

[image: cover]




The Day Kasparov Quit





Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam

The Day Kasparov Quit

and other chess interviews

2006 New In Chess





© 2006 Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam

Published by New In Chess, Alkmaar, The Nether lands

www.newinchess.com

All rights re served. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior writ ten permission from the publisher. Cover: Garry Kasparov (photo: New In Chess)

Art Director: Steven Boland

All photos New In Chess, except: Enrique Alonso (177); Jerome Bibuld (50); Gerard de Graaf (23, 35, 67, 69, 101, 115); John Henderson (317); Gregorio Hernandez (281); Mark Huba (89, 95, 184, 199, 211); Jiri Jiru (279); Dagobert Kohlmeyer (81, 155, 203); Riet Molenaar (193); Rosa de las Nieves (16, 47, 57, 60, 75, 129); Rudy Sakdalan (148, 257); Willy Slingerland (165); Turov Archives (157, 160, 232).

All interviews in this book were first published in New In Chess with the exception of the interviews with Miguel Najdorf, Vasily Ivanchuk and the one with Vladimir Kramnik in Novgorod in 1997, which appeared in the Dutch weekly Vrij Nederland.

Production:Anton Schermer

Proofreading:René Olthof

Printing: A-D Druk BV, Zeist

Printed in the Neth er lands

ISBN: 90-5691-163-5





Contents

PREFACE

MIGUEL NAJDORF

‘And now… Pepsi Cola!’

HENRIQUE MECKING

‘Once I prayed for thirty-five thousand people in a soccer stadium in the State of Sao Paulo.’

PETER LEKO

‘I don’t feel any need to convince people. You have to think for your self.’

GARRY KASPAROV

I told my mother, ‘Just pray he will play the Ruy Lopez. Then he will be dead. Instantly.’

VISHY ANAND

‘It’s literally true that in chess a winner can do any thing he wants.’

VASILY IVANCHUK

‘It is not easy to live with a chess player.’

KIRSAN ILYUMZHINOV

‘It depends on God. If I feel the moment is there I will go into a monastery.’

DAVID NORWOOD

‘Chess players seem to think the world owes them a living. And it doesn’t.’

ROBERT HÜBNER

‘I have seen that I don’t understand too much about chess.’

ALEX YERMOLINSKY

‘I was as cool as John Travolta in Get Shorty.’

YURY AVERBAKH

‘I’m not to blame, it’s not my achievement, it just happened.’

VLADIMIR KRAMNIK

‘The idea that Kasparov is so exceptional is a myth that has been created by the journalists.’

MARK TAIMANOV

‘My entire life has been one long holiday.’

PETRA KORTCHNOI

‘Now we are happy that Viktor did not become World Champion.’

VLADIMIR KRAMNIK

‘I would even play for free.’

GARRY KASPAROV

‘I find a good move and I am happy.’

LOEK VAN WELY

‘The legend must live!’

GARRY KASPAROV

‘So, I am not God, I am human.’

VLADIMIR KRAMNIK

‘He is not God as Ivanchuk said and I proved it.’

VISHY ANAND

‘A unification match is fine, but it will not solve anything.’

DAVID BRONSTEIN

‘I’m not Zurich ’53 and 12-12.’

VIKTOR KORTCHNOI

‘This was not only a plot against Fischer!’

ZURAB AZMAIPARASHVILI

‘I know exactly how strong I am.’

ALEX SHABALOV

‘I don’t care about soccer anymore.’

JUDIT POLGAR

‘It was clear for me from a very early age that I was the lucky one.’

GARRY KASPAROV

‘I believe that my cause was right.’

RUSTAM KASIMDZHANOV

‘You are at the highest point for only a moment.’

VLADIMIR KRAMNIK

‘A painter never asks people what they want to see. He paints.’

HIKARU NAKAMURA

‘There’s no point in taking draws.’

THE DAY KASPAROV QUIT

‘I guess I’m still the best player in the world.’

GLOSSARY

INDEX





Preface

At first, most of us present on the 10th of March, 2005, do not have a clue what is going on. A ‘press conference’ has been convoked – no details provided – and as a matter of course all journalists have come down from the press room to the playing hall of the Ciudad de Linares tournament, where the last game has just finished. Conversing in low voices we wonder whose press conference it actually is and glance at the table that has been put in front of the stage with a bunch of microphones pointing at an empty chair. Everything changes when a rumour ignites and spreads like wild fire through our ranks: Garry Kasparov is about to announce the end of his professional career. The truth of this rumour seems irrevocable when Kasparov appears, together with his mother Klara. While Kasparov chooses a quiet corner to answer a phone call, his mother starts sobbing, saying she can’t stand the idea of a life with out chess after thirty chess-filled years. By the time her son takes his seat in front of the microphones, we know that we are witnessing a historical moment.

More often than not, historical moments are defined as such in hindsight. Sometimes, however, everyone realizes at once that they are witnessing a moment of historical significance. Such awareness is both exciting and unsettling. As I listen to Kasparov’s words, my brain tries to clinically record everything I hear and see, but my emotions tend the other way. An electrifying unease in my stomach tells me that I also want to pause and reflect what his decision means for me personally. After all, the majority of highlights in my twenty years as a chess journalist have been inextricably bound up with his dazzling career. As I put it back in 1997: ‘There are two kinds of chess tournaments: Chess tournaments without Kasparov and chess tournaments with Kasparov. A chess tournament without Kasparov can be all kinds of everything. A tournament with Kasparov is always the same: a magnet you can’t get away from if you love chess.’

It’s only the next day that I find time to muse about the personal impact of Kasparov’s decision. Going for a stroll in the streets of Linares, I remember a dinner on the eve of the 1999 Hoogovens tournament. It was Kasparov’s first time to come to Wijk aan Zee to take part in this legendary event, which he was going to win three times in a row. A little tense after eleven months of not playing tournament chess, he declined an interview, but had no problems with a normal dinner conversation, as long as I steered away from subjects that might make him angry or overly excited – a condition he himself seemed to ignore when he started venting his views on the impeachment process against president Clinton. Seeing the danger, I switched to a news item that I believed might be even closer to his heart, Michael Jordan’s announcement of the end of his career. This was the second time Jordan had done so, and we couldn’t know that only his third withdrawal, in 2003, would be final. Kasparov fully endorsed Jordan’s step: ‘It was a wise decision. Per haps he is still very good, but the full wish to give everything he has is no longer there. Then you have to watch out. There has to be something to fight for.’ I bluntly asked him then if he would be able to stop. ‘No. I can’t stop. There’s too much to be finished. There’s so much I still want to show. And I want to show that in a match I can still beat anyone.’

In the years that followed he certainly did show a lot – to put it mildly. His win in Wijk aan Zee was the first of 10 consecutive triumphs in so-called super-tournaments. He led the Russian team in their quest for gold at the Bled Olympiad, defeated national teams in simultaneous exhibitions and always maintained the top spot in the world rankings. Yet it was his wish to show that he could still beat any one in a match that lent a tragic under-tone to these immensely successful years. In London, in 2000, he lost the world title match against Vladimir Kramnik and this was to be the last match he played. No matter how hard he tried to have his revenge in the years that followed, he never played for the highest title again. The immense frustration this caused led him to the decision to quit, sadly acknowledging that there were too many forces in the chess world opposing his wish to fulfil this last dream.

My meeting with Bobby Fischer in Sveti Stefan in 1992 gave me the idea to publish the interview collection Finding Bobby Fischer. This time it was Garry Kasparov’s decision to quit that convinced me to select my favourite interviews from the past 10 years. On the pages that follow you will meet Kasparov, his closest rivals and a wide variety of colourful grandmasters that make the chess scene such a fascinating place to be in. Young stars like US champion Hikaru Nakamura rub shoulders with legends like David Bronstein and Miguel Najdorf, whose portraits hopefully betray my passion for the history of our game. Every interview can be read independently, but I believe that all of them together paint an engrossing picture of the past decade. At regular intervals we come across statements made years ago that we now find remarkable. Vladimir Kramnik, for instance, has come under fire recently for his determination to stick to his own course and conviction. A stance prompted by the circumstances? Not really. It was already before his match against Kasparov in 2000 that he said: ‘For me, what I think myself is more important than what society thinks. That may sound arrogant, but I have my own views and don’t care about the views of the public.’

Or what to think of Peter Leko who, in 1995, reacted to a Swiss newspaper article in which Kasparov had stated that after 2004 he could imagine himself as President of Russia. Leko, 15 years old at the time, commented: ‘Many people immediately said that this was nonsense, but to my mind this is a good thing. He has understood that being World Champion is not the end of the road. You should not only do something for yourself but also for humanity.’

These days Kasparov denies that he has ambitions to be President himself, but his fight against Russian President Putin is attracting attention worldwide. While I wish him the best in every project he is currently involved in, I have to say that I have mixed feelings about his political activities, if only for the dangers they entail – which, ironically, takes me back to our dinner conversation in Wijk aan Zee in 1999 again. Waiting for our coffee, we briefly spoke about philosophy and I asked him if he’d ever read Montaigne. Without blinking an eye, as if this was precisely the question he had been waiting for, he answered: ‘Yes, but that was a long time ago. Funnily, I do remember a passage that I only began to understand much later. It was something like: “Anyone who wants to pull down the walls of the state will be buried under the stones”.’

Perhaps Garry Kasparov will argue now that it’s Putin who is pulling down the walls of the state, but the memory is ambiguous enough for me to think that I would not mind if he followed Michael Jordan’s example.

Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam
The Hague, January 2006





MIGUEL NAJDORF

‘And now… Pepsi Cola!’

BUENOS AIRES, OCTOBER 1994

Miguel Najdorf (84) is a living legend, who can look back on a career in which he has played against eleven World Champions, from Capablanca to Kasparov. Born in Poland, he was in Buenos Aires when Hitler invaded his country, and built up a new life there. He amassed a fortune in business and for years has been regarded as ‘the history of Argentinian chess’.

In Buenos Aires he still plays passionate chess, finding sparring partners in the city’s chess clubs. Whenever there is an important event, like the recent Sicilian Theme tournament on the occasion of Lev Polugaevsky’s 60th birthday, Najdorf plays an indispensible part.

When the elevator comes to a halt on the fourth floor with a slight shock, I briefly think that I am the victim of a misunderstanding. The small, dimly lit vestibule does not look at all like the portal to the private office of the man who, one day earlier, had jovially suggested: ‘You know what, come to my office tomorrow. Then we can talk for a while and afterwards we’ll go to my chess club. I must have a few hours of chess everyday, because I’m a young man!’

Fortunately, I discern a door in the gloom with enormous copper letters that say ‘Miguel Najdorf’. Behind it, three ladies look after everything that is not the business of Najdorf’s insurance company elsewhere in Buenos Aires, which employs about 200 people. Here the product’s name is Miguel Najdorf.

When the secretaries have checked out my story, I am allowed to pass through to Don Miguel’s room. Sitting under a painting featuring Lasker and Capablanca and surrounded by chess paraphernalia and photographs of his grandchildren, he starts talking with the rapid-fire delivery that is his trademark. He orders coffee and cake and tells me that our schedule has been changed. In 15 minutes we will have to go to the town hall, where Judit Polgar will be made an Honorary Guest of Buenos Aires. In the same breath, he also manages to ask me a few questions. Mine are only answered if it suits him. Najdorf has a hearing-aid, and has learnt how to use it. ‘What do you think of the Argentinian steaks? How is Prins? He is younger than me. I will be 85 in April. And how is Van Scheltinga doing?’ Prins is 81 and Van Scheltinga had died earlier this year, unfortunately. ‘Died? Oh. A nice man. But we have to go soon.’

Najdorf glances at his watch, sees that we have some time left and asks me what I want to know. Was Buenos Aires, when he arrived here in 1939, very different from the city as it is now? He turns his left ear to me, fiddles with his hearing-aid, asks me to repeat what I said, repeats the question again himself and starts talking.

‘How was Buenos Aires? There are plans afoot to make a film about my life. Because I have had an terrible life. I was born in Poland in 1910 and started playing chess at a very early age. After secondary school I went to college for three years, but I never finished my study. I was more interested in chess and business. I was Polish champion many times. Then there was the 1939 Olympiad, here in Buenos Aires. Hitler’s time. We arrived here some two weeks before the war started, on board a special ship, the Priapolis. The Argentinian chess federation asked all the chess players to come to Belgium and we sailed from Antwerp on board that Belgian ship.’

He briefly wonders which Dutch players went along. Of Prins and Van Scheltinga he is sure, and Cortlever may have been there as well. Euwe was not, at any rate. Then he continues: ‘I was Polish champion, but I played on second board. First board was for Tartakower. He was older than me and a famous man. It would not be right for a young person like me to play first board for him, I thought. I won the gold medal for the best score on the second board. Germany won the tournament. And do you know why Germany finished half a point ahead of Poland? In one of the last rounds, we played against Holland. I was playing Van Scheltinga and had a winning position. At that point, the Polish ambassador, a good friend of mine, came up to me and said: “Miguel, I have bad news.” He told me that Germany had invaded Poland. I lost my game and Germany finished half a point ahead of Poland.’

Najdorf puts his left hand on the desk before him, is silent for a while and then explains why ‘Hitler’s War’, as he invariably calls it, messed up his life. ‘It was a great tragedy for me. I was married and had a little daughter of three. I never saw them again. I lost my entire family, my mother, my four younger brothers. Three hundred people in all.’
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‘Such an extraordinary record was bound to filter through even to the concentration camps.’



When did he decide to stay in Argentina?

‘What could I do? I was in Buenos Aires without a word of Spanish and no money. I shared a room with Keres and we also hung out with Stahlberg from Sweden. Stahlberg stayed a while longer, but Keres decided to go back. I was here with no news about my family, who had been taken to the concentration camps. Then someone gave me an excellent idea. One of my specialties as a chess player was blindfold chess, so what if I did something really unique… like playing blind fold chess against 45 people simultaneously, for example. Such an extraordinary record was bound to filter through even to the concentration camps. In this way I could let my family know that I was okay and that after the war they should come to Argentina.’

Then, without any preamble, he suddenly says: ‘But we have to go.’

Outside, Najdorf takes my arm as a matter of course. His back is bent, but his walk is vigorous. In the taxi he broaches the subject of Judit Polgar again. ‘Polgar is the first woman to reach this level, but she cannot defend. When she has the initiative, she is out standing, but defending… I played against Sonja Graf. And against Vera Menchik. Twice. I didn’t manage to mate her, two draws. I couldn’t believe it.’ The surprised look in his eyes when he smiles at me shows that even now, 50 years later, he still can’t.

As if it follows naturally from the previous subject, he observes that the Polugaevsky tournament, which is being played as we speak, is already the fourth tournament in Argentina that Karpov has participated in without managing to win. ‘Do you know why Karpov never wins in Argentina? When Fischer played Spassky, a journalist asked me why I thought that Fischer would win. I told him that Fischer plays chess and sometimes he lives. Spassky lives and sometimes he plays chess. The same goes for Karpov. When he is here, he lives. Argentina is a marvellous country.’ With a satisfied smile he argues on. ‘Karpov is not too bad, but Kasparov is no gen tleman. Do you know who the real gentlemen of chess are? Euwe, Keres. Everyone in Argentina loves Euwe. He may well have been the best President the world chess federation has ever had. At this moment we could do with a new Euwe.’

In the reception room of the town hall, Najdorf greets friends and acquaintances with quick embraces and arm-pinches. A slightly embarrassed Judit Polgar is standing in a corner waiting for the ceremony to begin. ‘Why do people think that I like this?’, the 18-year-old phenomenon wonders aloud. Because they’re going to take a photograph for the cover of Clarin’s magazine, she is heavily made up. Like a grandfather, Najdorf strides towards her and to her great alarm pinches her cheeks, which are taut with rouge and pancake.

As averse as the Hungarian girl is to outward show, so eagerly does Najdorf bask in the warmth of the interest lavished on him by all and sundry – or that he brazenly looks for, because this is, after all, his natural station in life. When the presentation starts, Najdorf, who has been talking in a corner of the room, edges through six rows of people with consummate skill to take up a position beside Judit Polgar.

It is an attitude to life that produces more endearment than irritation. In the playing hall of the Polugaevsky tournament, too, he mainly caused hilarity when, during the opening round, he climbed onto the stage asking of no one in particular: ‘May I watch?’ Or when he, after having been gently escorted to a chair on the floor, answered his mobile telephone with an air-rending ‘Si?’

It goes without saying that Najdorf is also asked to address Judit Polgar. To loud laughter he maintains that women chess players are weaker than men, because they spend an hour everyday dressing – a remarkable thing to say for a man who, despite his 84 years, is invariably turned out in an immaculate suit, a spotless shirt, a beautiful tie and highly polished shoes. Then, with a serious face, he chooses the very words that the guests have been waiting for. ‘Kasparov says that women cannot become World Champions, but whoever observes Judit Polgar playing chess can only say: Kasparov, watch your step!’

When we are outside again, and looking for a taxi to take us to his chess club, he asks: ‘How much money do you think Kasparov has? Karpov once told me that Kasparov has about five million dollars. When I asked him how much he had himself, he said that that was a secret.’ Unlike most millionaires, Najdorf is not averse to talking about money. He likes to tell people that the tournament he has been organizing for his birthday since a few years, costs him about a quarter of a million a throw. And he loves to add that in former times it was the girls that cost him money, whereas now it is chess. Najdorf always had the reputation of a Don Juan, and it is not clear to what extent his passion has abated with the years. Anand once told me with relish how he started wondering about this in the Spanish town of Oviedo last year. After a five-hour train journey the Indian grandmaster was slumped in his chair with friends from Madrid, when Najdorf arrived after a 12-hour flight. They all thought it was getting on for bedtime, except the indefatigable granmaestro, who astonished everyone by asking: ‘Where can we find some girls here?’

With the same vitality, he finds a place in the Alfil Negro, a chess club residing in three upstairs rooms where he goes every day to play blitz. It is a bare room with formica tables, but the boards and pieces are beautiful and solid. A notice on the wall reminds the patrons that they have to buy at least one drink – a much-needed exhortation where chess players are concerned. On a wall in the second room hangs a silver-coloured plaque with the words Sala Miguel Najdorf. Over a cup of tea, he continues his story. ‘Okay, so I played 40 blindfold simultaneous games in Buenos Aires. I lost one, won 38 and drew one. Now there were people who said that this was impossible, and when I went to Brazil, a man from the biggest newspaper there, La Gazetta, suggested I do it again. To which I replied: “They don’t believe that I can play 40 blindfold simultaneous games? Then I will play at 45 boards now!” It lasted 12 hours, and of these 45 games I won…’ He hesitates briefly, but a club mate whispers the correct number into his ear. ‘I won 39, lost two and made four draws. After that I started playing everywhere, in China, in India, in Cuba. But chess was a poor way to make money in those days. Very different from now, with Kasparov. So I found work in an insurance company, which eventually I bought. Now I am well-to-do.’

The wait for his opponent, who should arrive any minute now, is making Najdorf somewhat agitated. Thinking aloud, he asks himself one question after the other. ‘Who do I think is the best chess player of to day? Kasparov. Not a nice man. It would be good if someone who is an Einstein was also a nice person. When they asked Einstein if he wanted to become President of Israel, he replied: “I am far too stupid for that.” You understand? Einstein too stupid. Hahaha. What do you think, will Kamsky continue to win matches? No. He plays like an old man. Only positional chess, and never a piece sacrifice in sight. Terrible. I don’t like it if a young player plays chess like an old man. I also think that he sometimes plays badly because of his father. If you want to win, you have to be able to forget that you can also lose. They have a big family. Him, his sister, his father, his mother. They live together in Brooklyn. Very expensive. All the money that boy makes is put into that. It is terrible for the father if he doesn’t win a prize and comes home with 10,000 dollars instead of 35,000.’
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‘After playing chess I feel reborn, like after a Beethoven or Mozart concert.’



Najdorf has his doubts about today’s big talents anyway. ‘I’m not even too gone on Anand. He doesn’t take things seriously. And you can take it from me that Ivanchuk is the greatest genius of all. But he is crazy. He is really a genius. Kramnik too, but Kramnik drinks too much.’

Then the moment of salvation is there. His opponent arrives, and without further ado they sit down at the board and the pieces set out upon it. Najdorf’s sparring-partner is a man of about 50 dressed in many shades of grey who, in a Southern European film, would undoubtedly be cast as an office clerk. The rules of their daily match are simple: Najdorf must win 10-0. If his opponent wins one game, he wins the match. While they are straightening the pieces, Najdorf repeatedly promises that he will win 10-0. ‘After playing chess I feel reborn, like after a Beethoven or Mozart concert. He only has to win once, but he is too old, hahaha.’

In the first game, his opponent gives a reasonable account of himself, but as they continue, he gets worse and worse. Najdorf crows with glee. ‘That was number four. I must win 10-0, otherwise I lose the match. But he is too old!’

The fifth game has more substance. Najdorf thinks for a long time before taking an important decision with the words: ‘And now… Pepsi Cola!’ The position interests him, and suddenly I notice that he strikes the same pose as on the photographs from 30, 40 years ago that I know – with his right elbow on the table and his chin resting lightly on his thumb, while his index finger is lying along his cheek and his middle finger between his nose and his upper lip. During the games he finds the time to ask a young man at the bar whether he would be able to win one out of 10 games against him. He is pleased by the despondent denial. ‘You see? Too old.’ After each game he looks at me as if asking for approval and, beaming with joy, keeps repeating these words.

As I watch him playing, I notice an amazing metamorphosis. When Najdorf looks straight ahead, quietly concentrating, his face gradually takes on youthful features. From the mist of age there slowly emerges a sharp picture of how he looked at 40 or 50. One of the spectators whispers in my ear, unbidden: ‘Najdorf, the living legend. Played against all the World Champions.’

The tide changes in the sixth game. In a good position, Najdorf falls for a tactical trap and loses two pawns. It seems as if his concentration is gone, for a few minutes later he also sheds a piece. He loudly praises his opponent: ‘Now he suddenly plays very well. Very well. Congratulations. He has won a game.’ And like always, without any preamble worth speaking of: ‘Okay, we have to go.’

Our next destination is the Club Argentino de Ajedrez, the biggest chess club in Buenos Aires, where Joop van Oosterom, the sponsor of the Polugaevsky tournament, Polugaevsky himself and Anatoly Karpov will be invested with honorary membership. While we are descending the stairs in the Alfil Negro, Najdorf warns me to be careful on the steep steps. As if he needs to find an excuse for his defeat, he tells me: ‘My mind is on other things today. My wife underwent a serious operation yesterday. I lose everything. I have already lost my phone and also my wallet.’ This reminds me of a story about his wife that he told me two years ago. In 1948 he played in the Interzonal tournament in Saltsjöbaden. He had just remarried and had taken his wife with him. After a few rounds he asked her to go back home. Full of surprise, she told him she didn’t know what he meant. Did he not love her, then, as much as she loved him? ‘That’s precisely the problem’, he said. ‘I love you far too much.’

We go to pick up his car. His driver has already gone home. With a weary expression he sits behind the wheel and manoeuvres the car into the chaotic traffic. No, he doesn’t like driving. But there is one bright spot. Turning towards me he proudly proclaims: ‘See? I still drive without glasses! Timman once told me that he has a car, but does not drive himself. Just like Karpov. Fischer did drive, but very badly.’

On the way, Najdorf tells me that Buenos Aires has at least 60 clubs like the Alfil Negro. Possibly even 500. ‘Everyone plays chess here. Does Queen Beatrix play chess? President Menem does.’

Najdorf visits the Club Argentino, which was established in 1905, only sporadically. It is more like a night club that only opens at five in the afternoon. Upon his arrival, the Nestor of Argentinian chess is warmly welcomed by the chairman. Najdorf explains to me that they have much to discuss and that they will have to withdraw for a while.

The three storeys arranged round an open stairwell look rather worn out. The centre of this faded glory is the playing hall on the second floor, which is bathed in the pale glow of striplights. Portraits of Lasker, Alekhine and Capablanca high on the walls, each with a lengthy, hand-written dedication, look down on the club members playing chess below. A specially furnished room on the ground floor contains the club’s proudest possession: the table at which and the pieces with which Alekhine and Capablanca contested their 1927 world championship match here.

It is in this room that the prospective honorary members are greeted at 7.30 that evening. It goes without saying that Najdorf has been as signed a place at the long table that looks out on this relic. While those present look on with interest when Van Oosterom, Karpov and Polugaevsky are showered with praise, ‘El Viejo’, as Ljubojevic invariably calls Najdorf, retreats ever further into himself – until a heart-felt word of thanks is extended to ‘the history of chess in Argentina’. Like a warm glow, a broad smile spreads over his face. Then Miguel Najdorf is given the last word. Beaming, he walks to the microphone to present a brief eulogy on the ‘World Champion amongst chess clubs’ and express his thanks for ‘the most beautiful chess tournament I have ever witnessed’. A female interpreter vainly tries to reproduce his speech, given in Spanish, in English. Najdorf is so engrossed in his subject that he constantly interrupts her translations.

The next day, the oldest active grandmaster in the world makes an early appearance in the press room of the Polugaevsky tournament. He looks at the positions until he sees one that deserves closer attention. In the VIP room he gives a series of convincing variations to support his assessment that Salov is heading for his first defeat. His insight still leaves nothing to be desired. As Anand observed earlier: ‘It is hard to imagine still loving chess so much at that age. What surprises me time after time is how much he still sees. Even when you try to keep in mind that he is a grandmaster, you are constantly dumbfounded by the sheer number of remarkable suggestions he makes in positions that interest him.’

Najdorf says he feels tired. He gets up and asks Polugaevsky, who happens to walk into the room at that point, how Salov is doing. ‘In trouble’, is the answer. Najdorf walks to the sitting area, lowers himself onto the sofa and slumps back a bit. A frightened Veronica, Shirov’s heavily pregnant wife, comes to tell us that Najdorf is feeling unwell. The women and the chairman of the Club Argentino hurry towards him. A hostess runs off to get medical assistance. Mrs Polugaevsky opens the windows and constantly dabs his forehead with a moistened handkerchief. Tanya Salov holds his hand and talks to him. Slowly Najdorf recovers. With a soft voice he explains that this has happened to him before when he concentrated too hard on a chess game. In the background, Anand explains to Quinteros, with a touch of bravado, how he won his game against Judit Polgar. Karpov and Shirov are also completely unaware of the commotion around Najdorf and continue to whittle away at the secrets of the pawn ending which, in their game, led to a draw.

This picture stays with me for a long time afterwards. This is how it will be one day. While loving women’s hands are tending to Miguel Najdorf, chess players will continue to be hunched over their endless game.

Postscript: Miguel Najdorf died in Malaga, Spain, on July 4th, 1997.





HENRIQUE MECKING

‘Once I prayed for thirty-five thousand people in a soccer stadium in the State of Sao Paulo.’

TILBURG, OCTOBER 1994

With a benign smile Henrique Mecking gazed into an undefined distance as he circled his board in anticipation of his first game on European soil in sixteen years. In front of his breast the hands of the theologist felt meditatively for the big silver cross he normally wears. With a light shock he discovered that he had left it in his bungalow in the woods around Oisterwijk, where the players are lodged, overly excited about his second coming. Literally risen from his deathbed, the 42-year-old Brazilian was easily the most sensational participant in the 18th Interpolis tournament. With two more than comfortable draws in the regular games against the strongest non-seeded player, Alexey Dreev, the former Candidate testified that he still holds a rare talent for the game. True, he got eliminated in the subsequent play-offs, but now that after years of prayer Jesus Christ has finally fully cured him of an incurable illness, ‘Mequinho’ nevertheless hopes that he may be aiming for more. ‘I have chances even to be World Champion.’

Whatever the nature of the miracle, Henrique Mecking’s return to chess could certainly be called a miracle. Apart from the common knowledge that this greatest Latin American player since Capablanca got his countrymen into raptures by winning two Interzonals, in Petropolis in 1973 and in Manila in 1976, we also painfully remembered the descriptions of his withdrawal from the 1979 Rio de Janeiro Interzonal. Sick to death the Brazilian idol entered the tournament not to disappoint his compatriots, but proved unable to continue after two rounds. His game against Smejkal was adjourned never to be resumed. Layers of clothing could not protect the weakened Mecking from the ‘cold’, while a special rest room backstage could not cure his exhaustion.

Mecking left chess, and the occasional rumour that filtered through to the international chess scene in years to follow did not create any hopes that he would ever play again. The first stories about his illness rather predicted an untimely death for the South American counterpart of Bobby Fischer. Gradually the stream of rumours became a trickle and then there was silence.

Until in 1991 the chess community received the stunning news that Mecking was going to play a match against Predrag Nikolic. Stories were repeated and confirmed that Mecking deemed himself cured by Jesus Christ and was studying to be a priest.

For one with such clear non-chess interests his minimal loss of 3½-2½ could be seen as a creditable result. The same result he achieved the next year in a similar match against Yasser Seirawan.

Mecking was back, but what did his return mean? Was he really cured of the illness that brought him on the verge of death? And if so, did he have serious plans to play chess again or was he still pursuing his plans to be a priest? Chess fans hoping for a full-fledged return had little reason to be overly optimistic. Mecking’s chess idiom was rarely free of religious overtones and his performance in the South American Zonal last year in Brasilia was way off the mark. In a nine-round Swiss tournament Mecking came shared 20th with a depressing score of 3 points.

Miraculously the Brasilia Zonal was not Mecking’s swansong. Having replied negatively on several previous occasions he surprised the Tilburg organizers by accepting their invitation this time. The reason was simple. In June of this year the last traces of the illness had left his body. Yes, another miracle had finally cured him completely. The Mecking that appeared in Tilburg was hardly reminiscent of the nervous enfant terrible who used to combine a great chess talent with controversial behaviour at the board. He only got nervous in serious time-trouble, otherwise his attitude at the board was composed and deeply concentrated.

Away from the board the lean teetotaller with the thinness of an ascetic vegetarian smiled a lot. He looked older than his age, at the same time exuding a forceful kind of fitness. Immediately after his first game against Dreev he saw no objections to answering some questions. In fact, he did not need a first question. As we sat down he lost no time to lower his head to the microphone and explain a point I might have missed. ‘Do you know that I am a Catholic theologist? You know that? I always play wearing a cross, but I forgot today. I came in a hurry and I forgot.’

What I understood from the reports on your matches against Nikolic and Seirawan was that you first wanted to finish your theological studies before you would continue in chess.

‘Let me tell the whole story. I once was the third rated player of the world. This was in 1977. I played a Candidates’ match against Polugaevsky and one or two months after this match I fell ill with a very grave disease. In the beginning of 1978 I was in the United States and the doctor told me that I had myasthenia gravis. It’s the same disease that Onassis, the Greek shipping tycoon, had for thirty years. The doctor told me that when this disease was acute they could not do anything to save my life and that I would die in a matter of days. Because it affects every muscle of the body. One year later, in 1979, I had a very bad crisis and I was about to die. It got worse and worse and I could not chew for one and a half months. I was only drinking liquids, no solid food anymore.’

Why were you not hospitalized?

‘There is no medicine against it. That doctor in the United States was one of the biggest names in neurology in the world. He told me, “Mr. Mecking, we are very happy that today you can talk because tomorrow you may not even breathe. You can die in days if the disease gets worse. We cannot do anything for you.” So, what to do? I went back to Brazil and stayed there. In 1979 I was about to die. My friends thought that I had only two weeks to live as I had been one and a half months without eating. Only drinking. I was weak, weak. I could not even brush my teeth. I completely lost the strength in my arms and I had no defence at all against the cold. (In a lamenting voice) Oh, it was terrible. In Rio de Janeiro we have a warm climate. You know, in May I was covered with four blankets all the day. I had no defence against the cold. I had trouble breathing, my eyelids were affected, my legs, my arms, everything. Now, I was a Catholic when I was young. I was born in 1952 and I was eighteen or nineteen when I left the church. So, in 1977, when I got sick I returned to the Catholic Church. Then in 1978 I found out that there was a very strong group in the Catholic Church, called Catholic Charismatic Renewal. In the United States twenty per cent of all Catholics belong to this group. There are, I think, 55 million Catholics and ten million belong to this group. It’s growing very, very fast. They pray for the sick and Jesus Christ has been healing many, many people that were about to die. Who had no chances with medicine anymore. People with all kinds of diseases. Blind people, people with cancer, all kinds of very grave diseases. So, in ‘79 when I was about to die I began to pray in this group. It follows the Pope.’

It’s also recognized by the Pope?

‘Yes, the Pope likes it very much. Three persons came to my house. One of them was a very famous person in Brazil. She was called Zia Laura. Zia means ‘aunt’ in Portuguese. She died three years ago. She was on television praying for the ill. She came to my house and prayed for me. At that time Jesus Christ did not heal me completely. But my condition improved very much. After that my life was not in danger anymore. Still I suffered from the disease for the years that followed, facing smaller crises. Sometimes when a person has a very strong faith he or she is healed completely the first time. With others Jesus Christ goes little by little. Progressively, so that they pray more and are sorry about their sins.’
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Henrique Mecking waits for the round to start at the 1994 Interpolis Tournament. ‘Jesus Christ wanted me to return to chess.’



This was the case with you?

‘Yes, really. Then there was something else. In Brazil Our Lady appeared in two different places. In Pesqueira and in Piedade dos Gerais. Nine times I was in Pesqueira. The first time was at the end of ‘86. At that time, every time I played chess I would feel horribly after ten or fifteen minutes. It was like a dark cloud in my mind. This ceased completely after I had gone to this place. I could play chess again and I even played a simultaneous.’

Your first, unsuccessful come-back you tried at the Interzonal in Rio in ‘79.

‘Oh no, then I had no condition. This was only months after Jesus Christ had saved my life. The first miracle. At that time I knew very little about religion. I was completely sure that a miracle had happened. So I thought, “That’s fantastic. If Jesus Christ did not let me die, I will play in the Interzonal and I will win.” But it was not like that. He really performed a miracle and saved my life. But he did not heal me completely. Only a certain percentage. I don’t know, fifty or eighty per cent.’

At this Interzonal in Rio there was a special rest room for you where you could retire during the games…

‘I felt very tired. I was very cold and wearing many clothes and I had to leave. I just played two games, one of them unfinished. But let’s return to ‘86, when I went to Pesquiera where Our Lady appeared nine times. And now three months ago I was com pletely healed. I was at Piedade dos Gerais for the first time. That’s why I didn’t accept when they invited me to this tournament at the beginning of the year. Because I was afraid of the disease. I might be very tired and play very badly. Now in June I was healed completely.’

You went back to hospital and had yourself checked?

‘No, no, no. I am a specialist in food. When I was sick I used to take homoeopathic medicine, no regular Western medicine. These I didn’t need anymore. I used homoeopathics three times a day. At least. Sometimes five times a day. After I was healed three months ago I stopped completely. I telephoned to my doctor and told him I did not need them anymore. And he was surprised, because I had been with him for many, many years.’

Was it a feeling you suddenly had or did you hear an inner voice?

‘No. When these people pray for the sick sometimes Jesus Christ gives them a word. Some words that something will happen. When I was in Piedade dos Gerais one young man prayed for me. He put his hands on my head, like they usually do. (Suddenly thinks of a related phenomenon) I also pray for the sick. In front of large crowds. Through me Jesus has performed many, many healings, too. I am famous in Brazil. I pray for lots of people. Once I prayed for thirty-five thousand people in a soccer stadium in the State of Sao Paulo. And Jesus healed a paralyzed man.’

You fèel you have the strength to heal other people?

‘Not myself. It’s what Jesus wants… This woman Zia Laura used to pray in the biggest soccer stadium in Brazil in front of one hundred and thirty thousand people. And Jesus healed many people. But she died of cancer, because one day you must die. Jesus Christ heals when he wants. Not when I want him to. This person should be without grave sins.’

Did you have the feeling that you were full of sins when you got the illness?

‘Yes, I was out of the church.’

This was your sin?

‘And other sins. Two other sins.’

Sins that you think other people would call sins?

‘Now that I am a theologist I understand very well what is a sin and what is not. I graduated as a theologist after four years of study. (With an unpredictable switch) So, I want to thank the tournament very much for inviting me. When they invited me in February I was so sorry. I said, “Oh, I can not go.” But the last time I was in Piedade dos Gerais this young man prayed for me and he said, “In three days Jesus Christ will heal you completely.” I went back to the capital of the state, the State of Minos Gerais. There some seven persons were two days more praying for me and Jesus Christ healed me. You know that twenty years ago I was very nervous. (In a slower, soothing tone) Now you see I play the games very calmly. If I lose, of course I don’t like this. But my faith is very great. And like the man said I was healed in three days. And I could stop all the medicine. I still do have my special food. I have been eating this special food since ‘79. I’m a specialist. If I eat this food I don’t even have a cold. I’m always perfect.’

What kind of food should I think of?

‘Natural food. I don’t usually eat meat. Now in Holland it’s cold and I eat some meat. But in a warm climate I don’t eat meat. (Changing the subject again to make one of his points) So, what I think is that this tournament is very difficult for me. It’s the first tournament I play in Europe after sixteen years. In the first round I met the highest rated player I could have gotten at the drawing of lots. And I drew today.’

How much practice do you really have?

‘I played a tournament in Brazil in July, but there were no grandmasters. I only played one international master. This was a team competition. My team, my city won. It was the first time in my life that I played a sudden-death game. In my first game I was very short of time. I was an exchange up, he had some compensation. I don’t know if I was much better or if he should draw the game, but I played terribly and I lost. The other games I played more or less OK.’

Did you actively play any chess between 1979 and your match against Nikolic?

‘No, I only had three months of preparation for that match. The thing is that during this match with Nikolic and the match with Seirawan I was studying theology. I didn’t have the openings well prepared. Of course, I should lose. I had to study theology for eight, nine months a year. The people from Interpolis invited me two years ago and I very much wanted to come but I was studying theology. I was in the last year and I had to decline.’

Did you specifically prepare for this tournament?

‘Yes, yes, but it’s a very strong tournament. I have hopes. I was the third player of the world. I have hopes to play better than before. I have chances even to be the World Champion.’

You think so?

‘Yes, only because of my faith. I am 42 years old. But Botvinnik was World Champion when he was 53 or 54, I don’t remember. (Botvinnik lost the title to Petrosian in May 1963, when he was 51 years old – DJtG) But much older than I am now. So I have chances. When I arrived here I told the press, “Look, if I lose 2-0 in the first round I will go back to Brazil and I will return three or four months later to Europe and I will be stronger. I want to learn here.” My Catholic faith is above all things. I would very much like this Catholic Charismatic Renewal to grow up all over the world. They are here in a village close to Tilburg and I would like to go there after the tournament is finished if it’s possible.’

How popular are you these days in Brazil as a chess player? Every ten minutes the press service faxed the moves of your game to the Brazilian newspaper Folha de Sao Paulo. (Actually a compromise. Mecking had asked for every move to be faxed – DJtG)

‘Well, I am recovering. They are following me, but if I start to win all the newspapers will put that in headlines. Big, big letters. But if I lose there will only be a small article. The same as everywhere. But I was more popular in ‘77.’

You were incredibly popular.

‘Yes, (starts laughing), yes.’

Was this also something you had to be punished for?

‘After I finished my theological studies I prayed very much and I also asked the advice of a priest and of another man who now is a priest. I prayed and I thought a lot about what Jesus Christ wanted with my life. Should I be a priest immediately and play chess only with patzers, at a very low level without preparation? Or should I do the opposite and go to very strong tournaments and try to have very good victories. Well, to my surprise the direction they indicated was that Jesus Christ clearly wanted me to return to chess. It was a big surprise for me, because I had studied theology for four years. The first three and a half years I was thinking that I should be priest immediately.’

You also very much wanted to be a priest.

‘Yes, after Jesus Christ saved my life I gave my life to him. I was going to do what he wanted, not what I wanted.’

Did he specifically tell you to stay in chess or is this a feeling you have?

‘In the Catholic Charismatic Renewal we do the same thing that Saint Paul did nineteen centuries ago. There are some gifts that the Holy Spirit gives. One is the gift of healing people. If you give me a Bible I can show you. In the Catholic Charismatic Renewal nine more gifts are quite common. One of the gifts is that people can know what God wants. That’s what I have too. I prayed many, many days and I was completely sure and later other people confirmed that Jesus Christ wanted me to play chess again.’
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Mecking in Wijk aan Zee in 1978, one year before he fell ill.



How concrete is this? After your matches against Nikolic and Seirawan you explained that during the games you occasionally asked for help, as specific as asking whether you should play a6 or a5.

‘Yes.’

Was the advice to stay in chess as concrete as that or was it more a feeling?

‘It was… (thinks, then quite positively) I was absolutely certain about it. Now I have published a book in Brazil named How Jesus Christ saved my Life. My wish is to publish this book in all other countries. In German, French, Dutch, English, Spanish. Oh, I would like that very much. All the other languages. This is the reason why I should try to play good tournaments and try to have very good results.’

How well informed are you as a chess player? Did you stay in touch, reading magazines and studying games?

‘Yes, I am studying a lot. If you look at the game of today, I should have studied a lot to play a game like that. A complicated game against one of the top players of the world.’

Do you have a computer?

‘Yes, I have it, I have it. (Again turning to a subject he must not forget) Another thing that is very important for me is that I would like to ask the Catholic people in Holland to pray for my win in this tournament. Oh, I would thank them so much. I believe that if many people are praying… You know what happened in this team competition I played in in July? I will tell you. My team was from the biggest city in the State of Sao Paulo, Campinas, more than a million inhabitants. There was another strong team with the junior champion of Brazil on fourth board. I was the top player of my team but the average rating of the other team was higher. And so we played the decisive match. At one point I get up and look at the games. Oh, it was terrible. We are going to lose 3½-½. Only one game was level. Two were lost, and one was much inferior. The probable result would be 3½-½. However, on this day, before six a.m. I had telephoned to a sister who wakes up at 4 a.m. to pray and I had asked her and her fellow sisters to pray during the hours of the match. And they began to pray, pray, pray. And what happened? We won the match 3-1. It was unbelievable.’

Is it fair to pray for victory? If you’re supported by God that’s quite a strong help.

‘Why don’t the others do the same? That’s what I want. If the other grandmasters… Mr. Portisch is a Catholic…’

So, what would happen if you played Mr. Portisch and both you and he pray for help? Who would God have to help?

‘(Enjoying the problem and starting to laugh) Look, that’s very serious. Look, there’s another thing that’s very important for me. I would like to ask all the Dutch Catholic people to go to this group Catholic Charismatic Renewal. It’s very good. They pray for the sick and they glorify the Lord. Oh, it’s fantastic.’

But is there a solution to this question we just touched on?

‘The thing I want to tell you is that if I were World Champion, of course, I would speak about chess. I would try to develop chess. Chess is a fantastic game, I love it. But I also do things in religion. That’s my very big wish. To pray for millions of people to heal them.’

But is there a solution to this question? You say the others should pray as well. Now suppose they start praying. God might be left with a problem.

‘The persons I asked don’t pray for Portisch.’

But suppose they would. What would happen in this game?

‘Well, many, many times when you ask for something, God gives it to you. But of course both cannot win. So, (laughs in short repetitive laughs) we can ask God. The thing I can tell you is that no prayer is lost. Suppose you pray for a person who is very ill. He’s about to die. You pray, pray, pray, but the person dies. That’s because Jesus Christ had another intention. But your prayer is not lost. Jesus Christ will use your prayer for somebody else or for something that is better for you. You understand? So, if I play against a Catholic, both of us cannot win. One must lose or it must be a draw. But in the Bible it says pray always, incessantly. So, that’s why I have good hopes to be World Champion. It’s not crazy this idea. This is my first tournament in sixteen years and if I could draw against an absolute top player with Black I have chances.’

Do you have the feeling that the chess world has changed a lot since you first played?

‘Yes, there are many young players.’

Are they playing better these days?

‘No, the same thing. The same as they did. I’m not sure that they play better. The ratings have been inflated. I was the third player in the world with 2630. At one point I had five points more. Then I was the fourth of the world. Now it’s 2575, the lowest ever in many, many years. I lost thirty points in a tournament because I got sick and tired.’

How strong do you currently feel? What do you think your rating should be?

‘Let’s see what will happen tomorrow. If I can win or draw, I don’t know. We’ll see. But I am very confident. It doesn’t matter if I lose tomorrow or if I cannot go to the second round. I’ll go back to my town and study and come back again. This is the first really difficult stage of a comeback, playing with top grandmasters. Imagine a player that was only playing with 2400 players and now has to play against one that is 250 points higher. It’s fantastic. (In the handful of seconds I need to turn the tape he picks up a different theme.) The Catholic people must follow the Pope. The Pope is the one appointed by Jesus Christ to direct the whole church. I am very faithful to the Pope. Very.’

Don’t you think he is very conservative?

‘No, no, no, there are things in religion that can be changed, but other things that are from God cannot be changed. For instance, Holy Mass should be with bread and wine, because Jesus Christ did that. This cannot be done with sugar or anything. There are things that cannot be changed. But there other things that can be changed. The Pope is a man with fantastic faith…’

Do you ultimately intend to become a priest once your chess career is over?

‘I don’t know. I know that I prayed very much, many days, and at the moment my faith tells me that I should not be priest right now. But if Jesus Christ tells me to do that, oh, pffff, I’ll do that on the same day. But now I have to play chess and try to develop my chess. And that’s very tough. (Gets excited again) Tomorrow, oh, a very difficult game.’

What’s the nature of your faith right now? Are you pledged, let’s say, to celibacy?

‘No, no, but I don’t want to marry. I want to play chess and this requires a lot of time. I need a lot of time to analyze games and so on. So, I don’t want to marry. If in the future I will have to be a priest I will be a priest. Right now I don’t want to be priest. (Recalls another message he should not forget) Please add the name of the sponsor in your interview. It’s Interpolis. They like that. They are very nice people.’

They created the possibility for you to stay in a private bungalow and to bring your own cook.

‘Yes, she has been preparing my special food for four years so it’s very easy for her. But, please, put this that I would like my book to be translated in all languages. Oh, this interests me very much.’

What did you think when Fischer returned to chess. Did you think that you could return in a similar manner?

‘Yes, but there is another thing that I am very worried about these days. Jesus Christ is giving many signs. Many, many persons left the Church. So many people are in grave sin. Jesus Christ has given many signs that these people should return and repent their sins. One of the signs are the apparitions of Our Lady in many parts of the world. Another sign are these crying statues of Our Lady. In Brazil there is one that has cried 58 times.’

Were you happy about Fischer’s return?

‘Yes, I liked it very much. But let me…’

You don’t want to talk about Fischer.

‘No, no, he had… He said very good things about me, about my play. I liked this very much. I think it was very good for chess. (Picking up the thread again) So, if after sixteen years without playing in Europe I would play well, it would be another sign of Jesus Christ to these people who live in sin. And to chess players.’

Did you ask or pray for any moves when you were playing your game today?

‘(Hesitates) Ah, eh, I always do that. Almost always. Before I make a move I ask for confirmation. Usually I do that. For almost all moves. Of course, some moves are very simple. But I’m always praying.’

Do you pray in silence?

‘I can pray only thinking, and also in a very low voice that will not disturb the others. I use a gift that the Holy Spirit gave me. The gift of tongues. I pray in a different tongue. Not in Portuguese, not in Dutch, not in German, in English. You can find this in the Bible, The Acts, chapter 2. You know at Pentecost these people were from Galilea. They spoke the language of Galilea. But all the people there understood them. With the gift of tongues they spoke the language of the Arabs, the language of Libya and other countries. Saint Paul used this gift very much. As he says in the Bible, “Do not forbid anyone to pray in tongues.”’

Saint Paul is one of your favourite saints?

‘Oh yes, yes. And Saint Franciscus. Saint Peter also. He was the first Pope. These three protected me a lot. And Our Lady, of course. I like her very much. When I am in difficulties I pray to her a lot. As today when at one point I thought that I could even be worse or lose the game. Oh, Jesus and Our Lady helped me very much to find the correct moves in this game.’

How did your family and friends react to your conversion? Were they happy that you were healed or did they just think you had gone crazy?

‘No, no. Nowadays I direct two groups in my city. Now that I am travelling someone else is taking care of the group. This group consists of twenty to sixty persons. I have to take care of these people. Spiritually. When they have problems I have to give them advice. This requires a lot of time.’

Does this imply that you no longer have your former friends?

‘I moved many times. Now I have been living in a small town for six years. For seventeen years I lived in Rio de Janeiro, the second biggest city in Brazil. Now I have different friends. From chess and religion.’

How do people in chess look upon your religious attitude? Don’t they think that sometimes it’s a bit much? Do they never say, ‘OK, now let’s talk chess again.’

‘No, no, I don’t talk religion with these people of whom I know that they don’t like it. I understand immediately when a person doesn’t like it at all. Then I don’t talk about religion. But with these people of my church, oh, they like to.’

You said that when you were ill you could not think for fifteen minutes. How strong do you feel at the board now? You had a long game today but still look very fresh.

‘Hahaha. Look, these days I don’t care too much about things. I only believe that Jesus Christ chose me for a very special mission. So I’m very happy to be here. I’m not too worried about things. (Starts rubbing his hands in glee) OK, I have to go and prepare my game for tomorrow. Now I have to study what he plays with Black.’

How long do you think you are going to prepare?

‘About two hours.’

You still rise very early in the morning?

‘Yes. Yes. Today I rose before six. This is a gift Jesus Christ gave to me. People who have this disease must sleep more thanother people. How many hours do you sleep?’

Eight.

‘Eight. Before when I had this disease I had to sleep seven hours and forty-five minutes. If I didn’t do that it was terrible. Now with this gift I can sleep much less. Now I sleep five and a half hours. When I am very tired a little bit more. But not much. Last night I went to sleep at thirty minutes past midnight and this morning I rose at six o’clock.’

And you didn’t feel tired during the game?

‘No, no, no.’

It’s just a very good diet.

‘(Laughs) Yeah.’

Is it only the diet or do you also do physical exercises?

‘Yes, I run. Three times a week. One day I run, the other I don’t. About four kilometres. But fast. Like a boy of twenty.’

Do you ever drink?

‘No.’

So, a very clean life.

‘You understand that if after all these years of being sick I will be a great player again it will be a sign. People will realize that God did fantastic things in my life. Because they don’t expect me to play well again. So, if I do and again become a Candidate to the world title. Oh.’





PETER LEKO

‘I don’t feel any need to convince people. You have to think for yourself.’

WIJK AAN ZEE, JANUARY 1995

Munching away at a bag of cashew nuts, a good-humoured Peter Leko assures us that his old vow to become World Champion in 1999 still holds good. No worries, he is still on schedule. The July list will finally see his Elo leap to 2600 and from there it will only be a small step to 2700 and further. The youngest grandmaster in history feels at ease in Wijk aan Zee, the village where last year he secured his third norm at a record fourteen years, four months and 22 days of age. But there is more than meets the eye. Peter Leko is not only an approachable adolescent who happens to excel at chess. He is also a strong-willed personality with a unique outlook on life. As we discovered during a lengthy conversation about deriving strength from losses, sleeping under apple trees, his own world rankings, the Polgar parallel, and, indeed, much more.

What is your earliest memory related to chess?

‘When I was about seven years old and we were at the Adriatic Sea in Trogir, close to Split. I already knew the moves but never really had played chess. Many people were playing chess there. I was watching and I also tried and immediately I started to win sometimes. The older people were amazed that such a young boy who had never played chess before played so well. And they
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