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Foreword

The idea for this book has gradually grown over the years. I wrote the story ‘The porcelain pieces’ in 2001. It was an account of a visit to Lisbon I had made one year earlier. The porcelain pieces I bought there in a shop had belonged to Alexander Alekhine, and that was the leitmotiv of the story. I wrote two portraits about Mikhail Tal and Mikhail Botwinnik for the Dutch literary chess magazine Matten in 2007. In 2011, the Dutch publisher De Bezige Bij published these stories, together with seven other portraits of chess players, including Boris Spassky, Bobby Fischer, Garry Kasparov and Magnus Carlsen, in one volume that received the simple title Schakers (‘Chess Players’).

[image: images]

Two years later, Allard Hoogland and Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam asked me to write a book about World Champions – but a comprehensive one: the chess-technical aspect had to be highlighted too. I agreed, but realized that this was going to be a gigantic job. On the other hand, writing about this would also be pleasant as it would take me back to those romantic times when chess wasn’t yet dominated by the computer. After some thinking I decided to limit myself to those champions whose careers had been concluded. Kasparov’s successor, Vladimir Kramnik, is still very active as a player, and the same goes for Viswanathan Anand, Veselin Topalov and, of course, Magnus Carlsen.

I decided to start the book with Alekhine. He was the only player I could never have known, as he died more than 5 years before I was born. Max Euwe I have known well, despite the age gap of half a century between us. Actually, this is the first time I have written about him, more than three decades after his death. I’ve never played against him, and I’ve never played against Botvinnik or Fischer either. Against the other World Champions, I played many hard-fought games, of which I have selected the most interesting ones here. Some I have annotated in full, from others I have given only fragments. I have corrected where necessary the old analyses from Schaakbulletin, the Dutch-language predecessor of New In Chess, and my book Selected Games. Also, I have discussed many different facets of the play of the ­champions. In doing this, I have strived to present as much information as possible that is little known to the larger chess audience.

Jan Timman,
 May 2016.
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Alexander Alekhine



The first time I saw the Largo do Chiado was in winter. Light snow was whirling down, old trams were riding by, and steam rose from a stall where chestnuts were being roasted. A shock of recognition went through me, only it wasn’t caused by the atmosphere but by the architecture. Or perhaps it was the combination of the two, but the architecture must have been overriding, for I must have seen old illustrated books on Lisbon already in my youth.

It was déjà vu. For a long time I had been strolling uphill through the cold, through this quarter that had been blackened by a big fire.

There were many bookstores all around the square, there was a pleasant bustle, so this had to be the beating heart of the city. True to custom, I bought a pocket dictionary, Portuguese-English and vice-versa this time. It was late in the afternoon, and the square was already covered by a dark shade. I drank a glass of red wine in an old café with a magnificent wall clock.

I had come to Lisbon to give a lecture. I had received a letter of invitation from Marinus Luyks, a Dutchman who had been living in Portugal for quite some time. It was a hand-written, three-page letter. He had no email, and not even a fax machine, and so he wrote this letter. Those written lines might have been enough for me to realize that time seemed to have been standing still in Lisbon. The letter had been written in the early summer of 2004. An annual chess festival had been organized in Lisbon for many years in late November and early December.

In the old ramshackle building where the festival took place, I held my discourse in the early evening of the day after my arrival. In the morning, I drank coffee in one of the cafeterias you often come across in Spanish cities as well. My lecture was titled ‘The life of a chess player’. Unconsciously, I must have been thinking of the novel Het leven op aarde (Life on Earth) by the Dutch writer J.J.Slauerhoff; anyway, this association didn’t enter my mind until several months after I wrote the lecture.

The main characters in Slauerhoff’s novels are loners. That was also how I often felt – certainly at my arrival in Lisbon. The fados, the general atmosphere: loneliness forced itself upon me.

Of course I met people there. Juan Pereira was a philosopher in his mid-forties, balding and energetic. He had organized the lecture, and the day of the lecture was also his birthday.

During the lecture I told some anecdotes about Misha Tal, the World Champion from Riga, who had led an adventurous life just like Slauerhoff. Afterwards, more questions were asked about the writer than about the chess player. A large man, past sixty and long-haired, kept asking questions about Life on Earth, about which I had been talking. The man had lived a long part of his life in Macao, the former Portuguese colony where the novel started.

When question time was over, we went downstairs to the bar. Big balloons with Portuguese cognac were brought in, and calor gas burners were standing ready to warm them up. This was just a little too much for me. I left the bar.

Close to the large wooden door leading out of the building was a bookstall. I picked up an almost square hardcover book. On its green cover was written in gold letters: Schachgenie Aljechin, Mensch und Werk.

The authors were Hans Müller and A.Pawelczak. I knew Müller from his manual Zó speelt Botwinnik (Botvinnik Teaches Chess), which I had studied with great devotion in my youth.

I opened the book and saw a photo of the participants at the Semmering tournament in 1926. That was how these pictures were made in the day. Most of the participants were standing. A smaller group was sitting before them in armchairs, with a small table standing in between them. On the far right was Akiba Rubinstein; his face made a tortured, tired impression. Aaron Nimzowitsch could be seen on the far left, aggrieved and grudging. At least, that was my impression. In the middle was Siegbert Tarrasch, eminent and unassailable, in a three-piece costume. To his left sat Alexander Alekhine. His armchair was comfortable, but he didn’t look relaxed at all. You could see his characteristic agitated nervousness in his eyes. He looked as if he wanted to sit down at the board as soon as possible.

I bought the book and went back to the bar. I still didn’t want to have anything to do with the calor gas burners, and ordered a glass of red wine. After some time we went to Juan’s apartment, which was situated in a suburb of the city. Two taxis were called, which was enough to carry the small company. We drove past the Belém defence tower, and suddenly I had to think of Escher’s Metamorphosis. The shape of the tower near the bridge to the city, the position on the chessboard: a smothered mate.

‘In the sea stands, connected to the city with a small bridge, a tower (e.g. Saracen)’, Escher once wrote in a letter about Metamorphosis. In reality, this tower stood in the town of Atrani on the Amalfi coast in southern Italy.

‘The tower of Belém was strategically well-situated’, Juan remarked, and he added: ‘Only it wasn’t much use, as the enemy always invaded Lisbon over land.’

I thought about the allegory, and didn’t reply. Or maybe I said ‘Yes.’

When I was in La Valletta, Malta, for the first time, it also made me think of Escher. That was logical, especially due to the differences in height in the city,. Lisbon had such height differences too.

In the small company that gathered together in Juan’s modest apartment, the presence of Dagoberto Markl stood out. Small and stout, with an enormous grey beard and long grey hair, he looked like a person from the past, the bygone days of Claude Monet, Lev Tolstoy and Karl Marx. Dagoberto was in his mid-fifties, Austrian by origin, and he was the director of the Museum of Ancient Art. His wife, who also worked at the museum and specialized in eastern china, was roughly two heads taller than him.

Juan’s wife was a surgeon, and she was from the Antelejo. She was preparing a big bowl of fish soup in the tiny kitchen. Again, we were drinking cognac and red wine. I put forward that the Japanese writer Junichiro Tanizaki had claimed that the Chinese loved chinaware more than crystal; objects shouldn’t glitter. Jade was beautiful, silver wasn’t polished. Dagoberto’s wife couldn’t suppress a smile, and said: ‘Come and visit us tomorrow to see our collection.’

Markl intervened in the conversation. He had worked for a long time on a biography of Alexander Alekhine, who had spent the final years of his life in Portugal. Reviled and forgotten, the great champion of Russian origin had died in the Park Hotel in Estoril, where the big casino was.

In the war, Alekhine had written a number of infamous articles for the Pariser Zeitung, in which he explained how ‘treacherous’ ‘Jewish’ chess was.

Dagoberto lit a Chesterfield – the small room was heavy with smoke, as Juan also lit one Marlboro with the other – and looked at me with squinty eyes.

‘Alekhine wrote mockingly about William Steinitz too’, he said, and added: ‘I’ve managed to find the texts, Steinitz was Jewish.’

He also told me several other pieces of information that were new to me. I especially found his theory that Alekhine hadn’t died of natural causes appealing. The picture is well-known: Alekhine died seated in a large chair, wearing his dressing gown, a pocket chess set and the remains of breakfast lying on the table before him. He had been unwell for a long time. His liver had swollen to gigantic proportions as a result of his excessive use of alcohol. A doctor had told him that he had two years left to live at most, provided that he quit drinking. However, Alekhine hadn’t moderated; his death looked like a natural final piece of a brilliant, turbulent career. Was there any reason to assume foul play?

‘The autopsy report has been tampered with’, Dagoberto said. When he said something, he did it in a conspiratory tone, and you felt involved in dark conspiracies from a distant past, which other mortals knew nothing about.

‘But was there any reason to kill him?’, I asked.

Dagoberto answered my question by a roundabout way. ‘It has been suggested that Jewish groupings might have killed him out of vindictiveness.’

‘I don’t think that’s very probable’, Juan said. ‘They must have had other things on their minds than bumping off Nazi sympathizers.’

‘Yes, indeed, it came from a different group’, Dagoberto said. Curiously, he presented his wild theory as fact.

‘It had to do with the negotiations about a match between Alekhine and the Russian Botvinnik.’

Suddenly I understood what Dagoberto meant. In 1937, Alekhine had become World Champion for the second time by defeating my countryman Max Euwe. In the next eight years, no World Championship match had taken place. After the war, it was decided that Alekhine’s title would be taken from him because of his Nazi sympathies. Then the Soviets had conceived a plan to lay their hands on the world title, which was now vacant. A match would have to be played between Alekhine and Mikhail Botvinnik, who was a personal protégé of Stalin. Secret documents that were released to the public after Botvinnik’s death revealed that these negotiations had reached a quite concrete stage. Alekhine’s premature death had thwarted the plan.

Dagoberto continued: ‘Botvinnik had friends and enemies in the government of the Soviet empire, just like Stalin. The Park Hotel was split into two parts after the war: one part was controlled by representatives of the western alliance, the other by the Soviets. The place was swarming with spies. At a certain moment, let’s say, two Soviet spies must have made their way to the other part of the hotel. Probably they drugged Alekhine with chloroform, and then took him to his room.’

‘An old-fashioned story’, Juan mused.

‘What is left of the Park Hotel?’, I asked.

‘Not more than a parking lot’, Dagoberto replied, and he continued: ‘The casino is still there.’

Around midnight, I asked Juan to call a taxi. Dagoberto and his wife went home by car; she drove, he didn’t have a driver’s licence.

He’s a dreamer, I thought when I was sitting in the taxi.

In my hotel room I started to read the book on Alekhine. The authors treated him with a strikingly large amount of sympathy. Although the book appeared a number of years after Alekhine’s death, there wasn’t a word in it about his Nazi sympathies. Müller had devoted an entire chapter to Alekhine’s writings, but not a word about his articles in the Pariser Zeitung.

During the war years, Müller got acquainted with Alekhine in Prague and experienced the champion’s human warmth. And also his drinking behaviour: ‘It struck me that any kind of alcohol was welcome to him. He blindly drank beer, wine and liquor, and in spite of his habit of many years, he didn’t make the slightest impression of being a connoisseur or an epicurean.’ In this respect Alekhine differed from Tal, who also drank a lot, but didn’t like beer and wine.

In Prague, Alekhine completely depended on his wife Grace, the only one for whom he harboured any real feelings, according to Müller. She drank along with him, and every time he was forced to observe a period of abstinence, she wouldn’t touch a drop either. She did all kinds of things for him; for instance, she took care of his correspondence. One time, she was absent from Prague for a few days. Alekhine was utterly desperate, asking Müller when she would be coming back.

The epilogue of the book starts as follows: ‘At the end of the Second World War it had become lonely around him. He had had to run from one country to another, until he reached Portugal, he couldn’t run any further on the old continent. Politically he had made many enemies in the previous years; there were hardly any personal friends who had followed him.’

This image of Alekhine as a helpless, unworldly, but honest man wouldn’t stick in my mind. It was displaced by that other image of the ruthless opportunist with the piercing glance.

That night, in a dream I saw the picture that had been made right after Alekhine’s death. I saw the hotel room, the chess player in his dressing gown, the bottle of liquor, the remains of his breakfast, and the pocket chess set. Suddenly something happened that had happened several times before in my dreams: the picture became a film, still in black-and-white; Alekhine moved and looked at me with a piercing glance. Then I saw a cat, as if it came out of the wall, just like the black cat from Edgar Allan Poe’s story.

II

I awoke with a start and looked at the digital clock under the television: it was 5.45 a.m. Through the curtains I could see snow, lighted by street lanterns. It looked as if I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. That picture of Alekhine, those piercing eyes: what was behind them? I remembered a photo on which the ex-Russian wore a sweater with a picture of a cat embroidered upon it. He had been fascinated by cats. The following incident happened during his World Championship match against Euwe in 1935.

The 21st match game was supposed to start on 19th November at 18.00 in the Dutch village of Ermelo. Alekhine stayed at the Carlton Hotel in Amsterdam. At 14.15 a car drove up to the hotel to transport him to Ermelo. On the way there, the car twice crossed the path of a cat. Alekhine panicked and insisted that the journey be continued by train, and ordered the driver to bring him to the station. Not entirely sober, Alekhine arrived late in Ermelo. The game was postponed for an hour. After that, Euwe won convincingly.

It seemed as if Dostoevsky’s demons had been at work with Alekhine: the superstition, the gambling. Both Dostoevsky and Alekhine were addicted to roulette, and both regularly ended up in financial trouble because of it.

In the casino in Estoril, Alekhine not only played roulette, but he also gave simultaneous displays to cover the cost of his addictions. Had he had a permanent address in Lisbon? Before he settled in Portugal in 1946, he had been in that country twice, as a visitor, both times right at the beginning of the war, in the early 1940s. Both Dagoberto Markl and Juan Pereira had told me that little was known about his second trip in particular.

I looked out the window; the snow had disappeared, and a few cautious sunrays broke through behind the houses that, judging by their architectural style, had been put there in the 1930s.

Alekhine could have lived anywhere in this city, I involuntarily thought. After breakfast, I decided to take another long walk. The Pepper Palace seemed to be a suitable destination. When you arrive in a new city, you should always first visit the city museum. The palace was said to possess a special collection of old prints. On my way there, something went wrong at a certain moment; as if drawn by a magnet, I chose the direction of the Largo do Chiado. The sunlight faded, and snow was whirling down again. I thought of Junichiro Tanizaki. The Chinese didn’t like to polish silver, as that would cause it to shine. By the same token, they probably preferred snow over blazing sunlight.

At the Largo do Coelho I stopped in my tracks: in a small bar, behind a window with only a thin layer of snow, I could see domino players. The ritual of the game dominated the small café. There was only one table – the playing table. After some hesitation I entered. Silence reigned inside. Were they playing for money? In Caribbean culture, domino has an important social function. It might be the same here. Money didn’t matter; I enjoyed the silence resulting from the players’ concentration. A glass of red wine was one hundred escudo. The euro had been introduced in Portugal by then, but on the blackboard in the café the sums had been written in the old currency.

The room was rectangular, and had been painted green. The four players at the table seemed to be of different ages: the youngest in his early forties, the oldest must have been almost eighty. The oldest-but-one, who continuously had a cigarette in his mouth, kept score. Only the youngest man played with restraint, while the other three often hurled the dominoes on the table with fierce gestures.

Three men in their fifties looked on in silence. They wore caps. One of them was standing, although there was a stool available. I couldn’t help wondering if this was a scene that repeated itself day by day in this place. Time crept on. Agonizingly slow, the stones were shoved to and fro, until one of the men would get excited. Then there was a disturbance of the rhythm, a climax of the ritual.

I put some coins on the bar, greeted the bartender with a nod, and left the room. It had stopped snowing. I thought of Alekhine, of the loneliness he must have felt in Lisbon. Had he been observing games of domino in cafés too? Or had he only been sitting in a chair, bent over his pocket chess set?

Daydreaming, I wandered off to Largo do Chiado. There was a hotel there called Borges. It was in scaffolding. Above the reception hung a clock that indicated a random time. Time played no role in Lisbon.

On the right side of the square, there was a little shop that seemed to come apart at the seams. A lot of old bric-a-brac, randomly piled up in the shop-window, hindered the view on whatever more there was in the shop. Driven by curiosity, I searched for the entrance, which wasn’t easy to find. Inside, my eye fell on an old wooden chessboard. I picked it up; it turned out to be a box the back side of which was a board for the mill game. I tried to estimate from which decade the wooden box originated. The pieces were certainly beautiful. I had been given a similar game once as a present. As usual, the king was a little taller than the queen, but a layman could easily mix up the two pieces. The king’s crown had no cross, and it looked a lot like the crown of the queen in chess sets that were made according to the Staunton standard.

The Englishman Howard Staunton was the strongest player in the world in the 1840s. In 1849, the chess pieces carrying his name were registered. Since then, it is common usage in tournaments and matches to use this model exclusively. The different model in the shop had to be from the late nineteenth century, probably around 1880. This type of set was made to play with at home, and collectors were often interested in it too. The queen didn’t have a crown but instead had a round point at the top like the smaller bishop, and missed the bishop’s groove.

I decided to buy the box. The owner of the shop was not very tall and had a grey beard. He looked a little like Dagoberto, though the latter was even smaller. Their beards gave both of them an air of deliberation. The shop-owner spoke English with a heavy accent. He asked for one hundred and fifty dollars. I never like to haggle, and without further ado I took out some bank notes I had once earned somewhere in the world, and put them on the counter in front of him. With a loose gesture, he shoved them in his right trouser pocket, and he started to wrap up the box with the pieces. You’re inclined to involuntarily observe such operations in such situations. Suddenly, a little further back in the shop, I saw chess pieces that did not immediately strike me by their form – they were Staunton pieces – but by their colour.

When you talk about chess, you talk about black and white. The white pieces are often yellow, and the black ones may be dark brown. Also, the light squares on the board are mostly yellow, whereas the black ones are usually brown. I have also seen boards with green squares in order to mark the contrast with the light squares.

These pieces were orange and blue, and were of a normal size. I didn’t immediately see what material they had been made of, but I did notice a visiting card lying among the pieces. It was lying there loosely, as if it were of little importance.

You need a nose for certain things. This piece of card was as small as my own visiting card. I realized that this must be something unique. After the box had been wrapped up, I asked the shop-owner about the orange and blue pieces. With his heavy accent – in this respect he wasn’t like Dagoberto, who spoke English fluently – he said: ‘When the great master came to Portugal, these pieces were made especially for him.’

I picked up the card. In the middle was written, in elegant letters: ‘Alexandre Alekhine’. At the bottom left, ‘Le Chateau’ was printed, and at the bottom right a further specification was printed: ‘St. Aubin-le-Cauf’ and under it: ‘Seine Inférieure’.

The address of his wife, flashed through my mind. I turned the card around. On the back side I could see even better that the card had turned yellow through the decades. An address was written on it in green ink: ‘15, Rua Angola’, and as a further indication, between brackets, it said: ‘1o’. You had to read carefully, since the tail of the letter ‘g’ overlapped with the ‘i’. It was a powerful hand, which I immediately recognized, particularly the capital A. Old tournament books often featured pictures of the participants with their signatures below them. Alekhine’s signature was recognizable by the shape of his A. If you see a capital of this letter in print, it has the shape of a chalet. Alekhine’s A didn’t have a gable roof, but a curve at the top, which was more like the roofs of orthodox churches in Russia, his original motherland that he had been forced to leave. On the left-hand side of the A was a tiny stroke, with which he had started the capital.

Before I could think any further about the card, I had to say something to the seller. I asked him what the price of the pieces was, including the visiting card. Without hesitation, he said: ‘Four hundred and fifty dollars.’ Apparently he had fixed sums in his head for the mishmash of articles that gave his shop such a pleasantly messy aspect.

I didn’t hesitate and fumbled in my trouser pocket. Only three hundred dollars left. I paid the rest in escudos, and of course it was the seller who determined the rate. Money isn’t important, I thought – just like the domino players in the café.

While the shop-owner was carefully wrapping up the pieces, I thought about the little card. Probably Alekhine had written his name and address on the back side after the war. At least, that was what my intuition told me. And if that was true, then you might indeed wonder whether he had died of natural causes. When you still have such a powerful hand, I reasoned, then your deterioration cannot be so far advanced yet.

The seller gave me a big plastic bag that was filled with the chess pieces and the old wooden box. I stuck the card in the breast pocket of my jacket, as if it had been given to me by someone or other. Before I left the shop, something suddenly occurred to me: what material were the pieces actually made of? Of course, it would have been more normal if I had asked this before concluding the transaction, but such deliberations are of minor importance. ‘They are made of porcelain’, the shop-owner replied.

III

I took a taxi to the hotel and then called Juan on his mobile phone; it was now three o’clock in the afternoon, and there was still time to go to the museum.

Juan had expected me to call earlier. He was driving in the Rua Augusta, close to the harbour gate, and said he would be in the hotel within 15 minutes. It had stopped snowing. I waited in the lobby, after having taken the box with the wooden pieces to my room. There were big windows, through which you could see the other side of the street. Some snow was falling down from the trees.

Juan put his hand on my shoulder. I hadn’t seen him enter the lobby.

‘How was your day?’, he asked. I told him about the small shop. He wasn’t sure if he knew it.

On the way to the museum I asked: ‘Do you know the Rua Angola?’ He answered in the affirmative. ‘New houses from after the Second World War’, he explained, and then in his turn he asked why I had asked about it. I told him about the pieces and the card.

‘They’re in here’, I remarked, while I laid my hand approvingly on the plastic bag in my lap.

‘Dagoberto will be able to tell you more about it than the seller’, he said. We arrived at the Museum for Ancient Art. It was a plain, square building with yellow-painted walls. A porter guided us directly to Markl’s workroom. The director was sitting behind his desk, bent over an old manuscript, a cigarette in his right hand. For a moment, he seemed not to notice us as we came in; he was gripped by concentration. His reading glasses lay on the desk. He couldn’t be reading the manuscript: he must have known its content already. He was engrossed in other features of it – something in its outward appearance.

He slowly became aware of the presence of his visitors. With a slight turn of his head, Dagoberto returned to the human world. He smiled and rose to shake our hands. I put the plastic bag with the porcelain pieces on the desk.

‘Did Alekhine have a permanent address in Lisbon?’, Juan asked straight out.

‘We don’t know’, Dagoberto replied. I took the visiting card from my breast pocket and gave it to him. Now he put on his reading glasses, and first looked at the printed side of the card, and then turned it around.

‘This must have been not long before his death’, he remarked cautiously. He had an inquisitive look in his eyes. I saw his glance wandering off to the plastic bag.

They gave me some assistance with the unpacking of the parcel. I took a good look at the pieces for the first time. The kings had no crosses; it’s hard to make those from porcelain, Dagoberto remarked.

As the top of the orange king was broken off, it was a little shorter than the queen. The blue king was clearly slightly taller than the orange one. Five orange pawns showed some shine, the others were dull. Half of the blue pawns were dark blue, almost black.

‘Now that they’re standing opposite each other like this, it looks like the current political power struggle in Ukraine’, Juan remarked. It was a very apt association. During the Orange Revolution, the old governmental powers hadn’t shrunk from trying to murder the candidate for the presidency, Yushchenko.

‘What the “Blues” couldn’t do, the Stalinists could’, I observed, mainly to cheer up Dagoberto. He smiled and beckoned the attendant who had brought us to him. He said something in Portuguese and the man left the room. Three minutes later he returned, accompanied by Dagoberto’s wife, who bent over the pieces lovingly. She picked up an orange pawn and studied the underside, which had no paint on it. It showed a stamp from a porcelain factory, which had also been applied on the undersides of two other pawns. One of the blue knights was darker on one side than on the other, as Dagoberto established. He thought this meant that we were looking at one of the first turned specimens. ‘That is, if more such sets have been made’, he added.

‘Portuguese porcelain is not my specialty’, Dagoberto’s wife said. The attendant left the room again. A few minutes later, a smart gentleman in a three-piece suit came in, and now he bent over to peruse the pieces.

In the meantime, an animated discussion had started: instead of dark old conspiracies, we were now discussing the facts of a historic event. It looked like a jigsaw puzzle with a few big pieces that fitted together easily. Shortly after the war, Alekhine had been in permanent financial trouble. In January 1946, he had played a match with Francisco Lupi in Estoril, which was sponsored by the casino. He had only barely won 2.5-1.5. Two months later, he gave his last simultaneous exhibition in Lisbon. He had made plans with Lupi to write a book on the tournament in Hastings. This was a way he could lay his hands on some money. The painful thing about this project was that Alekhine himself hadn’t been allowed to take part in the tournament, due to his war past, which was still quite fresh at the time. However, he desperately needed to earn some money one way or another.

He must have sold the porcelain pieces in those days. He had given his visiting card to the shop-owner, with the address where the latter could call written on it in green ink. The seller must have kept this card in the close vicinity of the pieces all those years, like a gem that belonged to it.

‘How can you be so sure that Alekhine lived on this address just before his death, and not at the beginning of the war, during his first two visits to Portugal?’, I asked.

‘Because the Rua Angola didn’t exist at the time’, Dagoberto replied. In the period right after the war, a lot of new houses had been built in Lisbon; and streets had been named after countries.

I pictured Alekhine in his newly-built flat and I had no doubt that furniture would have been scarce. The apartment must have oozed loneliness. He wasn’t living in the heart of Lisbon, but had been banned to the outskirts of the city this time.

‘The porcelain factory does not exist any more’, the man in the three-piece suit declared. This sobering statement dipped the pieces in a kind of timelessness again. What had been left of the past in the first years after the war in Lisbon?

‘The pieces were made especially for him’, the antique seller had said. Did the porcelain factory still exist in 1946? This question was asked by Dagoberto. The answer was that the factory had become defunct in the 1930s.

New mysteries loomed up, and I thought they had to stay in Lisbon.

‘Are you prepared to accept the pieces on loan?’, I asked Dagoberto. He made a slight bow as a token of grateful acceptance. I had to fill in a form.

‘To show you that we do everything by the book here’, Dagoberto said.

Juan and I left the museum and drove back to the Largo do Chiado. Dusk had fallen over the square. Again, there was the smell of roasted chestnuts. We dined in a small restaurant. True to custom, I ordered squid, Juan had a steak. We talked about Bob Dylan, as both of us harboured a deep love for his music.

I left in time for the hotel; on the following morning, I would be catching an early plane to Amsterdam. It was still dark when Juan drove up to the entrance to take me to the airport. The flight wasn’t delayed.

IV

I decided to visit Lisbon again in the spring of the following year. I booked a flight with Air Portugal. In the meantime, I had read all kinds of things about Alekhine in different books.

Right after the Revolution, he had been in danger in Russia as he was of noble birth. There is a classic story. A sentence of death had been pronounced on him, which had to be signed by five judges. One of the judges refused to sign, out of respect for Alekhine’s successes on the chessboard. This meant he was saved for the time being. Not much later, he decided to leave his motherland, and his roving life began.

With the Berlin chess publisher Bernhard Kagan, Alekhine published a thin book called Das Schachleben in Sowjet-Russland. Grandmaster/journalist Savielly Tartakower wrote a brief introductory word, which starts as follows: ‘As the wild animals in the Arion sage, so the Bolshevik rulers also tolerated the magic of chess.’ These were sardonic words as an introduction to Alekhine’s negative discourse on Soviet chess.

The first sentence of the book reads: ‘Chess life in Petrograd and Moscow, which already left a lot to be desired at the beginning of the war, experienced its definitive downfall after the October Revolution.’

This was long before Botvinnik would belie these words with his rise as a chess champion. The infamous Krylenko, executor under Stalin, declared Alekhine an enemy of the state. From that moment on, it was clear that he would never see his motherland again, which hurt him enormously.

There is an anecdote which shows the depth of Alekhine’s yearning to return to Russia. Andor Lilienthal and Salo Flohr were sitting in a café, presumably in Prague, in 1938. Both of them had settled in the great Soviet empire of their own free will – Lilienthal due to a passionate love for a Russian woman, and Flohr for reasons that never became clear. At a certain moment, Alekhine entered the café. The three grandmasters started a conversation. Alekhine’s situation was diametrically opposed to that of his two table-companions. He told them that he dreamed of returning to the country of his birth.

‘That was not the only time he spoke about this’, Lilienthal said later, and added: ‘It was his passionate wish.’

Alekhine settled in France and joined the freemasonry in 1928. Mental loneliness was his main reason for taking this step. The initiation ritual was horrifying.

‘If you have fear in your heart, you must not continue’, it was written on one of the walls. Alekhine was shown a photo of a blood-stained body, pierced by a sword. This would be the fate of anyone who would break the oath of the fellowship. Alekhine wisely never spoke about his membership.

More than a decade later, the Second World War broke out. In June 1940, Alekhine was in Bordeaux, and from there he fled to Lisbon. It would be his first period in Portugal.

During my flight to Lisbon. I thought of the time I first started to analyse Alekhine’s games. This was the ideal next step to improve my skills after studying the play of Euwe and Botvinnik. Euwe represented the systematics of the strategic foundations of the game and Botvinnik represented the superior treatment of all sorts of positions; Alekhine’s forte was dynamics. New worlds opened up before me when I worked through his book My Best Chess Games 1924-1937. In his foreword, Alekhine had written: ‘The life of a chess master is a continuous struggle with other chess masters and, above all, with himself.’ This self-struggle eventually became so intense that he ended his life penniless in Estoril.

The plane landed in Lisbon. I took a taxi to the Largo do Chiado and walked into the Hotel Borges, which was still in scaffolding. Above the reception hung the wall clock, still indicating a random time. I didn’t have much of a view from my hotel room, but the colourful noises of street life did reach me. It was not an ideal working environment, but I had resolved to take many walks, and to inspect the city further.

I hadn’t tried to contact Juan before the trip; I intended to call him after a few days. First, I had to climb the fort above the city. It’s a natural inclination to want to look at a city from above. For example, I visited Sarajevo with a friend in 1978. After having walked in the old centre full of mosques for a while, we decided to climb one of the hills to view the city in its entirety.

The Castelo de São Jorge shows similarities with city fortresses in Italy. In the architecture I saw Syrian influences, and peacocks were walking around. I couldn’t see all of Lisbon as the city is too large for that. I did see the Rua Augusta and the harbour gate. It was a majestic view.

After some time I went down again. The heat was oppressive. Near the harbour gate I had to wait for a red crossing light. There were no cars driving past, and most of the pedestrians simply ignored the red light. I was also used to doing this, but this time there was a complicating factor that held me back: on the other side of the street stood a policeman, waiting there on his own. I stood there looking at him. In the end, we were the only two waiting. After a couple of seconds, the stalemate was broken by the police officer. It looked as if he was biting his lips; in any case, he didn’t wait until the light became green and crossed the street and I immediately followed his example.

Most people didn’t lose any time here! Even public servants adapted themselves to the circumstances. Perhaps it was a paradox: on the one hand, there was the atmosphere of a city that seemed timeless, on the other hand, the relaxed attitude in traffic.

I walked in the direction of the hotel, when suddenly I saw Juan; he was standing on top of a stone staircase I was about to climb. We drank coffee.

‘Why didn’t you let me know you were in Lisbon?’, he asked.

‘I wanted to call you the day after tomorrow.’

‘This time I have a car at my disposal.’

That was good news to me. It would enable me to go to Estoril.

‘How is Dagoberto?’

‘He’s been to the Rua Angola.’

‘And…?’

Juan thought for a moment. Probably, he was trying to remember exactly what Dagoberto had said.

‘He met a couple of old people. When he asked them, they said they had known a Russian or a Frenchman a very long time ago. Alekhine must have lived there for a few months.’

I tried to picture these old people in my mind. Obviously, they would have been much younger than Alekhine. They must have seen a man smelling of liquor, who would have agreed to have a brief chat now and then.

‘What shall we do?’ I asked.

‘Let’s go to the museum tomorrow. Dagoberto has his lunch break at 1 p.m.’

‘Will you collect me at half past twelve then?’

‘Okay.’

I thought for a moment. After breakfast, which I would be consuming early in the morning, there was enough time to be driven to Estoril.

‘Can the car collect me at 9 a.m. to go to Estoril?’ I asked.

‘Of course. It’s a short distance.’

Juan was busy that day, whereas I continued inspecting the city. At a certain moment, I saw two working men putting together pieces of wood in a side street. The weather was really hot. As they were putting the pieces in a vertical position, the thought flashed through my mind that a cross was being formed. Was there something religious in the air? There were no clues for this. Once, I had received a cross as a prize in Las Palmas. It was quite heavy, and I decided to leave it in the hotel room. Keep travelling light, I thought.

Again, I ate squid and drank a carafe of wine. The restaurant was close to the harbour gate. Then I started roaming around in the dark. It was midnight when I entered an establishment that was invitingly named Day and Night. There was a reference to Escher’s etching of the same name.

It was pitch-dark. A man and a woman were sitting at the bar, talking in English. He called her ‘Lini’ (later I understood this was short for ‘Wederlene’). Her father had been a gold digger in Brazil. When he was fifty, someone had shot him in the foot and that was the end. Wederlene told this in a lilting tone. I intervened in the conversation after ordering three gin-tonics.

‘Do you have any more strong stories?’

Wederlene thought for a moment. Then, cautiously, she started telling the following story.

‘On the banks of the Amazon, where the river narrows down, there is a village where adventurers, or gold diggers if you like, were lying in wait for black people. They would slaughter the visitors and eat them.’

That was enough. I left the room after leaving a parting word and a sizable tip.

V

I slept badly that night and felt restless. Juan’s car arrived at the hotel just before nine, and we left immediately. We reached Estoril soon.

The Park Hotel, to the right of the casino from the point of view of the bay, was no longer there. Closer to the bay was the Hotel Palacio, which was still standing but run-down, and in the background, situated a little higher, was Hotel Inglaterra. The chauffeur who brought me there drove a luxurious Volvo.

The casino had been a port of call for Alekhine: not only did he play roulette there, but he also gave simultaneous displays and even a blindfold simul.

There was a non-asphalt parking lot on the place where the Park Hotel must have stood. Beside the spot of a spacious car, which had just driven off with three men in it, was a blue-painted row-boat with the inscription ‘O pescador’.

I stayed only briefly in Estoril. On Juan Pereira’s instigation, the chauffeur brought me to the fishing village Cascais, a little further down the road, where I felt very comfortable. The streets in the higher part of the village reminded me of Sombor, the Serbian town near the Hungarian border, where I had played in tournaments in 1972 and 1974. It’s remarkable how in such diverse areas with such different climates, the characteristics of houses and streets can call up the same image.

I didn’t linger there for long. We reached the museum just in time. Dagoberto Markl firmly shook my hand and lit a Chesterfield.

‘You know’, he said, while he looked at me with a piercing glance. After a few seconds’ break he continued: ‘I have three favourite chess players: Larsen, Hübner, and you.’

‘I am pleased to be named in the same breath with those two great minds’, I replied.

A shy smile appeared on his face, somewhat camouflaged by a little cloud from the cigarette.

‘I’ll have the pieces brought up now. They are yours. Our investigation has brought us a little further.’

He paused.

‘When I’m working on this, it’s not an exact science what I’m doing. We will never know exactly what happened.’

Bashfully, I accepted the box with the pieces again, and signed a form. I grasped Dagoberto’s hand, and asked him to greet his wife from me.

Juan was not very talkative when we were back in the neighbourhood of the Largo do Chiado.

‘Is there something else you’re going to do?’, he asked eventually.

‘Let’s have another drink. After that I will go my own way’, I replied. We spoke about Lisbon’s structure and the diversity of its quarters, which nevertheless, in a mysterious way, formed a whole.

The return flight to Amsterdam went without problems. The weather was bad. In those days, I lived in an old warehouse on the east side of the centre of Amsterdam. I placed the pieces in a built-in wooden showcase. A blue knight fell and broke in two. I startled, and carefully put the pieces back in the box. They have led a hidden existence ever since.

Fragments of thoughts came up in my mind, and I managed to compose them. As a result, a picture of the future emerged.

If I ever end up penniless in the capital of a country, it will be time to sell the pieces. One day, decades from now, they will be sold in a messy shop to a top-level chess player who hasn’t been born yet.

Play on both wings

Like no other chess player, Alekhine was able to play on both wings. He was a past master in the struggle for the initiative. When his actions on the queenside reached a dead end, he would manage to open a second front on the kingside. In my opinion, this is best illustrated by his following game against Duras, the Czech former top player and endgame study composer.

Oldrich Duras
 Alexander Alekhine

Mannheim 1914 (1)

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5 a6 4.♗xc6 bxc6

[image: images]

Alekhine had a certain preference for this way of recapturing, which was not uncommon in those days. In the beginning of the previous century, Lasker and Schlechter had also played this move. Today, it has fallen into complete disuse.

5.d4

After this move, the variation becomes entirely acceptable for Black. Critical is 5.0-0, because it is not clear how Black should protect his e-pawn. 5…d6 6.d4 leads to a well-known variation with an extra tempo for White. Krasenkow has experimented with 5…♕f6, but that doesn’t look like a very reliable move.

5…exd4 6.♕xd4 ♕f6

A correct reaction under these circumstances. Black aims for a queenless middlegame.

7.0-0

Alekhine writes in My Best Games 1908-1923: ‘If 7.e5 then 7…♕g6 and White loses a pawn without any equivalent attack’. Would Alekhine really have taken the white c-pawn if White had castled here? After 8.0-0 ♕xc2 9.♘c3 ♘e7 10.♖e1 the situation is indeed dangerous for Black. Safer is 8…♘e7 9.♘c3 ♘f5, after which Black can complete his development in a normal way.

7…♕xd4 8.♘xd4 ♖b8 9.♘b3 ♘e7
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10.♗d2

This move gets a ‘!’ from Alekhine. Duras is going to bring his bishop to c3. Alekhine praises this plan: ‘Although this manoeuvre does not prevent castling, it is nevertheless positionally very strong; on c3, the bishop is always in a dominant position during the later stages of the game.’

10…♘g6 11.♗c3 ♘f4 12.♖e1 ♗e7

This is what Alekhine was talking about. Black can leave his g-pawn unprotected and can then castle.

13.♘1d2 0-0 14.♘c4 ♖e8

Alekhine explains that he decided against 14…d6 because then White could, if he wanted, repeat moves by 15.♘d4 ♗d7 16.♘a5 ♖b6 17.♘c4. If Black wanted to play for a win, 14…♗b4 was also possible, to exchange the strong white bishop. However, Alekhine decides to keep all the pieces on the board. To that end, he is prepared to play a cramped position, hoping for a breakout in the later middlegame.

15.♘ca5 ♗f8 16.♖ad1 c5

Black is ready for …d7-d6.

17.e5

And White tries to prevent it. The type of position that now arises is characteristic of a sideline of the Berlin Defence.
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17…♘e6

Black could still have opted for the push of his d-pawn, since after 17…d5 18.exd6 ♖xe1+ 19.♖xe1 cxd6 20.♖e8 ♖a8! he holds the balance. The white rook cannot accomplish anything on its own. The drawback of this variation is that it leads to simplification; Alekhine was playing for a win.

Another interesting alternative was 17…♖e6, in order to bring the rook into play via g6. The rook will not get into trouble, as White has no light-squared bishop.

18.♘c4 h6 19.h4

The modernity of both players’ way of playing is striking. The text move is the first option of the computer. White wants to expand his territory on the kingside.

19…♗e7 20.g3 g5
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Play on both wings. The queenside is fixed, and so Alekhine opens a front on the kingside.

21.hxg5

An interesting alternative was 21.h5 to gain as much space as possible on the kingside. Probably, Alekhine had planned the reply 21…g4. After 22.♘e3 ♘g5 23.♘d2 ♔h7, the black g-pawn is indirectly protected; 24.♘xg4 is met by the powerful 24…d5. Therefore, White has to continue with 24.♔f1, after which he maintains a slight advantage.

21…hxg5 22.♘ba5 ♔h7 23.♔g2 ♔g6 24.♖h1

A natural-looking move. White occupies the file that has been opened. However, there were other priorities. Alekhine correctly gives 24.a3! as White’s best move. By this little move, White prevents Black’s plan we will see in the game. There is also a strategic idea behind the move 24.a3. After 24…f5 25.exf6 ♗xf6 26.♗xf6 ♔xf6 27.c3, White is ready to march with his b-pawn. He keeps a certain positional pressure on the enemy position.

24…♘d4

The introduction to a deep combination with a strategic foundation.

25.♗xd4

Duras picks up the gauntlet. The alternative was 25.b3, intending to meet 25…♘xc2 with 26.e6!. The play becomes very sharp in that case, as can be seen in the following variation: 26…d6! 27.exf7 ♖f8 28.♘c6 ♗b7 29.♘4a5 ♗a8! 30.♔g1 ♗f6! 31.♗xf6 ♔xf6 32.♘xb8 ♖xb8 and Black has just enough compensation for the exchange.

25…cxd4 26.♖xd4

White has gained a pawn, but now comes a powerful move.

26…♗b4!
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Creating chaos in the white camp. From here on, Duras has to limit himself to the defence, which he does very accurately.

27.♘b3

A forced retreat.

27…d5

The breakthrough comes in the centre. I was talking about play on both wings, but now the battle is waged on three fronts.

28.♘e3

It was dangerous to take en passant. Alekhine gives the variation 28.exd6 ♗b7+ 29.f3 ♖e2+ 30.♔f1 ♖be8 31.♖d1 ♗xf3 32.d7 ♖d8 and concludes that Black is winning. That is indeed correct, but White can achieve a study-like draw with 32.♘d4!. The beautiful main line runs as follows: 32…♗g2+ 33.♔g1 ♗c5 34.d7 ♖d8 35.♖h2 ♗f3 36.b4! ♗a7 37.♖xe2 ♗xe2 38.♘e5+ ♔f6 39.♘c6 ♗xd1 40.♘xd8 ♗xd4+ 41.♔f1 and White regains the piece, after which the endgame does not offer Black any realistic winning chances. However, it is understandable that Duras did not want to enter these hair-raising complications.

28…c5 29.♖xd5

The only move. White has to give up the exchange.

29…♗b7 30.c4 ♖xe5
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31.a3

Once again, Duras finds the right continuation. He wants to vacate the a5-square for his knight.

31…♗xa3 32.♘a5 ♗xd5+ 33.cxd5

The point of White’s play becomes clear. His knights cooperate so well that Black is more or less forced to return the exchange.

33…♖xe3

The best practical chance. White did not have to fear the strike on b2. After both 33…♖xb2 34.♘ac4 ♖xe3 35.♘xe3 ♗b4 36.♖h8 and 33…♗xb2 34.♘c6 ♖ee8 35.d6, he has sufficient counterplay.

34.fxe3 ♖xb2+ 35.♔f3 f5

Alekhine still plays for an attack. He has not much chance of success as there is too little material left on the board.

36.g4

36.e4 was also sufficient for the draw.

36…fxg4+
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37.♔e4

Alekhine called this move ‘too audacious’. Did White really want to play for a win? His passed pawns are not strong enough. It would have been better to just recapture the pawn.

37…♖b4+ 38.♔d3 ♗b2 39.d6

Another inaccuracy, after which White runs the risk of losing. He had to activate his knight with 39.♘c6.

39…♗f6 40.♖f1 g3

The refutation of White’s idea. The front g-pawn becomes just as strong as the white d-pawn.

41.d7

White stubbornly keeps following his plan. As a consequence, he will simply lose his proud d-pawn. By 41.♘c4 or 41.♖g1, he could have preserved his d-pawn and retained drawing chances.

41…♖b8
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Alekhine had calculated that after 42.♘c6 g2! he would win in all lines: 43.♖g1 ♖b6! or 43.♖xf6+ ♔xf6 44.♘xb8 ♔e7.

42.♖d1 g2 43.♔e2 ♖b2+ 44.♔f3 ♖d2

Sealing White’s fate. The rest is a matter of technique.

45.♖g1 ♖xd7 46.♖xg2 ♖d3 47.♖c2 ♖c3 48.♖xc3 ♗xc3 49.♘c4 a5 50.♘b6 ♔f5 51.e4+ ♔e5 52.♘c4+ ♔d4 53.♘d6 ♔d3 54.♘b7 ♗b4 55.e5 c4 56.e6 c3 57.♘xa5 c2 58.♘b3 ♔c3 59.♘c1 ♔d2

0-1

Two exclamation marks

Alekhine had the curious habit of sometimes awarding his own moves two ‘!’s when actually there was a clearly better move available. I think that he did this not only to dazzle others and convince them of his genius. There must also have been an inner voice that he wanted to silence; a voice that said after the event that all this violence that accompanied this cheered move had been unnecessary, and that the position had required a prosaic solution.

Alexey Selezniev
 Alexander Alekhine

Triberg 1921 (3)

1.d4 ♘f6 2.♘f3 b6 3.g3 ♗b7 4.♗g2 d6 5.0-0 ♘bd7 6.♗f4 h6 7.♘c3 c5 8.d5 b5 9.♘e1 a6 10.a4 b4 11.♘e4 ♘xe4 12.♗xe4 g6 13.c4 bxc3 14.bxc3 ♗g7 15.♖b1 ♖b8 16.c4 0-0 17.♕c2 a5 18.♘f3 ♕c7 19.♗d2 ♗a6 20.♗d3

This game, against another great endgame study composer, is chiefly known for the positional exchange sacrifice Alekhine made.
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20…♖b4!

‘Absolutely correct’, Alekhine writes in his comments. This is one of the first examples of the so-called ‘Russian exchange sacrifice’.

21.♗xb4 cxb4 22.♘d2 ♘c5

Understandable; Black occupies the blockade square with the right piece. More accurate, however, was 22…♖c8 to put more pressure on White’s c-pawn first.

23.♘b3
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Alekhine had underestimated this reply. Upon 23…♘xa4, White is prepared to return the exchange by 24.♕a2 or 24.♖a1. He would win the a-pawn in both cases, and would then establish his knight on c6. Therefore, Alekhine withdraws his knight.

23…♘d7 24.c5

Searching for counterplay.

24…♗xd3 25.exd3 dxc5 26.♖fe1

Best. On 26.♖bc1 Black had prepared 26…♗c3.

26…♘e5

By 26…♘b6, Black could have obtained a slight advantage, for example: 27.♕xc5 ♕xc5 28.♘xc5 ♘xd5 29.♘b3 ♖a8 and Black controls the position. No realistic winning prospects were offered by this, and so Alekhine embarks on an adventure.

27.♖e3 ♖c8

Daring. By 27…♖d8, Black could have maintained the equilibrium.

28.♖c1 ♕d7 29.d4

It would have been better to wait with this push. Correct was 29.♕e2! ♕xd5 30.d4 ♘d7 31.dxc5 with an advantage for White.

29…♘g4

This is the problem for White. Black attacks the rook, and next he will build up a mighty pawn front on the queenside.

30.♖e4

Understandable; White opens fire on the black knight. Still, it was better to withdraw the rook to e2 or e1.

30…c4 31.♘c5 ♕f5
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32.♕e2

Again, understandable. Alekhine gives this queen move a ‘!’, adding: ‘It seems that White has reached a winning position’. Here, curiously, Alekhine’s judgment lets him down completely. In reality, the text move is a losing mistake. White should have aimed for the exchange of queens by 32.♖f4. After 32…♕xc2 33.♖xc2 ♘f6 34.♖xc4 ♘xd5 35.♖e4, Black is better, but White can still fight.
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32…b3

Two ‘!’s from Alekhine. In fact, Black lets the win slip with the text move. After 33.♖xg4 b2 34.♕xb2 ♕xg4 35.♖xc4 h5, Black was only slightly better. After a long, grim fight, Alekhine finally managed to win after 78 moves. He could have saved himself a lot of trouble by playing 32…♘xf2! here. Black can sacrifice the knight without worry. After 33.♕xf2 ♕xd5, he has three pawns for the rook, while there is no coherence whatsoever in the white camp. Black’s passed pawns are extremely strong, and the white king is very insecure. It is impossible to suggest a reasonable defence for White.

In 1970, Bent Larsen took part in a poll in which participants were asked to mention the 12 best chess players of all time. His response was surprising. Larsen started his reply letter as follows: ‘If “best” means “of greatest practical strength”, my answer is that the 12 best are all alive today. I know that in an interview, which as far as I remember was published in Chess Life, I mentioned Alekhine among the ten best, but at second thought I would put him lower than number 12. His most brilliant successes were against much weaker opposition than in a good grandmaster tournament to-day’. This opinion earned Larsen fierce criticism in the English magazine Chess, all the more so because he had put himself on the list.

Of course, Alekhine belongs on every list of best players; he won many wonderful games against top players like Capablanca, Rubinstein, Euwe, Réti and Nimzowitsch. Still, Larsen is right when he claims that the opposition by other players in the tournaments of the day was downright weak, including World Championship candidate Bogoljubow.

Let me hasten to add that Bogoljubow could play very strongly as well; he won several excellent games against Alekhine and others. However, there were certain types of position that he handled very badly. Sometimes, his problems would start in the opening. The 17th match game Alekhine-Bogoljubow, Berlin 1929, started in modern style with 1.d4 ♘f6 2.c4 g6 3.f3 d5 4.cxd5 ♘xd5 5.e4 ♘b6 6.♘c3 ♗g7 7.♗e3 ♘c6 8.d5 ♘e5 9.♗d4.
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Here, instead of castling, Bogoljubow produced the horrible move 9…f6?. Even in simultaneous displays, such moves are hardly ever seen nowadays. The game dragged on, and in the early middlegame Bogoljubow sacrificed a piece in desperation. Eventually, this led to the following position:

Alexander Alekhine
 Efim Bogoljubow

Berlin Wch m 1929 (17)
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Actually, White is simply a piece up here. A strong move is 24.♘b5, as after 24…♕xa4 25.♖xa4 ♔b8 26.b4 the game will play itself. For one reason or another, however, Alekhine thought he had to keep the queens on the board.

24.b4

A drastic solution, awarded with two ‘!’s by Alekhine. He did have a patent on the pawn sacrifice b2-b4; for instance, it brought him great success in his first match game against Euwe in 1935. However, the move is totally out of place here. Opening lines against the enemy king doesn’t bring White anything, nor does the pawn sacrifice gain him any time.

24…♕xb4 25.♕c2 ♘d3 26.♖fb1

White has to lose time to avoid the invasion of the queen on b2.

26…♕c4 27.♖a4 ♕e6 28.♘b5

Finally he plays this sally, but it shouldn’t have given him any advantage.

28…♔b8?

A serious mistake, putting White in the right after all. He should have traded on f2 first. After 28…♘xf2 29.♔xf2 ♔b8 30.♖a3, chances are approximately equal. Alekhine is of the opinion that 30.♘g3 ♖hf8 31.♖a3 gives him winning play, but after 31…c4! it is rather Black who is better.
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29.♘ed4!

Bogoljubow must have underestimated this hammer blow. After 29…♗xd4 30.♗xd4 ♖xd4 31.♖xd4 ♕e3+ 32.♔f1 there is nothing left for Black.

29…♕e4 30.♘c3

The winning move. Black can no longer protect his knight and then meets an inglorious end.

30…♕e8 31.♕xd3 cxd4 32.♗xd4 ♕e6 33.♕f3 ♕f7 34.♗xb6

1-0

Sometimes Alekhine had good reason to award himself two ‘!’s, as with his 24th move against Duras. In the next example, his beloved pawn sacrifice may not deserve the attributed ‘!’s, but what White did was rather effective.

Alexander Alekhine
 Geza Maroczy

Bled 1931 (24)

1.d4 d5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.c4 e6 4.♗g5 ♘bd7 5.e3 h6 6.♗h4 ♗e7 7.♘c3 0-0 8.♖c1 c6 9.♗d3 a6 10.0-0 dxc4 11.♗xc4 c5 12.a4 ♕a5 13.♕e2 cxd4 14.exd4 ♘b6 15.♗d3 ♗d7 16.♘e5 ♖fd8 17.f4 ♗e8 18.♘g4 ♖xd4 19.♗xf6 ♗xf6 20.♘xf6+ gxf6 21.♘e4 ♖ad8 22.♘xf6+ ♔f8 23.♘h7+ ♔e7 24.f5 ♖8d6

[image: images]

White has different ways to strengthen his attack. To Alekhine fans, the following move will not come as a surprise.

25.b4

In My Great Predecessors, Kasparov writes about this move: ‘Another burst of inspiration! Alekhine was terribly proud of this move and he attached two !s to it, although the computer is of a different opinion.’

In 2015, my computer is milder about Alekhine’s invention. It thinks that the pawn sacrifice is not clearly worse than the alternatives Kasparov offers for consideration: 25.fxe6 and 25.♕f3. In none of the three cases will White’s attack obtain gale force with accurate defence by Black. The strongest move is 25.♘f6!!.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



Tal would probably have found it, and Kasparov himself too, if he hadn’t been sitting behind a 2002 computer. In itself, the knight sacrifice is quite logical; the knight, which is somewhat out of play, joins the turmoil. The variations are spectacular and they show that White has an advantage:

A) 25…♔xf6 26.fxe6+ ♔g7, and now both 27.♖f5 and 27.♖c7 are winning;

B) 25…e5 26.♘xe8 ♔xe8 27.♗b5+! axb5 28.♕xe5+ ♔d7 29.f6! ♘c4 30.♕h5! ♔c7 31.b3! with a winning advantage;

C) 25…♗c6! 26.♘g8+! ♔e8 (on 26…♔d7, 27.♗e4! is strong) 27.fxe6 ♖xe6 28.♕f2!, and now the lines branch again:


[image: images]

analysis diagram



C1) 28…♖dd6. Now follows a move that is very hard to find: 29.♖c2! with the intention to defend the second rank, and to provide the g-pawn with extra protection, before taking further action. Prophylaxis in a minefield! After 29…♕g5 30.♕xf7+ ♔d8 31.♗f5 White has the upper hand;

C2) 28…♕d5 29.♖xc6! bxc6 30.♘f6+ ♖xf6 31.♕xf6 and wins.

25…♕xb4

The alternative was 25…♖xb4. Alekhine then gives the variation 26.♕h5 e5 27.f6+ ♔d8 28.♕xh6 ♖xd3 29.♕f8 ♖d7 30.♖c5 ♕xa4 31.♖xe5, but here the black king escapes with 31…♔c7. Much stronger is 26.♕e3! ♗c6 27.♕xh6 with a big advantage.

26.♕e5!

The point of the pawn sacrifice. The queen invades menacingly.

26…♘d7

The most obvious defence. Extreme cold-­bloodedness and calculating abilities would have been necessary to decide on the alternative 26…♘d5. Yet, it is this move that makes the computer less enthusiastic about 25.b4. After 27.♖b1 ♕c5! 28.♖xb7+ ♔d8 29.♔h1 ♖xd3 30.fxe6, Black has to find the problem move 30…♖e3! to keep the position balanced.

27.♕h8 ♖xd3?

A blunder. 27…♖c6 was necessary, so as to shield the c-file. After 28.♖xc6 bxc6 29.fxe6 fxe6 30.♘f6 ♘xf6 31.♕xf6+ ♔d7 32.♕g7+ ♔d6 33.♗e2!, White keeps the advantage. The position looks like it has arisen from the Poisoned Pawn Variation in the Najdorf, and White has made Vitolins’s piece sacrifice.

28.f6+

Black resigned, since after 28…♔d8 29.♕xe8+ ♔xe8 30.♖c8+ it is mate.






[image: images]

Max Euwe



I learned the rules of chess when I was eight years old. It was especially the pieces that made a deep impression on me. A mysterious world opened itself before my eyes. In the garden of the house next door, I saw two of my neighbours playing against each other on sunny afternoons. I was fascinated by the merlons of the rooks, the bishop’s groove, the king’s cross, and the queen’s crown of thorns.

But the most impressive pieces were the knights. They had eyes. You don’t see that nowadays. Modern chess sets are soberly shaped. Knights have stylized manes, their only identifying mark. They no longer feel solid in your hand. My neighbours played on an old wooden board with edges. The garden was full of romance.

But I knew that this wasn’t real, serious chess, as it was played at our home, in the living room. My father and elder brother Ton, who had taught me the rules of the game, played through games by Max Euwe, the Dutch pre-war World Champion. Again and again they opened a plain-looking book with a hard dark-blue cover. When they had played through a game my father would put a small slash behind it with a pencil.

I would look inside the book when they were not busy with it. The paper was thick, the letters were large. Euwe was the hero. Some of his opponents escaped with a draw. Their names were intriguing: Alekhine, Capablanca, Bogoljubow, Maroczy, Botvinnik.

That latter name had the most fascinating ring for me. At the time, I didn’t know that Botvinnik had just lost his world title to Tal, winning it back one year later after a revenge match. It seemed to me that Euwe was stronger. He had beaten Botvinnik with black in one game in the book, while another game had ended in a draw.

I didn’t play through the games myself. I looked at the diagrams and read the commentary. If the next move under a diagram position got an exclamation mark, I tried to understand why.

In those days, the games of the World Championship matches were featured in newspapers, each with a diagram. I remember the first diagram I saw in the newspaper, and when I checked it recently, it turned out to be the final position of the eighth match game between Tal and Botvinnik, and I must have seen the diagram on April 1, 1961.

It was mainly the diagrams that constituted my first concrete chess memories. The romantic pieces that had so strongly stimulated my imagination had been reduced to the two-dimensional plane. There was a cross in the bishop as well as on the king. The knight looked as if it had been taken from the board and glued to the paper. The pawns had a certain elegance, but the most beautiful piece was the queen. Her crown, perhaps a crown of thorns, was the symbol of the strongest
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