling is the description of it. Before TV, cycling would not even have existed had it not been written about; in chess there is always a concrete abstraction, a position or a game one can play over. So I write cycling stories, and I show chess positions.’

What are your future plans as regards publishing? Will there be a sequel to Chess Curiosities?

‘Yes, but I need a new English publisher. I was a bit unlucky with George Allen and Unwin. I got the impression they were not really interested in chess. I had to write ten letters to get one answer, and now I am looking for an English chess publisher with whom this ratio could be brought back to one to one. I would love to have a curiosities book out every three or four years, and for a less ridiculously high price than Chess Curiosities. I don’t expect to make money from it. I have once calculated my hourly wages for Chess Curiosities, and it was something like one guilder and twenty three cents. My dream is one tome of thousand pages entitled All Chess Curiosities. That can wait until I am sixty.’

Despite its hefty price Chess Curiosities received a good deal of recognition. The readers of Chess Notes even awarded it the Book of the Year Prize. That must have pleased you a lot.

‘Yes, of course. Money-wise, that prize is very small; but it is a journal which is really only read by bibliophilic chess lovers, by experts, who judge all books appearing all over the world. I do not know how many readers it has but for such an international club to vote my book the best book of the year naturally gives me great satisfaction.’

What are the characteristics indispensable for a collector of chess curiosities?

‘A great love of chess, a sense of beauty, and the neurosis of completeness.’

Are there connections between your main passions, chess, writing and cycling?

‘I think it all comes from an initial love of numbers. Don’t ask me where I got that from. I love lists with numbers. When I was little the fact that my parents had a typewriter was a great discovery, and in one of my books I describe how I started to type a list of all natural numbers, beginning with one. I got close to five thousand and I still have those sheets, they are the most harmonious and satisfying piece of writing I have ever done. What else is chess but lists of hieroglyphs? One of my earliest chess fantasies was that I was going to hectograph a 106 move game Bobotsov-Bohatirchuk I had found in the tournament book of the Amsterdam Olympiad 1954, and deliver it door to door in the neighbourhood. It would be something like: Chess Agency Tim Krabbé; this week presenting Bobotsov-Bohatirchuk. I never got around to it, but it’s really what I’m doing now, isn’t it.

‘And with cycling, one reason to take up that was that if I did the same tour every day, and recorded my time, and seven intermediate times, I would eventually have created, just as in chess, new and beautiful lists with numbers.’

Looking back on twenty years of chess curiosities, what high points do you see?

‘A few things. The Babson task is unbeatable. And the coincidence Wojciechowski-Sanz. Another remarkable coincidence is one concerning Kurt Richter. Somewhere around 1910, a combination appeared in a magazine, which was very clearly a plagiarised version of a combination Schiffers had once missed against Chigorin. Now, this was plagiarised under the name of Kurt Richter. Only, it couldn’t have been the Kurt Richter, as he was only five or ten years old at the time. Ten year olds have been known to murder, but not to plagiarise, so it must have been someone else. That he should have chosen a name which was later to become almost synonymous with combinations in chess, that’s most extraordinary. And of course the things which were the beginning of my love of curiosities, like that nearly winning king’s march of Spassky’s against Polugaevsky, which later, when one has collected so many other things, turns out not to have been so terribly special after all. But it is still a milestone to me, like that endgame Janowski-Lasker, New York 1924. The kind of thing that gives you an afterglow for a day. But I still think that there is nothing to top the Babson task story.

‘I am also very proud of having personally discovered the latest castling, in Bobotsov-Ivkov, on move 46. It is very rare to find something like that in a primary source, but I did pick this one right out of the tournament bulletin myself. Not immediately realising how special it was, this was before my curiosity hunting had really started. I remember seeing 46.0-0, and thinking, “Isn’t that a bit late?” And then it turned out to have been the latest ever.

‘This has become a recurring dream which must be typical of me. In that dream, I am playing over a game, and I gradually become aware that White castles at move 57, and Black at move 80. And I think, “Gee, that’s a good one for my collection!” I have this dream at least once in every two months. It varies, of course. It may be that both players castle at move 79. In an old famous game! And I think, “How is it possible I always overlooked this?” And at the same time there is the immense joy that such a game exists. Well, this dream has taken the place of an older recurring dream about soccer results of 12-11 and so.’

But again numbers.

‘Numbers, yes. So in a way you could say that, through the detour of chess, my love has returned to its source.’





Garry Kasparov

Tilburg, October 1989

‘The duty of a World Champion is not only to play games, but also to explain to the public why he is winning’

Following the credo of his teacher Botvinnik, Garry Kasparov has enriched chess literature with several magnificent modern classics. His absolute masterpiece so far is The Test of Time, one of the best chess books ever written. But his accounts of the 1985 and 1986 World Championship matches are equally sublime samples of analytical expertise. Kasparov co-authored a number of highly successful theoretical works, and in 1987 published his controversial autobiography Child of Change, written together with Donald Trelford. And there is more in store. ‘After the next World Championship match I will dedicate myself to the rebuilding of the world of chess literature.’

‘We had no chess books at home. I think one of the first books I got was by Maizelis, an old Soviet author, a book for beginners. The second book was Panov and Estrin’s book on openings. The first edition. A very old copy which was in a terrible state. The first book my father bought for me was Bronstein’s 200 Open Games. Then I gradually got more books and I studied them all. I was an avid reader. I’m not sure about the quality of these first books, but I liked getting this chess information. Just to read and then create something new.

‘When I was nine I was given Fischer’s My Sixty Memorable Games as a present. The
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