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Introduction


Stars of the West


 The lives and games of ten chess kings of the past, from Steinitz to Spassky, have already been described, and now it is the turn of the eleventh – the phenomenal Fischer, who in the early 1970s succeeded on his own in smashing the Soviet chess machine. Before him, unsuccessful attempts had been made to do this by other bright stars from the West – Reshevsky, Najdorf, Larsen ... Narrative logic – or perhaps Caissa herself – suggested the solution of devoting an individual volume to all these outstanding players.

It stands to reason that Fischer did not emerge out of nothing. Not without reason was he called the best pupil of the Soviet Chess School, the flourishing of which led to the rapid development of the game in the mid-20th century, but with even more foundation he can be regarded as the successor to the great traditions of American chess, stemming from the legendary Morphy. Over the period of more than a hundred years separating their world triumphs, an almost continuous rise in the popularity of chess in America has been observed.

It was here that Steinitz accomplished his unparalleled feats, playing five matches for the world championship between 1886 and 1894, and more important – expounding in his International Chess Magazine (1885-91) and his fundamental work Modern Chess Instructor (1889) the teachings of the new, positional school. At the end of the 19th century this wave swept Pillsbury towards the top, followed in the early 20th century by Marshall. America became a serious chess centre and it was no accident that Lasker lived here for several years, publishing his famous Lasker’s Chess Magazine (1904-09), just as it was no accident that the genius Capablanca appeared and grew up here, settling for a long time in New York.

While the First World War was raging in Europe, in America tournament life continued, and imperceptibly, little-by-little, the foundation for a new breakthrough was laid. In the 1920s this process was accelerated by the sensational exhibitions of the child prodigy Sammy Reshevsky, a tour by Alekhine, the challenger to the chess throne, and especially the grandiose New York tournaments (1924 and 1927). And, as a result, in the early 1930s there appeared a whole group of strong masters – Kashdan, Horowitz, Steiner, Dake, Denker and others, to say nothing of the stars of world magnitude – Reshevsky and Fine (to whom one of the sections in this book is also devoted). Together with the veteran Marshall, the Americans won four successive Olympiads at that time.

Meanwhile, behind the ‘iron curtain’ in the USSR, where chess enjoyed state and political support, the chess machine that after the Second World War was for a long time to conquer the whole world was rapidly gathering speed. The first direct confrontation, the USSR-USA radio match on ten boards (1945) ended in a crushing defeat for the Olympiad champions.

‘What has happened to American chess?’ wrote Arnold Denker at that time. ‘Is it possible that the country which produced the brilliant Marshall, the resourceful Reshevsky and the encyclopaedic Fine has gone back as much as the Russian trouncing would indicate? About 1932 this country had fifteen or twenty very talented young masters. What has happened to all these budding stars? Is it possible that so much talent can have dwindled away disappointingly in a few years? The answer to the second question is a clear and unequivocal “Yes!” Why? Because professional chess requires a player’s full time, and yet it does not assure him anywhere near an adequate income. Chess is a full time job, and we must treat it as such if we are to hold out own in world competition. The sooner the American chess public realizes this, the sooner we will regain our prestige as the leading nation in the world of chess.’

Alas, the American chess public was in no hurry to understand this – judging at least by the fact that Fine was forced to withdraw from the world championship match-tournament (1948). After this Reshevsky remained practically alone against the Soviet cohort (subsequently his experience came in very useful to Fischer). Until the end of the 1950s he was the undisputed No.1 in the West, although in the USA a new group of talented players had grown up: Evans, the Byrne brothers, Bisguier, Lombardy ...

The only player who could contest Reshevsky’s leadership was the Argentine grandmaster Miguel Najdorf. The point is that in the post-war era another super-power was created on the chess map – Argentina, where many masters stayed on and settled after the Olympiad in Buenos Aires (1939). The strongest of them was Najdorf, who was the same age as Reshevsky and was also born in Poland, but left it 20 years later.

These two – the modest, religious Reshevsky, and the cheerful, sociable Najdorf – introduced western colour into top-ranking chess, which was dominated by representatives of the USSR and the Eastern Bloc countries. Strictly speaking, both of them were amateurs, since they earned a living not from chess (it seems to me that the 1961 Reshevsky-Fischer match deserves to be called ‘the last amateur against the first professional’). But the strength and natural talent of both were so great, that even when they were nearly 60 years old they were among the ten best grandmasters selected for the Rest of the World team in the ‘Match of the Century’ (1970).

Worthy successors to the mighty veterans of the West appeared only in the late 1950s to early 1960s. The first to announce himself was the young Bobby Fischer, and then came the Dane Bent Larsen. Larsen’s tournament successes and his fresh, inventive play from 1964 to 1970 enabled him even to take from Fischer his ‘lawful’ first board in the aforementioned ‘Match of the Century’. At that time only these two posed a threat to the Soviet hegemony. However, soon Fischer brilliantly showed that it was he who was destined to become the new world champion. His revolutionary breakthrough and tragic departure from chess are the main topic of this book.

Garry Kasparov,

November 2004

I should like to express my thanks to chess collector Hanon Russell, journalists Sergey Voronkov and Michael Greengard, grandmaster Vladimir Belov and international master Maxim Notkin, and honoured USSR trainers Alexander Nikitin and Mark Dvoretsky for their help in preparing the manuscript for publication.





  




 

Chapter One


Sammy, Miguel and Bent



Olympian Long-Liver

The legendary American grandmaster Samuel Reshevsky (21 November 1911 – 4 April 1992) was the most famous chess prodigy after Capablanca. But it is something else that is far more important: he became one of the few links between the two chess eras, separated by the Second World War. Reshevsky was one of the strongest players in the world both during the lives of Lasker, Alekhine and Capablanca, and during the quarter century from Botvinnik to Fischer. He is the only player in history to have played almost a hundred tournament games with eleven world champions!

Reshevsky was born in the Polish village of Ozorkov, not far from Lodz, into an orthodox Jewish family. He was the youngest of six children and at the age of two he was already displaying extraordinary ability. When Sammy was five years old, he learned the rules of chess – like Capablanca and Keres, simply by watching members of his family playing. Soon the child asked his father to allow him to play on in a position in which the latter had admitted defeat, and he won the game ‘to the great astonishment of my father and his opponent.’

This story is so typical of the start of a child prodigy’s career, that I involuntarily recall an amusing joke by Siegbert Tarrasch, who in Monte Carlo was once analysing an adjourned position in the presence of a woman with a babe in arms: ‘For more than an hour I looked intensively at the board. In despair, I was about to put the pieces away, when suddenly the baby, which was displaying signs of discomfort, extended its little hand in the direction of White’s queenside, looked at me with intelligent eyes and cried in a demanding voice: “Aa-aa!” The concerned mother picked up the baby and carried him away; she obviously did not understand him. But I guessed what the child wanted to say to me. It was as though the scales had fallen from my eyes: yes, I had to play my rook to the a-file! Triumphant, I rushed into the tournament hall.’

Sammy was able to say not only ‘A’, but also ‘B’: in a short time he had beaten all the chessplayers in Ozorkov and he was taken by his father to Lodz – a well-known chess centre at the start of the 20th century. Here he played several exhibition games and delighted the venerable maestro Georg Salwe. And not only him: the sight of a six-year-old tot giving a simultaneous display against adults on 20-25 boards provoked a great hullabaloo. And when the prodigy appeared in the Warsaw Chess Club towards the end of 1917, the great Akiba Rubinstein expressed his desire to play him! Understandably, Sammy had little chance, although the famous grandmaster played Black and blindfold.

Fortunately, the score of this only meeting between Reshevsky and Rubinstein has been preserved:

1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Bc5 4 0-0 Nf6 5 Nc3 d6 6 h3 h6 7 d3 g5 8 Nd5 g4 9 Ng5 Nxd5 10 exd5 hxg5 11 dxc6 bxc6 12 hxg4 d5 13 Qe2 Qf6 14 Bb3 Qh6 15 Qxe5+ Be6 16 Qxh8+ Qxh8 17 Bxg5 Kd7 18 c3 Rg8 19 Be3 Bxg4 20 Bd1 Bh3 21 g3
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21 ... Rxg3+ 22 fxg3 Bxe3+ 23 Rf2 Qg7 24 Bg4+ Qxg4 0-1

By normal standards a weak game, of course, but one of exceptional historic interest.

Despite his easy win, Rubinstein praised his young opponent after the game: ‘One day you will become world champion.’ He then showed him his classic game with Lasker (Volume 1, Game No.61) and Sammy supposedly observed that the resulting rook endgame could have been won two moves quicker ...

Reshevsky’s mother and father were very proud of their son’s successes and took him round the whole of Poland giving public exhibitions. Then they decided to show Sammy’s talents to other countries in Europe. ‘In 1920, when I was eight years old, my career as a “chess prodigy” began in earnest,’ Reshevsky recalled. ‘Accompanied by my parents, I toured the capitals of Europe, giving exhibitions at Berlin, Vienna, Paris, London and other cities.’

And also in Amsterdam, where on 29 February 1920 another historic meeting took place. Among the eight-year-old Sammy’s twenty opponents in a simultaneous display was a future world champion – the 18-year-old Max Euwe, who had already finished second in the Dutch Championship at that time. Many years later he was able to remember the opening moves of that game (Euwe had Black): 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bb5 a6 4 Ba4 Nf6 5 0-0 Nxe4 6 d4 b5 7 Bb3 d5 8 dxe5 Be6 9 c3 Be7 10 Re1 0-0 11 Bc2 Bg4 12 Bxe4 dxe4 13 Qxd8 Raxd8
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14 Rxe4?? Rd1+ 15 Re1 Bxf3 and Black won a piece.

Slightly later Euwe politely offered a draw, but the boy, obstinately gritting his teeth, replied in German: ‘Ich will siegen’ (‘I want to win’). But he lost, of course, and this was Sammy’s only defeat in the display, which ended with a score of +17=2–1 in his favour. The next time that he and Euwe met at the board was not until 1936 – at the super-tournament in Nottingham ...

There were also opponents of a quite different sort: a game with the German governor of Warsaw was remembered for a long time by the wonder child. Generally speaking, interest in Reshevsky was not confined to the chess public. A Berlin psychologist Franziska Baumgarten conducted a series of tests on him, the results of which were extremely interesting. Sammy, who had never gone to school or seen any books with illustrations, had practically no impression of arithmetic and could not recognise pictures of animals. On the other hand, when he took spatial visualisation tests, Sammy solved problems that were difficult even for children twice his age and actually managed to solve one which before that had been too hard for any child! Memory tests also gave an altogether staggering picture. Sammy was given four minutes to study 40 figures, each on a separate card. Then the cards were taken away. The boy recalled all the pictures without a single mistake, and in the correct order. Even adults had not produced such results!

The psychologist commented specifically on Reshevsky’s, since he refused any help during the testing process. When Sammy was asked what he would do if a window-blind should suddenly catch fire, he said: ‘I will take a bucket of water and pour it on the blind.’ And to the question, wouldn’t it be better to call the fire service, he replied: ‘I can cope with it myself.’

A quarter of a century later Reshevsky had the following to say about this period of his life:

‘For four years, I was on public view. People stared at me, tried to hug me, asked me questions. Professors measured my cranium and psycho-analyzed me. Reporters interviewed me and wrote fanciful stories about my future. Photographers were forever aiming their cameras at me.

‘It was, of course, an unnatural life for a child, but it had its compensations and I cannot truthfully say that I did not enjoy it. There was the thrill of travelling from city to city with my family, the excitement of playing hundreds of games of chess and winning most of them, the knowledge that there was something “special” about the way I played chess, although I didn’t know why.

‘I was constantly being asked how I was able to play such strong chess as a child, but of course I did not know the answer. I could not answer their questions then, not can I do so now. Chess was, for me, a natural function, like breathing. It required no conscious effort. The correct moves in a game occurred to me as spontaneously as I drew breath. If you consider the difficulty you might have in accounting for that everyday action, you will have an inkling of my dilemma in trying to explain my chess ability.’

The Reshevsky family’s travels then took them to America. On the very first evening after his arrival in New York, 3 November 1920, Sammy visited the Marshall Club, where he was presented to the many-times USA Champion Frank Marshall and the veteran of American chess Albert Hodges, and then staggered the habitués by instantly solving some problems he was offered. Over the course of several weeks the prodigy made some triumphal appearances, fully justifying the expectations of the local public, and then he began an almost two-year tour of USA cities – to the Western seaboard and back. Reshevsky recalls that he gave simultaneous displays in chess clubs, public halls, theatres and even department stores. At a Philadelphia department store more than three thousand people watched his exhibition. For some reason the journalists were especially impressed by a display by Sammy in the West Point Military Academy, where he won 19 games out of 20 with one draw.

It has become commonplace to talk about the flood of interest in chess in the USA that was caused by Fischer’s victories in the 1960s and 1970s. But it should not be forgotten that in the first half of the century Reshevsky possibly did just as much to popularise our game in the New World. According to his contemporaries, many chess clubs were opened and those that were dragging out a pitiful existence acquired new life thanks to public interest in the unique ability of the ten-year-old Sammy.

On his return to New York in October 1922 Reshevsky faced a serious test – the first master tournament in his life! And although his result was rather modest (1. Ed.Lasker – 4 out of 5; 2. Jaffe – 3; 3-6. J.Bernstein, Bigelow, Janowski and Reshevsky – 2), his game with David Janowski signified a new stage in his career. The famous Franco-Russian maestro, who had played two matches with Lasker and had wins over the world champions from Steinitz to Alekhine to his credit, was then 54 years old. His chief successes were in the past, but in individual games he could still play at a very high level: two years later, also in New York, Janowski won a classic game against Bogoljubow, and in Semmering (1926) he forced the capitulation of Rubinstein.

A very interesting observation was made by the tournament winner Edward Lasker:

‘It was really a shame to permit a boy of ten years to play in such a competition. The men who had arranged the tournament, unaware of the exhausting mental and physical strain which the schedule of a master tournament entails, did not realize that they were endangering the health of the boy ... After two days of play, he appeared pale and his eyes seemed lifeless ... He did not fare very well in our little tournament, but he had a triumph which he prized more than all the honors that had been heaped upon him on his exhibition tours. He defeated Grandmaster Janowski, who would not believe me that the child really played well enough to be dangerous to any one of the contestants. In this game Sammy still handled the opening badly. After twelve moves Janowski, who had the White pieces in a Queen’s Gambit, said to me: “What kind of nonsense did you tell me? That boy understands as much of chess as I do of rope-dancing! Look at his position! Soon he won’t be able to move any piece! He is completely paralyzed!” When I looked at the game, I saw that Sammy’s position was indeed almost hopeless. But I warned Janowski not to relax. All the same, he played rather nonchalantly, but his attack gathered more and more momentum until Sammy was left without defense ... ’



Game 1

D.Janowski-S.Reshevsky

New York 1922

[image: ]

38 h4

Janowski spent a long time calculating the spectacular sacrifice 38 Ng5+! hxg5 39 Rxg5, but decided to delay it. Although he could have won: 39 ... Qe4 (39 ... Kh6 40 Qg3!) 40 Qf2! Qxf4+ 41 Qxf4 Nxf4 42 Rxg8 Rxg8 43 Rxg8 Kxg8 44 d7, or 39 ... Qf7 40 Qg3!, and Black cannot save himself with 40 ... Rg7 41 Rh5+ Kg8 42 Rh6 Nxe5 (42 ... Nf8 43 Qh4) 43 fxe5! Rxg3 44 Rxg3+ Qg7 45 Rxe6 (Reshevsky), or 40 ... b5 41 cxb5 c4 42 Rh5+ Kg7 43 Qg5 Rh8 44 Rxh8 Rxh8 45 d7!, or 40 ... Rbf8 41 Rh5+ Kg7 42 Qg5 Rh8 43 Rxh8 Rxh8 44 d7 and this pawn will cost him a rook.

38 ... Qc6 (38 ... Qd7 is no better: 39 Ng5+ hxg5 40 Rxg5 Qf7 41 Qf3, while if 39 ... Kh8, then 40 Ne4!) 39 h5

Here too White could have won by 39 Ng5+! (Tartakower, Reshevsky) 39 ... hxg5 40 Rxg5 Qe8 41 Qf3 Qf8 42 d7 Rd8 43 Rh5+ Kg7 44 Qg3 Qf7 45 Qg5 Rh8 46 Rxh8 Rxh8 47 h5.

39 ... Nh8 40 Ng5+?

Too late! Now 40 Nh4! would have won, for example: 40 ... Qxa4 (40 ... Rxg2+ 41 Rxg2 is also hopeless) 41 Nxf5! exf5 42 Rxg8 Rxg8 43 Rxg8 Kxg8 44 e6.

40 ... hxg5 41 fxg5 Ng6!

‘Masterfully parrying the threats!’ (Tartakower). ‘An unexpected resource. Black’s escape verges on the miraculous.’ (Reshevsky)

42 Rg3

42 hxg6+ (42 Qh3 Rh8! Tartakower, Reshevsky) 42 ... Kg7! (42 ... Kxg6 43 Rg3 Rh8+ 44 Rh3 Kg7 45 Rh6 Qxa4 46 Qe2 with equality)
43 Rg3 Rh8+ 44 Rh3 Rxh3+ would have led to a position from the game.

42 ... Kg7 43 Rh3 Rh8!

‘Beginning a struggle for control of the h-file which is finally resolved in Black’s favor.’ (Reshevsky)

44 hxg6 (44 Qe2? Qxa4; there is also no point in playing 44 Ra1 Nf8, since the capture of the knight does not yet lose) 44 ... Rxh3+

Here the game was adjourned and then resumed after a two-hour dinner break.
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45 Kxh3?

An unfortunate sealed move. As Reshevsky points out, by 45 Qxh3! Rh8 46 Qh6+! Kg8 47 g7 Rh7 48 Kg3 Rxh6 49 gxh6 Qe4 50 d7 White could have forced a draw.

Edward Lasker recalls: ‘Janowski took dinner with me, obviously quite perturbed about the course the game had taken. He realized that he had overlooked the winning move, and he said: “You know, Lasker, you were right. The boy is a wonder. I have the feeling that I will lose that game.” Although I felt that Janowski had indeed many chances to go wrong, I tried to persuade him not to lose courage. Not that I had a personal interest in the matter. But I felt pity for the old master who had again ruined a fine game, and who naturally dreaded losing a serious encounter in a tournament against a child.’

45 ... Rh8+ 46 Kg3 Qxa4 47 Qf3 (47 Rf1 Qxc4) 47 ... f4+!

Achieving the opening of the f-file. 47 ... Qxc4 suggested itself, but after 48 Rh1! Rxh1 49 Qxh1 White’s threats are sufficient for a draw.

48 Kg4 (48 Qxf4 Qb3+) 48 ... Qc2 49 Qxf4 Qe2+ 50 Kg3 Qd3+

Sammy begins giving checks, evidently in order to gain time on the clock. 50 ... Rf8! 51 Qf6+ Rxf6 52 gxf6+ Kf8 53 g7+ Kg8 54 Kh3 Qh5+ and ... Qxe5 would have been decisive.

51 Kg2 Qe2+ (51 ... Rf8!) 52 Kg3 Qh2+?

Again 52 ... Rf8 would have won.

53 Kf3 Rf8 54 Qf6+! (a saving chance) 54 ... Kg8

‘After 54 ... Rxf6+ 55 gxf6+ Kg8 56 d7 Qd2 57 g7! Black cannot win because of the standing threat of f6-f7+ etc.’ (Reshevsky). For example: 57 ... Qxd7 58 Ke2! (with the threat of Rh1) 58 ... Qb7 59 Ke3 (or even 59 Kf2 a4 60 Rg3 Qa8 61 Rh3 Kf7 62 Rh8 Qg8 63 Rh3!) 59 ... a4 60 Rg3 Qb8 61 Kd2 Qa8 62 Kc3 a3 63 Rh3! Kf7 64 Rh8 Qf3+ 65 Kd2 Qf2+ 66 Kd3 Qd4+ 67 Kc2 Qxc4+ 68 Kd2 with a draw.

55 d7! Rxf6+ 56 gxf6?!

White could have forced a draw more simply by 56 exf6! Qd2 57 Rh1 or 57 f7+ Kg7 58 Rh1, and ‘Black must content himself with a perpetual check, for if 58 ... Qxd7? 59 Rh7+ Kxg6 60 f8N+ and wins!’ Reshevsky) – 58 ... Qd3+ etc.

56 ... Qd2

Here we have the last critical moment of the battle.
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57 Rh1?

A fatal error: now White loses all his pawns. Of course, it was essential to play 57 g7 Qxd7 58 Ke2! (cf. the note to Black’s 54th move).

57 ... Qd3+! (57 ... Qxd7?? 58 f7+) 58 Kg2 Qxg6+ 59 Kf2 Qf5+ 60 Kg2 Qg4+ 61 Kh2 Qe2+ 62 Kh3 Qd3+ 63 Kh4 Qxd7 64 Rg1+ Kf8 65 Kg5 Qd4 0-1

And Sammy ... ‘I was so excited and happy that I rushed home in a taxi to tell my father and mother. I couldn’t even sit down in the taxi. I jumped up and down all the way. When I got to the hotel, I ran up the stairs to our rooms, without waiting for the elevator, and broke the news to my parents: I had won from Janowski! And then I sang. I sang so loudly that nobody could talk, It was one of the happiest days of my life.’

Fifty years later the parents of such an exceptional child would probably not have had any particular doubts about the choice of career for their child. But in the Reshevsky family it was quite reasonably thought that it was time for Sammy to leave his childish pursuits behind him and get down to some serious study. It was no joke that before the age of 12 the boy had never been to school! And here he was helped by an accident. In 1924, when Reshevsky was performing an exhibition in Chicago, he was asked to play an exhibition match with a master player in the house of Julius Rosenwald, an important trading magnate and philanthropist (in the mid-1950s tournaments for the Rosenwald Cup were held in New York, and in one of these Reshevsky first met the young Fischer). The owner of the house, charmed by the boy’s talent, promised to offer him every support if he would work at his education, and he invited Reshevsky to settle in Detroit, in the home of Morris Steinberg, a well-known businessman and official at the local chess and chequers club. Reshevsky’s parents happily agreed, and that was the end to the touring.

After nevertheless playing in the summer of 1924 in the Western Chess Association Championship (1. Carlos Torre), Sammy got down to his studies: during roughly six months of lessons with a private tutor he went through the entire middle school program and was immediately accepted into the Northern High School. During his school years he only once, in the summer of 1927, permitted himself to play in a chess tournament, seeing as the next Western Championship Tournament was held not far from Detroit. In 1929, after finishing school (where, in particular, he studied singing and Modern Hebrew), he entered the Accounting Faculty of Detroit University, and two years later, when his family moved to Chicago, he transferred to the university there. Steinberg was his old friend, guardian and adviser; Rosenwald also had not forgotten about him, and Sammy was a guest at his summer residence during the holidays. Here he would sometimes play blindfold against the owner’s two sons, and for a long time this was the only thing that reminded him of his former days. He led the life of a normal American boy – he played tennis and baseball, he swam and he went to dances ... As he himself put it:

‘I tried very hard to live down my reputation as a “boy wizard”. Successfully, I might add. Before very long, the public had only dim recollections of the little boy in a sailor suit who used to give chess exhibitions. Occasionally, someone would ask what had happened to the boy wonder with the tongue-twisting name – “the one who beat everybody at chess a few years ago” – but only a few intimate friends knew the answer. Young Sammy Rzeszewski was learning to read and write!’

Here the word ‘tongue-twisting’ should be explained. Whereas in Poland people have no problems in pronouncing Rzeszewski, in America Samuel had to simplify his surname. As for the ‘dim recollections’, it is true that here and there people remembered something, but not very firmly. There was an amusing instance, which was mentioned only in the 21st century by Genna Sosonko: ‘In 1935 Flohr made a tour of Palestine. “Are you that same Shmulik, who came here as a boy to give simultaneous displays?” Salo was asked (he, like Sammy, was short in stature – G.K.). It goes without saying that from that point Sammy Reshevsky remained Shmulik to all his colleagues.’



Second Coming

The return of the former prodigy into top-class chess began in the summer of 1931. Samuel Factor, one of the strongest players in Chicago, was setting off for the West Association Championship, and he asked Reshevsky if he would like to accompany him. During the vacation Sammy had plenty of free time, and in addition he wanted to check what remained of his former ability. In the end he took first place, without a single defeat! Later, when he was already one of the strongest players in the world, Reshevsky wrote:

‘Most prodigies are popularly supposed to be failures in later life. I doubt that this belief is well-founded. Among musicians, it is the rule, rather than the exception, that the child prodigy of one generation is the mature artist of the next. There are fewer cases in chess. This much, however, is clear: if one decides to make chess a profession, a childhood devoted to the game cannot possibly be a handicap. In my own case, chess has always been the medium in which I feel most at home: at a chessboard I express myself in my mother tongue. Hence the urge to play chess was still within me during my school years, even though I had dropped out of public sight as a chess player.’

The taste of victory proved sweet, but nevertheless right up to the successful completion of his university course in 1933 Reshevsky played in only two tournaments – in the summer of 1932: the next Western Association Championship and immediately after it in Pasadena, where he crossed swords with the world champion Alekhine for the first time. Sammy found things very difficult in such a strong event and was especially let down by his lack of opening knowledge. He adjourned his first five(!) games and in the end made far more moves than any of the other players. What his 96-move battle with Alekhine must have cost him, lost after stubborn resistance ... It stands to reason that the champion won the tournament, Kashdan was second, and Sammy nevertheless contrived to share an honourable third place with Dake and Steiner.

A year later Alekhine published a review article ‘Our successors’ in a Parisian Russian newspaper, where among the other promising young talents he also found a place for Reshevsky:

‘Some 15 years ago, immediately after the end of the war, a nine-year-old boy was taken by his parents from some Polish village and began touring the main European centres, everywhere creating an unprecedented sensation. This boy (his name is Samuel Reshevsky) was in fact a genuine chess wunderkind, who caused astonishment not only by the strength of his play (which could, without exaggeration, be determined as first category international), but perhaps mainly by the rapidity and sharpness of his thinking. In a few months “Sammy” acquired the reputation of being one of the best simultaneous players and, when he was then taken to the United States, he toured there for two years with enormous artistic and material success. Then Reshevsky suddenly disappeared; he stopped playing and they stopped writing about him. All that was known was that he had been sent to school, and that his “wunderkind” era was at an end. This wise (and also rare!) decision by the parents of a prodigy can only be welcomed; but chess players are still curious – is there still a future for Samuel, will he again return to the game?

‘And now after many years, at last year’s tournament in Pasadena, I first met Reshevsky as one of my tournament opponents. I will first mention my “human” impression on meeting him – it was most favourable. Not a hint of the arrogance that one might expect from a wunderkind, even a former one; a quiet dignity and chess “reticence” – incidentally, very typical of representatives of the younger generation of masters. And at the same time – the most gloomy impression of Reshevsky the chess player! It was not that this student from Chicago University, who is not a professional, played badly; no, he even won a decent prize in the tournament and in strength he was comparable with the average American masters. But his style exudes such utter tedium, such lack of imagination and – if we were not dealing with such an initially gifted individual – I would have said, even lack of talent – that all the other players really did not want to believe their eyes ...

‘And however paradoxical this phenomenon appeared, it could in fact be explained fairly simply: Reshevsky, who spent all his childhood at professional chess, at the age of 21 has turned out to be chess-wise an old man, tired, disillusioned and incapable of creative thinking. Chess youth and youth in life are two quite different things; this is too often forgotten by the press and the public opinion that guides it.’

Strong words! I think that two or three years later Alekhine would no longer have put his signature to such an article (in 1938, on the eve of the AVRO tournament, he said: ‘I consider the most dangerous opponent to be Reshevsky’). Well, world champions are only human, which means that they can also be mistaken. From a later period in history it can be remembered that initially Botvinnik also did not predict a brilliant future for Karpov ...

Alekhine was undoubtedly staggered by Reshevsky’s manner of considering his actions at length, his constant time-troubles and the protracted character of his games. To imagine something similar with, say, Morphy or the young Capablanca was simply impossible. But in their times opening preparation was not so important! And it was here that Sammy was extremely weak. Playing almost exclusively by intuition, he time after time ended up in desperate positions and spent an enormous amount of time and effort, trying to repair the consequences of his opening errors.

Such a ‘non-theoretical’ approach to the initial arrangement of the game was also typical of Lasker – and it was also developed in the years of the great player’s youth. ‘“Coffee-house” chess, although much maligned, is a prime developer of chess ability,’ wrote Reshevsky in the late-1940s. ‘The player whose almost daily practice it is to play a half a dozen games which he can ill afford to lose, speedily learns that pessimism does not pay. No matter how bad his position may be in theory, he knows that he must win the game. The player who is consistently successful under these conditions is a living proof that will power is not a negligible factor in success at the chess table. (I might add that some observers have attributed a good part of my own success to this same factor.)’

However, the lessons of Pasadena forced Sammy, for the first time in his life, to sit down and study books on opening theory and read chess magazines. The hard work soon began to bear fruit. True, he had not yet decided which of two careers to pursue after finishing university. Isaac Kashdan, the strongest USA player in the late 1920s to early 1930s, wrote in the May 1933 issue of Chess Review: ‘Now Sammy is at the cross-roads. If he continues in chess, he has every prospect of repeating his triumphs as a child wonder. But as a young man looking for his place in the business world, he would have little time for serious chess playing. The time is at hand when he must choose. The chess world is keenly interested in his decision, as it must be in following the career of its most famous prodigy.’

In 1933 and 1934 Reshevsky played twice more in the Western Championship, which after the transformation of the Western Chess Association into the American Chess Federation began to be called the USA Open Championship. Later he explained that this tournament ‘is open to any player. This has the excellent effect of encouraging large numbers of comparatively unknown players to compete and thus gain valuable tournament experience. Incidentally, those who become interested in tournament play soon discover that love of the game will have to compensate them for the most part, since prize money seldom pays even for the food a contestant consumes during the course of a tournament – let alone his hotel bill and his fare to and from the event. In a few tournaments in the past, moreover, misunderstandings or poor organization have reduced the prize even further. My prize “money” for winning the Tulsa Tournament in 1931 consisted of a few cordial words! The Western Championships afforded me the most convenient opportunity to measure my strength against some of the strongest American players of the day.’

It was in these tournaments that the many years of sharp rivalry between Reshevsky and Reuben Fine began. In 1932 and 1933 Fine finished first, and Reshevsky second (although in the second of these championships he defeated his rival in their individual game and went right through the tournament undefeated), while in 1934 they shared first prize. On the other hand, Sammy finished ahead of Reuben in Pasadena (1932) and in Syracuse (1934), where all the stronger American players of the new wave competed: 1. Reshevsky – 12 out of 14(!); 2. Kashdan – 10½; 3-4. Dake and Fine – 10 etc.

‘In a very real sense this tournament was a turning point in my chess career,’ recalled Reshevsky. ‘The question was whether I could hold my own in competition with my contemporaries. If I could not, it would be quite clear that I could hardly expect to enter on chess as a life career. When I won the tournament, and without losing a game, it served as encouragement to continue serious attention to chess. But for this encouragement, I would have renounced serious chess, although I would have continued to play the game occasionally with friends.’

And although Sammy, displaying worldly wisdom, did not give up his profession of accountancy, in the spring of 1935 he attempted a second conquering of European chess. A tournament in Margate ended in a complete triumph for him: first place with 7½ out of 9, half a point more than the great Capablanca, whom in addition he defeated in their individual game! In his later years Reshevsky called this game one of the most important in his career: ‘I was the youngest player in the tournament, and Capablanca was considered invincible.’

Indeed, Capablanca rarely lost, but he was even more rarely outplayed in the way that Reshevsky did this. He surpassed the Cuban genius in his comprehension of the classic positions of the Queen’s Gambit, showing that at a time when the understanding of chess was sharply advancing, Capa remained true to the old impressions of the game. The ex-champion overestimated the significance of his protected passed c4-pawn, which in fact covered White’s key piece, his knight at c3, against frontal attacks, and he underestimated the difficulties arising after the exchange of his queen’s bishop and the opponent’s play against the seemingly adequately defended d5-pawn. This game is one of those fundamental ones, i.e. one of those on which the edifice of modern chess strategy is erected. It forced the methods of play in such positions to be reconsidered. It became clear that in the Queen’s Gambit the d5-pawn can be weak, not only when it is isolated.



Game 2

S.Reshevsky–J.R.Capablanca

Margate 1935, 4th round

Queen’s Gambit Declined D35


 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 e6 3 Nc3 d5 4 Bg5 Nbd7 5 cxd5 exd5 6 e3 Be7 7 Bd3 0-0 8 Qc2 c5

‘I prefer 8 ... c6 here, because the text, despite its apparently aggressive character, invariably leaves pawn weaknesses in its train,’ writes Reshevsky. After 8 ... c6 he also played 9 Nf3 and interpreted the popular Carlsbad Variation quite successfully.

9 Nf3
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9 ... c4

A responsible decision, involving a great strategic risk. ‘Since the d-pawn will be weak in any event, Black tries to prevent a direct frontal attack on it. If instead 9 ... cxd4 10 exd4 Re8 11 0-0 and White’s coming occupation of e5 will definitely give him the better game.’ (Reshevsky). Or simply 10 Nxd4. The less committing 9 ... h6 10 Bh4 b6 would take play into normal Queen’s Gambit positions.

10 Bf5 Re8

Capablanca mechanically implements an arrangement typical of the Carlsbad structure. But instead of the rook move, which is pointless in the given situation, he should have supported his bastions on the queenside by 10 ... g6 11 Bh3 (one hundred years ago two masters played 11 Bxd7 Qxd7 12 0-0 b5 13 e4 dxe4 14 Nxe4 Nd5 15 Ne5 Qc7 16 Bxe7 Qxe7 17 Rae1 Bf5 with equality, Marshall-Janowski, 5th matchgame, Suresnes 1908) 11 ... Nb6!, or 11 ... a6 12 a4 Qa5 13 0-0 Nb6! 14 Bxc8 Raxc8, for example: 15 Ne5 Kg7 16 f4 Ng8!, retaining a solid position.

11 0-0 g6

Black cannot manage without this move. After 11 ... Nf8? 12 Bxc8 Rxc8 13 Bxf6 Bxf6 14 Qf5 a pawn is lost (Flohr-Menchik, Hastings 1931/32; Reshevsky-Dake, Chicago 1934).

12 Bh3
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12 ... Nf8?

Here this standard ‘Carlsbad’ manoeuvre proves to be a serious positional mistake, allowing White after two subtle exchanges to begin a large-scale strategic operation, in which the knight at f8 is out of play.

12 ... a6 13 a4! Nf8? is also unsuccessful: 14 Bxc8 Rxc8 15 Bxf6 Bxf6 16 a5 Ne6 17 b3 Qd6 18 Rfb1 Re7 19 Na4 c3 20 b4! Rc4 21 Nb6 Rc6 22 Qb3 Nc7 23 Rc1 with a queenside bind (Speelman-Solomon, Novi Sad 1990). It is better to play 13 ... Qa5!? 14 b3! Nb6! 15 Bxf6 cxb3! (15 ... Bxf6? 16 b4! Qxb4 17 a5! Nd7 18 Nxd5) 16 Qxb3 Bxf6 17 Bxc8 Rxc8 18 Rac1 Rc6 or 17 Rab1 Nc4 18 Qb4! Rd8! with a defensible position, although the chronic weakness of the d5-pawn guarantees White a long-term initiative.

Therefore the most serious consideration should have been given to the immediate 12 ... Nb6! ‘permitting Black to utilize the knight to greater advantage,’ writes Reshevsky. ‘Black’s d-pawn would have additional protection, and in the event of b2-b3 followed by b3xc4, Black could recapture with the knight. An attempt by White to shatter the knight’s position with a2-a4 would be answered by ... a7-a5.’

13 Bxc8 Rxc8 14 Bxf6!

The start of a deep plan to besiege Black’s central pawn. ‘Highly important, because it prevents equalization by ... Ne4 and also removes a vital protection of the d-pawn.’ (Reshevsky)

14 ... Bxf6 15 b3! (this subtle move is a key link in White’s plan) 15 ... Qa5?!

A natural reply, the minuses of which are far from obvious. 15 ... схb3? is clearly weaker, as after 16 Qxb3 Black loses a pawn. The lesser evil would appear to be Kashdan’s recommendation 15 ... Qd7 with the idea of ... b7-b5, but even this would not have relieved Black of the need to defend passively on the queenside and in the centre after 16 bxc4 or first 16 Rfc1!?
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16 b4! (a tactical resource, enabling the offensive to be continued) 16 ... Qd8

White’s activity is too dangerous after 16 ... Qxb4?! 17 Rfb1 Qd6 18 Rxb7 a6 19 Rab1 Re6 20 Qa4. But now it appears that the movement of the pawn from b2 to b4 is advantageous to Black, since he has acquired a potentially dangerous passed c4-pawn.

17 Qa4! a6 (an enforced weakening: after 17 ... Ra8? 18 Qb5 White wins a pawn) 18 b5!

The crux of White’s plan. The swift march of the pawn leads to the opening of the queenside, after which the b7- and d5-pawns become targets.

18 ... Re6

White’s plan cannot be prevented by 18 ... a5? on account of 19 b6! Qxb6 20 Nxd5 (Reshevsky). Black is forced to adopt a passive stance.

19 Rab1 Rb8 (19 ... a5? 20 b6!) 20 Rb2 Be7 21 bxa6 Rxa6 22 Qc2 Ne6 23 Rfb1 Ra7 24 a4
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24 ... Nc7

The appearance of the knight at e5 cannot be prevented, since after 24 ... f6 25 e4! dxe4 26 Qxe4 Black loses to an attack in the centre: 26 ... Qd7 27 Re2 Kf7 28 Rbe1 Bb4 29 d5 Nc7 30 Qxc4 etc.

25 Ne5 (threatening Nc6) 25 ... Qe8 26 f4?

Reshevsky is ultra-consistent in the implementation of his plan, overlooking that the ‘unplanned’ invasion 26 Rb6! with the terrible threat of Nс6! would have more quickly destroyed Black’s defences. To avoid an immediate loss, he would have had to find such a resource as 26 ... Na8, which, however, would not have saved him from a bad endgame after 27 Nc6! Nxb6 28 Nxa7 Qd8 29 Qb2 Ra8 30 Qxb6 Qxb6 31 Rxb6 Rxa7 32 Kf1, or 28 ... Bd8 29 a5 Nc8 30 Nxc8 Rxc8 31 Nxd5 Qc6 32 e4 Ra8 33 Ne3 c3 34 Nd5 Rxa5 35 Qxc3 Qxc3 36 Nxc3 Ra3 37 Nb5 etc.

26 ... f6 27 Ng4!

It transpires that White has conceived a grandiose cavalry manoeuvre. This knight is heading for d1 and then c3. This square will be vacated by the other knight, which will head to b5 and will be exchanged for the black knight. As a result the d5-pawn must come under attack by superior forces and the dark-squared bishop will be unable to do anything to help.

27 ... Qd7 28 h3 Kg7 29 Nf2

The regrouping intended by White nevertheless has a significant flaw. By moving to f4, the f-pawn has ceased to support the e3-pawn, and this factor could have wrecked Reshevsky’s plan.
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29 ... Ba3?

Instead of this pendulum-like waiting manoeuvre, Capa could have played 29 ... f5!, intending after 30 Nfd1 (the attempt to create tension also on the kingside – 30 g4 Qe6 31 Qe2 b6 32 Qf3 does not prevent Black from consolidating his defences: 32 ... Ba3 33 Ra2 Be7 34 Rab2 Ba3 etc.; if 30 Nb5 Nxb5 31 Rxb5 Bd8 32 Nd1 Ba5! and the second knight cannot be established at с3) to switch the knight to its customary and extremely useful defensive position: 30 ... Ne8! 31 Rb5 Nf6 with equality.

The opponent’s carelessness allows Reshevsky to continue the implementation of his plan.

30 Ra2 Bd6 31 Nfd1! f5 32 Nb5!

A pair of knights disappears from the board, and this is an undoubted achievement for White.

32 ... Ra5

Essential, since the white rook cannot be allowed to go to b5. After 32 ... Nxb5 33 Rxb5 Qe6 34 Qf2 Re8 (or 34 ... Qe4 35 Nc3 Qd3 36 Qd2) 35 Qf3! the d5-pawn falls and with it Black’s hopes of saving the game: 35 ... Qe4 36 Rxd5 (36 Qxe4 dxe4 37 Nc3 is also good) 36 ... Qxf3 37 gxf3 Bxf4 38 Rd7+ Kh6 39 Kf2 Bg5 40 Rc7 etc.

33 Nxc7 Bxc7 34 Nc3 Qd6 35 Qf2 b6

‘Here Capablanca offered a draw. I declined the offer. I thought I could win, and I could not hope to become a grandmaster by accepting draws in winning positions.’ (Reshevsky)

36 Qf3 (threatening 37 Rb5 Rxb5 38 axb5 Rd8 39 Ra7 with a win) 36 ... Rd8 37 Rab2 Qe7!?

A clever idea. Capablanca’s evaluation of the situation (and the draw offer associated with it) seems more realistic than the refusal of Reshevsky, who thought that his position was still strategically won ...
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38 Rb4!

White finds a way of suppressing the opponent’s contemplated activity and at the same time of strengthening his own position. The simple-minded 38 Rb5? was fraught with danger after 38 ... Qa3! 39 Nxd5 Rxd5! (Reshevsky) 40 Rxd5 Rxd5 41 Qxd5 Qxe3+ 42 Kh1 Qxf4 43 Kg1 c3, for example: 44 Qc4 Qh2+ 45 Kf1 Bg3 46 Qxc3 Qh1+ 47 Ke2 Qxb1 48 Qxg3 Qb2+ 49 Kf1 Qxd4 with an obvious advantage for Black.

38 ... Rd7 (Black is obliged to wait) 39 Kh1?!

It is hard to criticise decisions taken just before the time control. However, Reshevsky himself considered this and his next moves to be dubious and recommended 39 Kf2! followed by playing the king to d2(c2) and the rook to b5, which sooner or later would have led to the fall of the d5-pawn.

39 ... Bd8
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40 g4?

Such a reckless move can be explained only by the youth of the American champion. It would have been better to return with the king to g1 and then send it on the journey to the d2-square.

40 ... fxg4 41 hxg4 Qd6 42 Kg1 Bc7 43 Kf2 Rf7 (with the threat of ... g6-g5) 44 g5

Reshevsky thought that this pawn chain would cramp Black even more, but he clearly underestimated his opponent’s possible counterplay.

44 ... Bd8 45 Ke2 Bxg5?!

Allowing the white rooks to break free. ‘Black is desperate in the face of the threatened Rb5, but he overlooks the strength of 45 ... Qe6!’ (Reshevsky). Indeed, after 46 Rb5 Qf5! Black would have gained serious counterplay on the light squares. Moreover, even after the waiting moves 45 ... Rf5 46 Qh3 Qd7 47 Rh1 Kg8 it would not have been easy for White to strengthen his position.

However, the move made is also not yet fatal for Black.

46 Rxb6 Qa3 47 Kd2! Be7 48 Rb7

‘Tying up Black’s pieces.’ (Reshevsky)
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48 ... Rxa4?

The decisive mistake. After 48 ... Rf5 Black would have retained a perfectly defensible position:

1) 49 Qh3 Ra6 (49 ... Rh5? 50 Qe6 Rh2+ 51 Kd1) 50 Rg1 Raf6 51 a5 Rf7 52 a6 R5f6 (52 ... Bb4? 53 Qxf5) 53 Rh1 h5 54 a7 Ra6 55 a8Q (but not 55 Qf3? Rxa7 56 Rxa7 on account of 56 ... Qb2+! 57 Kd1 Qxc3) 55 ... Rxa8 56 Rg1 Ra6 57 Qxh5 Bb4! 58 Rxf7+ Kxf7 59 Qh7+ (59 Qxd5+? Re6 60 Qxc4 Qb2+ 61 Kd3 Bxc3 62 Rd1 Ba5 and it is Black who wins) 59 ... Kf8 60 Qh8+ Kf7 with equality;

2) 49 Rd7 Rh5 50 Qg2 Kh6 51 Rbb7 Rb5!! (this incredible resource is displayed instantly by Fritz 8!) 52 Rxb5 Bb4! 53 Ke2! Qxc3 54 Kf3 with a draw.

One can only guess what it was that caused Capablanca to abandon the defence of the d5-pawn. It is ridiculous to suggest that he did not understand the difference in the values of the a4- and d5-pawns. Possibly the Cuban was tempted by an elementary trap, or perhaps he was simply tired of conducting a gruelling defence and decided to try his luck in a counterattack. However, with the fall of the d5-pawn his position collapses.

49 Qxd5! (of course, not 49 Nxa4?? Qd3+ 50 Kc1 Ba3+ 51 R7b2 c3) 49 ... Ra5 50 Qxc4

Now the white king has a shelter at d3 and Black’s position becomes hopeless.
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50 ... Rh5 (this resembles a cry of despair) 51 Kd3 Qa8 52 Qe6 Qa3 53 Rd7! (winning a piece) 53 ... Rhf5 54 Rb3 Qa1 55 Rxe7 Qf1+ 56 Kd2 1-0

A grandiose game! What was the scale of Reshevsky’s talent, if at the age of 23 he was capable of conceiving and consistently implementing such plans!?

‘This game,’ wrote Pyotr Romanovsky soon afterwards, ‘is a wonderful work of chess art. In it Reshevsky would seem to have embodied all that has been put forward in recent years by modern chess. Non-routine freshness and boldness, subtle imagination, deep calculation and accurately realistic thinking – this is the complex of factors that characterises Reshevsky’s play. The type of defeat that Capablanca suffered in this game is one that he has not known since the time of his meeting with Alekhine. In our opinion, Capablanca did everything of which he was capable in this highly critical encounter with Reshevsky. And even so he was beaten. There is no doubt that in the person of Reshevsky the chess world has found a major chess thinker, who has every chance in the future of winning the world championship.’ It would be interesting to know: did Alekhine read these lines?

Sammy also took first place in Yarmouth and returned home to America. In the spring of 1936 a new test awaited him – the first USA Championship, staged by the recently created National Chess Federation (three years later it was merged with the American Chess Federation into one organisation – the USA Chess Federation, and since then both the usual and the Open Championships of the country have been held under its auspices).

Previously any strong American master, whether he was Kashdan, Fine or Reshevsky, had only one chance of becoming USA Champion – by winning a match against the veteran Frank Marshall, who was by then over 60 (the last time he had defended his title was in 1923, by winning a match against Edward Lasker). Reshevsky used to meet him in the Marshall Club, associated with him, played blitz and suggested playing a match, but the champion declined the challenge.

The young stars were naturally exasperated by this state of affairs, and finally they gained an official opportunity to fight for the title of the strongest player in the country. Marshall magnanimously gave up his title to the National Chess Federation, on condition that from then on the champion would be determined once every two years in a special tournament, and he announced that he would no longer take part. Before that he had still played on board 2 for the USA team in the Olympiads between 1930 and 1935, and later be also played on board 4 in Stockholm, marking his 60th birthday with a result of +3=7.

‘For me this tournament will long remain something of a nightmare,’ Reshevsky remembers about that championship. ‘After winning my first round game, I had the misfortune to draw the second one and then lose the third and fourth! There were few people who would have taken seriously my chance to win the title. Somehow I managed to pull myself together and by winning round after round, I slowly gained on the leaders.’ In the remaining rounds Sammy scored 10 out of 11(!) and burst through into first place, finishing half a point ahead of his unexpected rival Simonson, but more important – again ahead of his main rival Fine, who shared third place.

How did the new USA Champion appear to those around him? The chess master and writer Fred Reinfeld, who played Reshevsky several times, wrote: ‘Regrettably well known are his bad relations with the clock, the cause of which are partly those difficult situations in which he finds himself, and partly his tenacity in defence and his fear of becoming the initiator of a plan leading to defeat. The legacy of fame and publicity that he bears from childhood is a heavy burden.’

This pen portrait by Walter Heuer, the biographer of Paul Keres, is also of interest:

‘A young man, with an already bald, ascetic face, and a thoughtful, noble look in his blue eyes – he no longer resembled in any way the little Shmulik in a sailor suit. His play seemed tense and laborious, and his games rarely proved complete. His handling of the clock was frankly scandalous: it would happen that on the seemingly easy initial stage of the game he would spend 95% of his thinking time. More fervent critics maintained that Reshevsky is the most tedious player, who is always terribly lucky.

‘Even so, the little Shmulik is preserved in him. The long break has left an uneven trace in his development, but no break can damage original thinking. Reshevsky hardly ever took compromising decisions. As a fearless fighter, he endeavoured to exhaust all possibilities. This belief, apparently, came from his childhood: “I am allowed more than others” was both Reshevsky’s shield, and his Achilles’ heel ... ’

What is even more interesting is how Sammy himself, to whom in childhood ‘the correct moves in a game occurred to me spontaneously,’ explained his difficult, laborious play – this will lift the curtain on the secret of Reshevsky the chessplayer’s thinking:

‘Today, spectators feel another kind of astonishment. It is my practice to spend the major part of my allotted time on the first fifteen or twenty moves of a tournament game. As a consequence I am often forced to play at breakneck speed to avoid overstepping the time limit. After such a game, I am frequently asked why I took so long considering “obvious” moves. That’s a question to which I am able to give a partial answer.

‘To a chess master, there is no such thing as an “obvious” move. Experience has shown repeatedly that wins or draws are thrown away by thoughtless play. Careful planning is the essence of chess strategy. Every move must be scutinized with care. Each must be analyzed in the light of the plan under consideration. Nowhere is waste of time more severely punished than in chess. Let me hasten to explain, however, that I do not mean taking twenty minutes for one move but, rather, failing to make each move play its part in the scheme of things. By playing slowly during the early phases of a game, I am able to grasp the basic requirements of each position. Then, despite being in time pressure, I have little difficulty in finding the best continuation. Incidentally, it is an odd fact that more often than not it is my opponent who gets the jitters when I am compelled to make these hurried moves. So, you see, there are psychological considerations as well.’

After all these successes Reshevsky was now listed among the favourites for the forthcoming grandiose Nottingham tournament in August, which had assembled a unique field: the world champion Euwe, ex-champions Lasker, Capablanca and Alekhine, the outstanding representatives of the older generation – Bogoljubow, Tartakower and Vidmar, and the young pretenders to the throne – Botvinnik, Flohr, Fine and Reshevsky, as well as several of the leading English masters.

In this event Sammy, as he put it, ‘wanted to learn the true value of my talent and my prospects of taking part in a match for the world championship,’ and he considered that third place would be a good result for him. And that is roughly what happened: after an uncommonly tense struggle, first place was shared by Capablanca and Botvinnik, while Reshevsky shared 3rd-5th places with Euwe and Fine, half a point behind, defeating Alekhine and Lasker with Black!

Six months later, when the star of the young Keres also began to shine, whereas Flohr began to fall away, it finally became clear that the future world champion, after Euwe and Alekhine, would be one of the magnificent four – either one of the three musketeers (Botvinnik, Fine or Reshevsky) or d’Artangan (Keres). But who? The tournament rivalry between them created widespread interest.

Reshevsky particularly distinguished himself at the very strong tournament in Kemeri (summer 1937), where unusually he began without having to warm up – 6½ out of 7, defeating, among others, Keres and Fine. A defeat in the 8th round only urged Sammy on, and he won a further three games! However, he faded at the finish: he was still the sole leader with 12 out of 16, but in the last round he overstepped the mark in trying to beat Böök and unexpectedly lost. As a result he was caught by Flohr and Petrov, with Alekhine and Keres half a point behind.

A month later, for the first time and straight away on board 1, Reshevsky played for the USA team in the Olympiad in Stockholm (+6–3=7). In those years the Americans had no equals in the world arena: only they were able to field players of international standard on all four boards. In the other teams the difference in class between the leaders and the ‘supporting cast’ was very significant. And whereas in Prague (1931) the USA team took first place by a small margin, in Folkestone (1933) and Warsaw (1935) they had no rivals. (Incidentally, Reshevsky could well have played in the 1935 Olympiad, but, according to Hanon Russell, for many years he was afraid of travelling to Poland, thinking that there he might be ... called up into the army!) In Stockholm the powerful American steamroller – Reshevsky, Fine, Kashdan, Marshall and the reserve Horowitz – achieved a record gap over the second prize-winners (six points).

In September Sammy took part in a powerful double-round super-tournament in Semmering-Baden, where the other participants were Capablanca, Flohr, Fine, Keres, Eliskases, Petrov and Ragozin. The chief arbiter was the famous Rudolf Spielmann, the winner of the 1926 tournament. As Sammy ironically remarked, ‘The eight players who were selected to play in this tournament may well have wondered what they would be doing eleven years from then, when their successes as grandmasters had faded.’ The USA Champion’s result was a long way short of his success in Kemeri, but it cannot be called a failure: 1. Keres – 9 out of 14; 2. Fine – 8; 3-4. Capablanca and Reshevsky – 7½; 5. Flohr – 7 etc.

He partly rehabilitated himself in Hastings (1937/38): 1. Reshevsky – 7 out of 9 (undefeated); 2-3. Alexander and Keres – 6½ etc. Nevertheless, Sammy came to the truly Botvinnik-like conclusion that ‘a master cannot do his best in ceaseless competition.’ And in the subsequent decades he extremely rarely played in more than three tournaments a year. Of course, what told were his ‘main occupation’ (he worked as an accountant until he retired) and a lack of worthy competitions. Reshevsky was never such an active fighter for the rights of chessplayers, like Fischer, but he valued his work, as is evident from the following lines about the life of a chess professional:

‘To those who have never had occasion to do so, it must seem fascinating to wander about from one foreign country to another, observing many cities and men while practising one’s chosen profession and enjoying one’s favourite pastime. Reality is less romantic. Steamship lines, railway companies, and hotels are strangers to the ancient and royal game of chess, and either indifferent or hostile to its apostles. By the time one gets to a tournament, a hot bath and a comfortable bed are more desirable than even the most stimulating competition at chess. And sightseeing is even more out of the question. Such discomforts are transitory, however, but the product of the travels, the games of the chess masters, is a permanent contribution to chess literature.

‘The great chess tournaments have always come about as the result of a sponsor’s generosity. As is well known to everyone who has done any globe trotting, international travel is expensive. Moreover, chess masters are usually an impecunious lot. Unless the tournament committee is willing to advance them the money for travelling and living accommodations, most of them prefer to stay in their own back yards – much to the detriment of the game. And unless the tournament committee can find a patron or a group of patrons, it cannot furnish the advances or put up prizes calculated to tempt the best masters to participate.’

And so, when he returned to chess in the early 1930s, although he did not achieve any decisive success, Reshevsky nevertheless very confidently moved into the world elite. In the spring of 1938, in a highly dramatic race with Fine, he successfully defended his title of USA Champion – 13 out of 16, without any defeats! Fine finished half a point behind, unable to defeat his rival in the decisive game from the last round ... Although in most of their games in this tournament there was a tough struggle, such a score can be achieved only when there is a clear superiority over the other players.



A bitter Pill

In the autumn of 1938 both leaders of American chess travelled to Holland for the epoch-making AVRO tournament, where for the first time in history the strongest eight players in the world battled it out in a double-round event – Alekhine, Capablanca, Euwe, Botvinnik, Flohr, Keres, Fine and Reshevsky. It was the idea of the organisers that the winner – or the second prize-winner if Alekhine should finish first – should gain the preferential right to a match for the world championship title, but Alekhine immediately made it clear that he was ready to play not only the winner, but also any well-known grandmaster who could secure the necessary prize fund.

I have already talked about this and the AVRO tournament in the chapters devoted to Alekhine, Euwe, Botvinnik and Keres. Here I should like to show how the two American grandmasters were seen at that time by the chess world and how they performed in reality. There was no shortage of forecasts.

‘The eternal rivals Reshevsky and Fine have together conquered Europe. Reshevsky is used to being seen at the top of tournament tables. Here too he will probably play well. For him and for his “friend” Flohr the question will be mainly to ensure that one does not finish higher than the other.’ (Flohr)

‘Reshevsky, anticipating important battles, has somewhat curbed his sweeping style. After all, he is the best practical player of modern times, in other words “a modernised Lasker”. Fine, dissatisfied with the role of American vice-champion and trying to renew his successes of 1936, shuns the “modern style”.’ (Tartakower)

‘The position in the tournament of one of the outstanding representatives of the American chess school, grandmaster Fine, will be difficult. He would feel far more confident if his tenacious striving to wrest the USA championship from his main opponent, and to some extent creative antipode (this is the whole point!), Reshevsky, did not systematically end in fiasco. If his rival in the battle for the American championship were Capablanca or Flohr, or even Euwe, this would suit him better. Then it would be easier for him to understand what it is in his play that prevents him from beating his opponent. But Reshevsky’s play demands of Fine that he rejects part of his basic views, which, of course, for Fine is unacceptable.

‘The battle in Amsterdam also demands accurate self-determination by Reshevsky. The boldness, resulting from his tenacious striving to win at all costs in every game, should assume clearer forms than hitherto. The degree of risk, which with him sometimes becomes too great, is justified only if he succeeds in harmoniously combining it with general strategic dogma.’ (Romanovsky)

More often than others, Botvinnik and Reshevsky were named as the favourites. ‘They have always played very consistently, and I rate their play very highly,’ Keres explained his forecast (in turn, Botvinnik said that ‘much can be expected of Keres’). ‘I am sure that Botvinnik will win, if he plays as he did in Nottingham,’ stated Capablanca. ‘Reshevsky also has chances; he is young and energetic.’ Regarding this, it was even written that ‘The AVRO tournament will possibly decide where the world championship is contested: in the USA or in Soviet Russia.’

But here is a Soviet press report about an incident that bears the stamp of those pre-war years: ‘Grandmasters Fine and Reshevsky, who arrived first, received “friendly” warnings from genuine “connoisseurs” of chess. In anonymous letters, sent via the tournament committee, guardians of the “Aryan purity” of chess recommended the American grandmasters that they should at the least ... not win. The letters were handed to the police for investigation.’

It is not known how much these malicious letters affected Sammy’s general mood, but after an ultra-nervy first-round draw with Alekhine (in Reshevsky’s desperate time-trouble the champion missed a clear win) he suffered three successive defeats – against Fine, Botvinnik and Keres. ‘Reshevsky, overloaded with his banking work, is obviously too busy to keep up with chess literature: otherwise he would not have ended up so quickly in a lost position against Keres,’ Tartakower wrote in his report.

An unprecedented slump – ½ out of 4, but the most terrible thing was that Fine was three points ahead! However, Reshevsky, an uncompromising fighter, took himself in hand, stopped losing and, after gaining two wins, moved up into the middle of the tournament table.



Game 3

M.Euwe-S.Reshevsky

AVRO, Holland 1938, 6th round

Grünfeld Defence D70


 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 g6

In 1921 Ernst Grünfeld first employed the defence with ... g7-g6 and ... d7-d5, allowing White to create an ideal pawn centre. This was contrary to the ideology of the classical Queen’s Gambit schemes, and the Austrian grandmaster’s innovation might have remained an entertaining experiment, but the idea of ‘allowing to construct, and then destroy’ immediately appealed to Alekhine and to the emerging young generation.

3 f3

Euwe avoids the best known set-ups of the new defence. This opening was then only just coming into serious use and Reshevsky, who always avoided theoretical disputes, employed it very willingly. Some ten years later, when the theory of the Grünfeld Defence was much more developed, he switched to the strategically less risky Nimzo-Indian Defence.

3 ... d5

3 ... Bg7 4 e4 0-0 5 Nc3 d6 leads to the Sämisch Variation of the King’s Indian Defence. The unsuccessful experiment 5 ... c6 6 Be3 d5?! 7 e5 Nfd7? 8 cxd5 cxd5 9 Nxd5 was made in Alekhine-Bogoljubow (15th matchgame, Berlin 1929). Even after the better 7 ... Ne8 its worth is dubious, since White has clear play aimed at supporting his centre: 8 f4, Nf3, Be2, 0-0 and so on.

4 cxd5 Nxd5 5 e4 Nb6 6 Nc3 Bg7 7 Be3 0-0

It is too early for 7 ... Nc6?! 8 d5 (Alekhine-Bogoljubow, 17th matchgame, Berlin 1929).

[image: ]

8 f4

Essentially an admission of the failure of his plan with 3 f3. In aiming to secure a square for his knight at f3 and the normal development of his kingside, White wastes a tempo, and Black succeeds in beginning undermining action before the opponent can hide his king.

8 Qd2, as played several times by Alekhine, is more promising. Now after 8 ... Nc6 White has to go in for double-edged play with 9 0-0-0 e5 10 d5 Nd4 11 f4 c5 12 fxe5 Bg4! 13 Re1 Bxe5 14 h3 Bd7 15 Nf3, where the outcome depends entirely on the enterprise of the two players. The premature 9 d5?! immediately leads White into difficulties: 9 ... Ne5 10 Bg5 c6! 11 Rd1 cxd5 12 exd5 Bf5 (Alekhine-Bogoljubow, Bled 1931).

At the present time the line 8 ... e5 9 d5 c6 10 h4 cxd5 11 exd5 h5 has become fashionable. Especially after the 9th game of the Kramnik-Shirov match (Cazorla 1998), where after 12 Be2 N8d7 13 d6 Nf6 14 Bg5 White’s far-advanced passed pawn and Black’s lively piece play promised interesting complications. However, Ivanchuk seriously complicated Black’s task with the immediate 12 g4! N8d7 (12 ... hxg4 13 h5!) 13 gxh5 Nf6 14 hxg6 (Ivanchuk-Akesson, Antalya 2004), and now he has to decide how to defend his king.

8 ... Nc6 9 d5

Practically forced, since if 9 Nf3 Black has the good reply 9 ... Bg4 10 d5 Na5 11 Bd4 (11 Be2 c6) 11 ... Bxf3! 12 gxf3 e6! and the fine pawn centre collapses: 13 h4 exd5 14 Bxg
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