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      A happy part of his life


      Foreword by Viswanathan Anand


      Bobby Fischer was the reason why many many people took up chess in the 70s. There’s a whole generation of people who still remember the match in Reykjavik in 1972 and the impact it had. Of course, I’ve also grown up with the Bobby Fischer legend and I included several of his openings in my repertoire. His influence was huge.


      I had not really imagined meeting him in Iceland when I went there in March 2006 for the Glitnir Blitz tournament. Therefore it’s difficult to compare what I expected with what eventually happened. One day Helgi asked me if I wanted to meet Bobby and I was of course delighted to do so. It was kind of surreal because you finally meet this legend who lives a reclusive life and is difficult to get close to. But when we met we ended up doing some very mundane stuff. I showed him some games from the recent Wijk aan Zee tournament and he analysed them on his pocket set. This was an experience I hadn’t had in a while, because nowadays we tend to do everything on computers. I could see that Bobby in a way was still frozen in time, from his way of analysing, his conclusions. Many things struck me that revealed that he was still very much into the game, but he hadn’t really kept track of recent developments.


      Reykjavik came at the end of a very troubled period in Bobby’s life. The 90s were very difficult for him and when he finally got to Iceland I was relieved as well, even before meeting him. I felt that he’d be happy there and in fact that’s how I felt our encounter to be, that Bobby had finally found a place where he could be at peace. The Icelanders treated him with respect for who he was, but at the same time knew to leave him alone to enjoy his life there. He could endlessly wander the streets of Reykjavik, left to himself. It was a bit surprising to find that Bobby was also getting onto buses and exploring Reykjavik, mentally making a list of restaurants and shops that he wanted to visit later. He told me that he had still not found many good Indian restaurants and Indian shops. We spoke a bit about that and he asked me about some Indian products, one for headaches and things like that. As said, I could not have imagined meeting him, but if I had I doubt that I could have imagined such a conversation!


      Then he asked me a bit about chess. He felt that chess had become much too computerized and there was very little scope for creativity left. He seemed disillusioned about modern chess, but maybe that’s a typical thing for old chess players. There comes a certain point when they feel it’s changing too fast.


      The main feeling I got was that he was really happy in Iceland and our meeting was enjoyable for that reason. I also think he really trusted Helgi. He was the only person through whom you could reach Bobby and Helgi did a lot to make Bobby happy in Iceland. Bobby really needed someone to rescue him at that point. Therefore I am glad that Helgi decided to write this book and I hope the reader will enjoy the stories about his experiences with Bobby, about what was a happy part of his life.

    


    
      



      Viswanathan Anand


      Chennai, March 2012
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    In the television studio with Pall Magnusson and Jon Arnason, explaining a game during the 1988 Reykjavik World Cup.
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    The stamp issued by the Icelandic Post to commemorate the historic volcanic outburst on Heimaey, the only inhabited island of the Westman Islands, on January 23, 1973.
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    On January 23, 1993 I became the 1973 champion of the Westman Islands, when Andri Hrolfson resigned our game that had been adjourned on the eve of the volcanic eruption 20 years before.
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    Accompanied by his daughters in national costume, Gudmundur Thorarinsson, President of the Icelandic Chess Federation, welcomes World Champion Boris Spassky at Keflavik aiport on June 21, 1972. On the left Fridrik Olafsson, at the time Iceland’s only grandmaster.
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    Turning around to the arbiters, Bobby Fischer complains about the noise in the playing hall. Boris Spassky no longer seems to be surprised by the American’s protest.
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    September 1972. On his way to the airport Bobby Fischer, accompanied by Saemi Palsson and Argentinian grandmaster Miguel Quinteros, paid a hasty visit to the National Museum, where he signed the leather cushion on the table the match was played on.
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    On his arrival on March 24, 2005, Bobby Fischer is whisked into a car. Einar Einarsson (left) and Gudmundur Thorarinsson (also wearing a cap) get no chance to welcome him. (sverris)

  


  
    
      


      Chapter One


      In regard to the date of the introduction of the game into Iceland it is undeniable that the country’s most distinguished son, Snorri Sturluson, was more or less acquainted with the game, when he narrated, in St. Olaf’s saga, the story of King Canute the Great and his retainer, Jarl Ulf the rich.


      Willard Fiske, Chess in Iceland


      The first time I heard the name Bobby Fischer was in the summer of 1968. I was 11 years old. In June I had moved with my family from Reykjavik to the Westman Islands off the south coast of Iceland. My father had taken a post there as the local bank manager.


      The islands are said to have been named after a few Irish slaves who were tracked down by the man who discovered Iceland, Ingolfur Arnarson. His blood brother, Hjörleifur, had been killed by his Irish slaves and the ensuing manhunt ended in the Westman islands. The exact history of the name is shrouded in mystery. Some scholars have suggested that Westman applied to all the people living west of Iceland, that is the Irish, Scots and Picts.


      Heimaey is the only island that is populated in the Westman Islands archipelago. The most dramatic, tragic and significant episode in the history of Heimaey took place in June 1627, a tragedy which in Iceland is referred to as the Turkish abductions. Pirates from Algiers sailed to the Westman Islands in 15 vessels. The main harbour was well guarded but the pirates went ashore at a creek which is now called Pirates’ Cove. They captured or killed several hundred people, and the young and healthy were sold into slavery on the Barbary Coast in North Africa.


      At the time my family arrived there in the spring of 1968, around 5,000 people were living in the Westman Islands. What sticks in my memory from my first days and weeks was the great anticipation for an upcoming event: water was finally coming to Heimaey. The huge undertaking of laying an undersea water pipeline from the mainland signalled the end of all the homemade rain collectors.


      One day in June I went to the house of a newfound friend, Tomas. For some months I had been under the spell of a new hobby, chess, and I tried to persuade him to accompany me to a special event: Soviet grandmaster Evgeny Vasiukov had been flown in by helicopter. I had noticed a poster in a window of the town hall saying: The famous Soviet grandmaster Evgeny Vasiukov, winner of the Reykjavik international chess tournament, will give a simultaneous exhibition Saturday at 2 pm. Everybody is welcome. Be there.


      We were discussing the prospects of going to the simul when my friend’s father, Johannes, stepped in and encouraged us, saying with a smile: ‘One day you might play Fischer or Petrosian!’ At the time I was familiar with the names of some Soviet grandmasters, but I had never heard the name Bobby Fischer before.

    


    
      As the poster read, Vasiukov had just won the 3rd Reykjavik international tournament dedicated to the memory of the chess writer, publisher and philanthropist Daniel Willard Fiske, an American who authored the book Chess in Iceland and in Icelandic Literature. Fiske was an ardent lover both of chess and Iceland. As a young man he compiled the tournament book of the first American Chess Congress in 1857, the first great triumph of his friend Paul Morphy. Later, as professor of North European languages at Cornell University, he collected an Icelandic library of 10,000 volumes. After his death in 1904 he bequeathed his chess books to the National Library in Reykjavik.


      In spite of spirited efforts by the local chess club, the simul was not very well attended. Just over twenty players participated and I expected it to be a rout. I seem to remember that three players managed to make a draw, largely due to the leniency of the grandmaster, but some of his opponents did not seem to have much knowledge of the game. Even though I was not playing I took up the role of an active observer. When one of the players was surprised by a pawn capture I proudly explained the en passant rule to him.


      I spent the rest of the summer playing football, but in the autumn I joined the Westman Islands chess club. The club had a fine location on the second floor of a house called Drifandi, which, roughly translated, means House of Energy. With their wooden floors the spacious


      

      

      
    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      
    


    
      

      

      

      

      
    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      
    


    
      

      

      

      

      
    


    
      

      
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    ‘Weepest thou now, Skarphedinn?’ ‘Not so,’ says Skarphedinn, ‘but true it is that the smoke makes one’s eyes smart, but is it as it seems to me, dost thou laugh?’ ‘So it is surely,’ says Gunnar, ‘and I have never laughed since thou slewest Thrain on Markfleet.’


    Then Skarphedinn said – ‘He now is a keepsake for thee’; and with that he took out of his purse the jaw-tooth which he had hewn out of Thrain, and threw it at Gunnar, and struck him in the eye, so that it started out and lay on his cheek.


    Njal’s Saga


    Bobby’s coming ‘home’ to Iceland stirred up a lot of emotions. Generally our effort was appreciated, but some were unable to forget or forgive his radio interviews. I was playing blitz on the Internet Chess Club when a player by the name of Parsifal introduced himself and expressed his disappointment about me dining with that ‘arsehole’, as he put it. Later he added that Bobby ‘...was never World Champion’. It was an old friend, English grandmaster James Plaskett. Of course he was entitled to his opinion, but I sent him an e-mail, part of which I publish here:


    



    Dear James Plaskett,


    There were many good reasons not to lend Bobby Fischer a helping hand whilst in jail in Japan, but given the strong possibility that the man was/is seriously ill was reason enough to try to help him. I will never regret that. Personally I make no distinction between, say, a schizo-paranoid, a person with cancer, a brain tumour or any other disease. Everyone should have some basic human rights. Jail was certainly not the correct place for Fischer.


    It is very clear to me that if Fischer had been sent to the USA he would have died in jail. Over the years I have dined with many people I have had some mixed feelings towards. It has not bothered me so much. It goes without saying that the RJF-committee that worked so hard to bring Fischer to Iceland had to invite him to a dinner of this sort. We are now about to bring to Iceland a young lad who was left rotting in a Texas jail for 8 years since he was 13 years old, believe it or not.


    I hope this e-mail finds you in good spirit and I hope I can shed some light on my stance in the matter of Bobby Fischer.


    All the best, hope to see you one day,


    Helgi Olafsson


    The young lad we were trying to free from a Texas jail was called Aron Palmi Agustsson. It was part of our wish to make it clear that our thoughts about individual freedom did not only concern Bobby Fischer. We kept the name RJF-committee, but indicated that instead of standing for Robert James Fischer, the letters had now come to mean Rights, Justice and Freedom. To end the incredible injustice that had been done to Aron Palmi Agustsson we sent an open letter to Texas Governor Rick Perry that included the following lines: ‘...Aron Palmi Agustsson (...) was unfortunate enough, when only a child himself, to be sentenced for sexual harassment of a young playmate. For this fateful error in childish judgment, our young Icelandic friend was sentenced, when only 13 years old, to spend 10 years in a correctional facility in the State of Texas penal system. At this writing, he has served slightly less than 8 years of that sentence. If nothing changes in the handling of his case, he must serve just over two additional years before reclaiming his freedom.’


    
      Paul Nikolov, who had strong ties with the weekly magazine The Reykjavik Grapevine and for some time had a seat in the Althingi, the Icelandic parliament, for the Left-Green Party, had this to say about our involvement in 2005: ‘A great deal of voice was given to Agustsson, who contended that he was “just playing doctor” with the young boy, and he’s had a considerable number of supporters, including the Church of Iceland who, on their website (www.kirkjan.is) called the drive to free Agustsson “a human rights battle”. Yet the strongest group clamouring to free Agustsson is an organization calling itself the RJF Group. This is RJF Group’s second project; their first was to free former world chess champion and raving anti-Semite Bobby Fischer from a Japanese prison and bring him to Iceland. In fact, while the group contends that “RJF” stands for “Rights, Justice and Freedom”, this also happens to be the initials of Robert James Fischer, another person of questionable character that a small but loud minority was able to bring into this country, to the embarrassment of everyone else.’


      One day I was driving Bobby around and we stopped at the Perlan building, a well-known sightseeing spot in Reykjavik, from where you have a good view of the city. I had a cup of coffee, Bobby had tea. He never drank coffee, but he liked tea and at his home it had struck me how lovingly Miyoko would pour him a cup of tea, sometimes with lemon. He once told me that during his first trip to Argentina in 1959 he had been given a cup of special Argentinian coffee. The brand was so strong that it had an almost immediate effect. It felt great. In fact it felt so great that it had made him wary. If it was so good, there inevitably had to be a downside, and he decided not to drink coffee anymore.


      While he was drinking his tea at Perlan, Einar Einarsson called me about a RJF Committee meeting at his home later that day. I asked Bobby whether he would like to join us and so he did. He came to at least one more meeting. Bobby’s input at the meetings he attended was mostly about how the system in states like Texas worked. ‘Of course this young boy is in dire need of counselling, but to put him away for 10 years is simply outrageous’, he said.


      The fact of the matter is that we were simply petitioning with the boy’s family to have him serve the rest of his sentence in Iceland. In the end Aron Palmi served his full sentence, 10 years, in Texas, but the RJF Committee supported him financially as well as mentally during this time. Shortly after his return to Iceland in the autumn of 2007 he published a book about his life in the juvenile detention facility, I Can’t Let Them See Me Cry, which he co-wrote with Icelandic journalist Jon Trausti Reynisson.

    


    
      During his first weeks in Iceland Bobby lived in his old suite at the Hotel Loftleidir. He did not seem to mind that he was charged between $250 and $300 per day. During his time in Iceland Bobby was living off his earnings from the 1992 match with Spassky and had no financial problems. Nevertheless I contacted the hotel manager and complained about the steep price. The rate was then lowered considerably and Bobby was happy about this initiative of mine he had not even asked for.


      I felt it was my duty to drive him around from time to time and dine with him in restaurants. On several occasions we went to the cinema. The first film we went to see together was called Maria Full of Grace. It was shown at a Reykjavik film festival. I had made an appointment with Bobby. He had told me that I could find him near a bookstore in the city centre. I went there together with a friend of mine, but when we got there Bobby was nowhere in sight. Then someone pointed out a person who was sitting at a bench nearby. It was Bobby. I introduced him to my friend and then we drove to the cinema. Later I found out that he utterly disliked films without ‘substance’ as he put it, films without a clear plot. The film festival’s focus was on films from Latin America. This one had some Catholic overtones and as it turned out Bobby was sympathetic towards the Catholic church. Unfortunately this sympathy was mainly connected to certain anti-Semitic tendencies in the Catholic church.


      As we were walking there at a fast pace, Bobby indicated that he wanted to be in the cinema exactly at the moment when the film began, but I told him there was no need to hurry.


      ‘Are you sure we won’t be late?’ he asked.


      ‘I am pretty sure’, I answered.


      ‘Pretty sure is not good enough, Helgi’, he responded.


      We made the start of the film just in time and Bobby took a seat in the back row. The narrative revolved around a young woman who decides to take a life-threatening trip from Columbia to New York, acting as a mule for a drug lord carrying cocaine in her belly. At the end of the film Bobby commented on the exploitation of the poor people in Columbia.


      The other RJF Committee members, Saemi Palsson, Einar Einarsson and Gardar Sverrisson helped in many practical matters. Bobby’s typical wishes could lead to amusing situations. When he opened a bank account in one of the Icelandic banks he asked for an old-fashioned customer book with the status of his invoices printed in it. The bank was actually prepared for such requests, an old typewriter was brought out and Bobby got his way.


      At this time he was still looking for a suitable flat and I went with him to several places in Reykjavik. He told me the area outside the Hotel Loftleidir was becoming very noisy and he had difficulties with his sleep. Sometimes Einar was with us. Bobby was very fond of the old houses in 101 Reykjavik, as the old part of the city is known. The thick concrete walls seemed to have special appeal to him. ‘Solid walls,’ he said, ‘just like my chess.’

    


    
      I tried to explain to him that the old part of Reykjavik was also a magnet for all sorts of delinquents. Moreover, the whole area is the scene of Reykjavik’s notorious nightlife, not a place for someone trying to find peace and quiet.


      We also checked a few guesthouses. Later I realized that he was trying to find a place for his alleged Filipino child Jinky Young and her mother Marilyn Young. As I learned from Saemi they were expected to be in Iceland in September of that year.


      Finally, in mid-summer, Bobby moved to Klapparstigur 5 in 101 Reykjavik. The enormous modern white building is situated by the sea. I think Saemi knew the owner. His flat was on the fourth floor with a lift inside the huge building. The apartment he leased was completely furnished. Such flats are quite expensive and luxurious and seldom available for rent. Earlier on Einar and I had shown him another spacious flat in the same building complex. The owner ran a successful real estate company together with Icelandic grandmaster Gudmundur Sigurjonsson and he was ready to rent it to Bobby. However, for some reason Bobby did not like the flat, even though it was better than the one Saemi later found for him. In any case we were happy that he was out of the Hotel Loftleidir. The apartment was within walking distance from Bokin, an old second-hand bookstore he started to visit on a daily basis.


      In May 2005 Miyoko was again in town and the three of us had lunch at Bobby’s favourite vegetarian restaurant, A Naestu Grösum (literally ‘the next grass’, a jocular reference to the mockery that the first vegetarians in Iceland invoked), on the corner of Klapparstigur and Laugavegur, the main shopping street in central Reykjavik. Once again the ‘prearranged games’ between Karpov and Kasparov in the 1984/85 match were on the agenda. According to Bobby the ninth game, won by Karpov mainly because of an incredible knight retreat on move 46, was more or less based on his win against Anthony Saidy from the U.S. Championship 1963/64, the legendary championship that he won with a perfect 11/11 score. ‘There is absolutely no chance they could have reached this position without prior knowledge of my win’, he stated. I did not give much credence to such views. ‘It seems a pretty casual position to me. This pawn formation has occurred many times I am sure’, I said, and then even dared to change the subject. Bobby looked at me in bewilderment. ‘No way’, he shot back. ‘I am absolutely sure you could not find a single example of such a position, at least not before my game with Saidy’, he said in a very forceful manner.


      Eager to prove him wrong, the same day I contacted Dadi Jonsson, a chess columnist, the former chairman of the Reykjavik chess club Hellir, and a computer scientist. I told him about the conversation I had had with Bobby and asked him to find a similar position, especially one before the Saidy game.

    


    
      Both in Bobby’s game against Saidy and in the Karpov-Kasparov game each side had six pawns, spread over two wings, while the suffering side had a slightly restricted bishop that had to fight against the opponent’s superior knight. In both games the knight triumphed and the win was achieved in similar fashion. Dadi set to work with the help of the database of the Chess Assistant program that contained three million games. First he created a smaller database of 20,000 games in which both sides had six pawns and one of them had a knight and the other a bishop. Next he refined his search to find games with the exact characteristics he was looking for. The harvest consisted of 14 games that were played before Saidy-Fischer. From these, four had ended in a draw, others were trivial wins and some were badly played. At this point Dadi began to think that Bobby might be right after all. Maybe he had been the first to show how to win this position, since the winning method was far from trivial. But then he found the game Levenfish-Kotov, played in Leningrad in 1939, which Levenfish won using a method similar to the way Fischer beat Saidy. The same went for a game Fairhurst-Keres, played in Hastings in 1955.


      Dadi brought me the complete print-out consisting of several hundred pages and I took them to Bobby’s suite in Loftleidir. He was impressed. Looking through the games he laughed: ‘Unbelievable! Wow, great research.’


      Six months later he tried to discuss the prearrangements again with me while I was driving him around in my car. Keeping a straight face I reminded him of our discussion of the Saidy game. ‘But that was only one example’, he objected, slightly offended. I smiled a bit and we drove on.


      It was nearly impossible to talk to Fischer about chess without going into the ‘prearrangements’. He was also of the opinion that Kasparov’s win over Topalov in the Wijk aan Zee tournament of 1999, arguably the most spectacular game of the last decade of the twentieth century, was all prearranged. ‘I have never played a game like this’, he said.


      We had an interesting discussion, though, about the 11th match game of the 1972 match, in which Spassky, playing the white pieces, played the stunning novelty 14.Nb1!!. Confused by this thunderbolt, Bobby went astray with his 15th move and lost in only 31 moves. Eleven years later, at an international tournament in Hanover, Anatoly Karpov, the then world champion, reached the same position against Jingchuan Qi from China. On his 15th move Karpov simply withdrew his knight to e7 and won convincingly. We pondered this position for a while and then Bobby all of a sudden concluded: ‘Black is winning.’ A curious statement about such a complex position. With his pawn capture on move 8 Black had severely damaged White’s pawn structure, and Bobby probably felt that if White could not make any serious headway after this concession, he would gradually lose the ensuing battle.


      I was surprised when at that point he told me that he had been afraid of the Russians and that he was sure that the stunning novelty with which Spassky had surprised him in that game was an improvement cooked up specially for this game by Spassky’s team. Perhaps it was, perhaps it wasn’t. Spassky, in any case, has stated more than once that this idea came to him over the board.
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