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A Jubilee Edition

This book is about chess; in particular about chess played in Wijk aan Zee, a coastal village in the northern part of the Netherlands. Every winter chess players and chess enthusiasts from around the world gather in this small village that has been the host of the Tata Steel Chess Tournament (that initially started as a tournament for employees of Koninklijke Hoogovens) since 1968. And because we share the same focus on strategic thinking and developing creative solutions for complex problems, Tata Steel is linked to chess.

Throughout the years, the Tata Steel Chess Tournament has become one of the most prestigious events on the international chess calendar. A tournament that has been described as the ‘Wimbledon of Chess’ every year attracts the very best chess grandmasters in the world, along with thousands of amateur players, live event visitors and online visitors from around the world.

This year’s edition of the Tata Steel Chess Tournament is special as it celebrates its 85th anniversary. And during its history, some of the biggest names in chess history have played at the tournament. Visitors have witnessed the rise and domination of players like Max Euwe, Tigran Petrosian, Magnus Carlsen, Viswanathan Anand and Garry Kasparov. Of the eight World Chess Champions since 1946, only the names of Vasily Smyslov and Bobby Fischer are missing.

To celebrate this jubilee edition of the Tata Steel Chess tournament, we have collected the most memorable games that have been played throughout its history. This book is a collection of those chess games and should serve as an inspiration for everybody who loves the game of chess. Together with additional anecdotes and personal memories, it provides an interesting historical overview of a well-known sports event.

As a fan of the game and a longtime employee of Tata Steel, I’m proud of this collective memory of a game played by millions around the globe. I hope you will enjoy the complexity and brilliance of the games we collected for you.

Hans van den Berg

CEO Tata Steel Nederland
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The Past 25 Years
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My Wijk aan Zee

Dutch grandmaster Erwin l’Ami knows the history of the Tata Steel Chess Tournament intimately. He has played in or visited all events in the past 25 years. He fondly reminisces about the tournament and winners such as Kasparov, Anand, Aronian and Carlsen.

Wijk aan Zee, a small village on the coastline of the North Sea. In summer, when the temperatures are high, it’s the place to be for beachgoers or surfers, something I never experienced first-hand, since I never visit Wijk aan Zee in summer. For chess players, there is only one time of the year to visit this ‘hamlet’, as Nigel Short once coined it, and that’s in January. I have been going there for the last 25 years.
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My first memory dates back to the tournament of 1998. It was called the Hoogovens Chess Tournament at the time, and some (most?) of the older participants in the amateur sections have endearingly kept calling it that way to this day. I vaguely remember that the excitement started in the car as we drove to the playing hall. The street lights leading into Wijk aan Zee were all decorated with chess themes. As a 12-year-old kid, I thought it was amazing that the entire village was so involved with the chess tournament. Much more vivid is the memory of first entering the playing hall, De Moriaan. I was overwhelmed by the atmosphere; this was the place to be! My father and I were certainly not the only visitors and add to that the hundreds of amateur players, and it’s easy to imagine that the place was packed! I recall slowly making my way to the main attraction at the far end of the hall: the Grandmasters! Of course, Jan Timman was playing, and so were Shirov, Karpov and Polgar, and not to forget the later tournament winners, Kramnik and Anand. Most of them I saw for the first time in three dimensions, and on the way out I even managed to get an autograph from Anatoly Karpov. A very exciting day indeed!

It was around that time that I completely immersed myself into the game of chess, playing every classical/rapid/blitz event I heard about. This newfound passion happily coincided with the rapid rise of the first chess platforms on the internet. Playing chess online non-stop proved both a lot of fun and detrimental to my school results.

Kasparov

The next year, my father and I returned to Wijk aan Zee for a number of visits. One day stood out: January 20th, 1999, the day when Kasparov produced his masterpiece against Topalov. Anyone unfamiliar with this game, I would recommend to look it up elsewhere in this book, where I analyse it in great detail. The game is regarded as one of the best ever played, and I would certainly not disagree. Seeing that game live was one of my most electrifying chess experiences ever. The excitement was shared with all the other spectators as to all of us it was obvious that we were witnessing something truly special. The fact that Kasparov would score an amazing 10/13 and win the tournament is not the first thing I remember from this event. The masterpiece that Kasparov created against Topalov, and the experience of seeing it unfold from up close, certainly is. When years later the playing hall was redecorated, the culmination of Kasparov’s dazzling combination, 37.Rd7!!, was depicted on a giant wallpaper behind the Grandmaster Groups.

In 2000, my own Wijk aan Zee journey started, in the so-called Reserve Group, a small open tournament parallel to the Grandmaster groups. The biggest name in the group was undoubtedly the Serbian grandmaster Borislav Ivkov. Having won a copy of Donner’s The King at a blitz tournament earlier that year, I was very well aware of who he was! The group also featured several young talents, which, over the years has become a specialty of the Wijk aan Zee organizers. Besides the top group with the best grandmasters there is a structure of lower groups that offer young talents the opportunity ‘to rise through the ranks’. From lower groups where they gain valuable experience they can promote to a higher group. Many big names have made their debuts in Wijk aan Zee at an early age. Magnus Carlsen, who first played in the C Group in 2004, is the most prominent example, but the list is very long. For instance, when I made my debut in the Reserve Group in 2000, one of the other participants was 15-year-old Alexandra Kosteniuk, and in the second round I got demolished by a small boy named Ivan Cheparinov. Rated a relatively modest 2089, Ivan would proceed to make an IM-norm. Fast forward ten years and we were both working as seconds for Veselin Topalov when the Bulgarian was battling for the World Championship! And in Round 7, I got to play against Dutch master Dick van Geet, who made his trademark move 1.Nc3 against me. Truly great experiences! What’s more, the Reserve Group was played immediately next to the top groups. It was easy to have a quick peek at the big guns, which is of course hugely inspiring.
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For many years the crucial position of the game Kasparov – Topalov featured prominently in the artwork on the wall behind the Masters in the playing hall.




Sonnevanck

During the tournament, I stayed in Hotel Sonnevanck. The evenings there were just as memorable as the tournament itself. Hotel Sonnevanck is the place to be in Wijk aan Zee. The ground floor is a café and restaurant with a cozy atmosphere, and up the stairs there are a handful of simple hotel rooms. In the evenings, after all games had finished, many chess players, including some of the strongest in the world, would head there to have a drink, play blitz, or simply just unwind. As I was 14 years old, I didn’t participate in the drinking part all that much, but I was ready to play blitz with anyone. Usually I did so until closing time, when it was time to go upstairs and get some sleep before the next round started! To this day, Sonnevanck remains a popular destination for chess amateurs in the evening, but it has become increasingly rare to encounter players from the Masters. In that respect, the world of top chess has changed significantly, and I consider my time in Sonnevanck in 2000 as belonging to an era that no longer exists.

Dutch IM Manuel Bosboom is in many ways an exponent of that era and he used to be a frequent visitor of Sonnevanck. In 1999 he made headlines when he replaced Alexei Shirov in the super-strong blitz event that was held on the rest day. Shirov had withdrawn as he had to see a dentist and the organizers had asked blitz specialist Bosboom to join the elite company that included almost all the stars from the top group. As it was, the last-minute replacement was the only one to defeat the final winner, Garry Kasparov himself! Many players would have been ecstatic after such a win, but Bosboom, being the down-to-earth man that he is, just casually commented that ‘Kasparov had pressed too hard for the win’.

Despite his visits to Sonnevanck (or perhaps because of?), Manuel won the Open that year, scoring 7 out of 9, and qualifying for the Grandmaster B Group. In 2021 his biography, Chess Buccaneer, was published and I am sure many more books could be filled with his life story. Although he does not belong to the very top, he is one of the most popular chess players of the Netherlands, and beyond. In those days, meeting him almost weekly in rapid and blitz events all over the country, was highly inspiring for me!

In 2000, Kasparov, of course, won the main event, scoring 9.5/13, without any losses and 1.5 points clear of the field. He played his trademark powerful chess, choosing the Najdorf against 1.e4 and the Grünfeld against 1.d4. A fragment from his game against Van Wely in Round 3 featured in Netflix’s The Queen’s Gambit and is, therefore, ironically, most likely one of the most viewed chess games ever. In short, my debut in 2000 was an extremely memorable event for me.

In 2003, I was again invited to play in Wijk aan Zee, this time in a 10-player round-robin called ‘Meestertienkamp’, which turned out to be the precursor of the Grandmaster C Group that was introduced the next year. I made my final IM-norm, which wasn’t a very tense affair since I already secured it with one round to go. The days were spent similarly to the year 2000 with long evenings in Sonnevanck. But, of course, there was a big difference compared to the previous years: Kasparov wasn’t playing. At the time we were sure that he would play in Wijk aan Zee in future tournaments, but unfortunately that never happened.

Next up was the era of Vishy Anand and, soon afterwards, of Magnus Carlsen. Anand won the tournament of 2003, while Judit Polgar had one of her best performances ever, finishing sole second, undefeated with 8 points from 13 games. It was also a good year for Loek van Wely. Over the years he had had quite some bumpy rides in Wijk aan Zee, scoring minus-5 in 2000, minus-3 in 2001, and to cap it all, minus-7 in 2002. For 2003 Loek had decided to negotiate an appearance fee based on his result in the tournament. What it came down to, is that the organizers would have excellent value for money in case Loek would score his ‘usual’ result, but his earnings would increase significantly in case he scored 50% or more. Needless to say, that is what happened! Having spent a lot of time in Eupen with his trainer Vladimir Chuchelov proved fruitful and he ended the tournament with a very respectable +1 score. In the two years that followed Loek also held his own, on both occasions scoring 50%.

While these were good years for Van Wely, the opposite was true for Jan Timman. The winner of 1985 — and shared winner of 1981 — played his last Grandmaster A Group in 2004. Eight years later, in 2012, he made a reappearance in the Grandmaster B Group. In those years, a huge pavilion was erected on the village green. The opening and closing ceremonies took place in the pavilion and during the tournament it was here that experts provided commentary on the games of the grandmasters. Timman was immensely popular with the spectators, as I was subtly reminded
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