ROWSON ON BOOKS

by JONATHAN ROWSON

I met him in June 1996, in Nyugati
Ter — a Budapest metro station.
Well, 1 saw him at least, but my
crude opening ‘Aren’t you Bobby
Fischer?’ was a mixed success. He
replied affirmatively, but in Rus-
sian: ‘Da’. My middlegame was
safer: ‘Oh, I'm a big fan of yours’,
and it won an unguarded smile.
Unfortunately, after improving my
position | blundered in the end-
game: ‘And do you still play
chess?’

This direct question, even from
a naive teenager, was obviously
perceived as a threat, and was met
by a sudden transformation. The
gangly ginger hobo, who had been
loitering without intent a few mo-
ments previously, turned into the
embodiment of intent, a tall statue
looking silently through me, until
all I could do was walk away.

| regretted my thoughtless re-
sponse to this potentially magical
moment, but not for long. Fischer
is a living legend to be sure, but
his charisma holds much less
power over those who were born
after 1972. | saw him as a former
world champion, and author of My
Sixty Memorable Games, but |
had never thought of him in
mythic terms, perhaps because his
legend was fashioned in a world |
never knew.

This memory was prompted by a
recent heavyweight publication:
Garry Kasparov on My Great Pre-
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decessors Part 1V, Fischer. This is
a rare treat indeed. The greatest
player of the twentieth century on
the life and games of... the other
greatest player of the twentieth
century!

It's hard to imagine such a book
being anything other than excel-
lent, and excellent it is. There is a
rich tapestry of biography, history
and chess highlights, including
the first section on Reshevsky,
Najdorf and Larsen, which
amounts to a large and tasty appe-
tizer before the main meal.

And the main meal is particu-
larly scrumptious. Kasparov on
Fischer is world champion on
world champion, pioneer on pio-
neer, ego on ego, greatness on
greatness. There are many ways to
illustrate what makes these two
chess giants so formidable, and
there is no lack of material to
choose from. My favoured ap-
proach is to ask oneself which of
their moves, games or actions
made the deepest impression, and
try to get to heart of that personal
experience. The issue is not objec-
tive merit, aesthetic appeal or
competitive significance, but per-
sonal reaction. Which moment
gave you the biggest ‘hit?

The following game included
mistakes by both sides, but |
watched this point of the game
live on television, as a pleasant

break from school exam prepara-
tion, back in 1993. Like most peo-
ple in the UK, | was eagerly await-
ing Short’s first victory...
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Kasparov-Short
London 1993 Game 7
position after 33.cd4

As | said, | was excited, and here |
was thinking: can he take on d4?
Why not? What happens? And be-
fore the cogs could turn...
33...Ad4?

| distinctly recall the body lan-
guage of the following few min-
utes. Short seemed to be squirm-
ing, looking down at the position
as if ducking for rotten apples,
while Kasparov was buoyant, as if
he might propel himself into the
air at any minute.

34.Ag4 ®g7
Around now | started to feel quite
tense. Those infamous ‘storm

clouds’ seemed to be gathering
around the black king. But if
Short could just hold on, maybe,
perhaps, somehow, he might yet



win with his extra pawns on the
queenside? At least, that’s what
some of the commentators were
suggesting. It proved to be a
rather big ‘if".

35.Ah6!

What's this? | wasn’t sure, but
Kasparov played it with a flick, a
flourish, and it looked like a hefty
blow.

35...Af6

There is no defence at this stage.
35..Ah6 36.©95 ®h7 37.Ac2!
Af6 38.0f6 Oe8 39.0e6! fe6
40.fe6 and wins, is a sweet line
given by Ftacnik in CBM. The
moves were unfolding too fast to
see such lines, and with the time
control  approaching,  35..Af6
looked like a plausible way to try
to plug the gaps. That impression
lasted just a few seconds...
36.Af7!

As Kasparov played this move,
Danny King, the main TV com-
mentator, called out. ‘Ah!
Kaa-ss-paarov  craa-aashes in!
I couldn’t sit still, and felt physi-
cally moved by Kasparov’s brutal
breakthrough. It was suddenly
clear to me that there was no de-
fence. With his flag rising, Short
resigned, looking dejected and de-
stroyed.

I know these last few moves
don’'t seem so impressive, but
watching them live was like being
injected with jumping beans. | felt
exhilaration from the crescendo,
awe for Kasparov’s seamless fi-
nale, and compassion for Short,
the man who had to sit opposite
this force for days on end under
the pretext that he was supposed
to, what? Beat this guy?

I never had the pleasure of watch-
ing Fischer live, but | did once
have a ‘Fischer hit’ that was in
some ways similar to the above. It

came around 1997 when reading
through Bobby Fischer: His Ap-
proach to Chess by Elie Agur (Ev-
eryman). | wasn’t planning to re-
view this book, but while looking
again for the given example, | real-
ized that this is really an impres-
sive piece of work. Agur manages
to anatomize Fischer’s chess
strength into well-selected chap-
ters varying from positional fea-
tures to character traits, from
‘pawn triangles’ to ‘will to win’ etc.
The following example comes un-
der the section ‘Playing for Space’.
Again the exquisite feeling didn’t
come in the context of a great
game, but from a moment of great
strength in an otherwise normal
game.
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Uitumen-Fischer
Palma de Mallorca 1970
position after 27.©f4

This is a fairly unexceptional posi-
tion, and neither side would seem
to have any advantage to speak of.
Indeed, if Black tries to make
something happen with 27..©d3
then White can more or less force
a draw immediately with 28.©b8
®f7 29.©f4 when the king has no-
where sensible to go. Fischer
chose a much simpler approach,
focusing his attention of attacking
the d4 pawn.

27...©d6! 28.©d6
29.Ac3 Af5 30.Ae2
Agur makes the amusing com-

Adé

ment: ‘After 30.Ab5 a6 31.Ac7
Ad4 32.Aa6 a complicated end-
game ensues in which the better
player is likely to win. Evidently
Uitumen prefers not to challenge
his adversary to this test.’
30...Ae3! 31.®f2 Ac2

Agur comments: ‘With minimal
material present, Black has cre-
ated a position of maximal
squeeze.’

That’s what struck me about
this example — not the moves but
the taste of ‘maximal squeeze’. |
imagined myself playing White,
thinking | had a comfortable posi-
tion, then feeling content to ex-
change queens. The realizing,
without alarm, that | had to de-
fend my d-pawn. But then, sud-
denly, what is this? | can’t move
very much at all!

The knight on c2, which has
come all the way from e4, attacks
d4 in such a way that White can-
not move his e2 knight, advance
his queenside majority or ap-
proach the knight with his king.
Fischer, as if by alchemy, trans-
formed an equal position into a
slightly advantageous position. In
this case, it wasn’t enough to win,
but it was abundantly clear to me
that on another day it might well
have been, and that it was this
kind of lucid insight that allowed
Fischer to win game after game af-
ter game.
32.®f3 ®f7 33.®f4 ®f6 34.h4
h6 35.n5 Ael 36.g3 Ac2
37.®g4 e5 38.de5 ®eb5
39.®f3 Ab4 40.Acl ®d4
Black has gained space and a
passed pawn and has full control
of the game. Given what he started
with, that’s quite a lot. However,
sadly it was not quite enough for
the full point.

41.94! a5

41.®c3 doesn't seem good
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enough. Agur gives: 42.Ae2 ®b2
43.Ad4 ®a2 44.Ae6 ®b3 45.Ag7
d4 46.95 Ad5 (46..d3 47.Af5 d2
48.®e2! and White wins.) 47.®e4
®c4 48.Af5 d3 49.Ae3 Ae3
50.®e3 ®c3 51.gh6 with a draw.
42.Ae2 ®e543.Acl

Returning to Kasparov on Fischer,
I am aware that some people be-
lieve that Kasparov didn’t write
these Predecessor books. It is cer-
tainly a bit disconcerting to read
on the inside cover: ‘With the par-
ticipation of Dmitry Plisetsky’ be-
cause for some people, (granted-
often cynical people) this trans-
lates as: somebody else did the
work, but the big name will sell.
Given that several thousand cop-
ies will be sold on the basis that
Kasparov authored these books, it
is an important allegation to
rebut.

From asking some people on
the periphery of the projects,
whom Kasparov consulted for
guidance, | believe that he was
heavily involved in the projects at
every stage. Moreover | believe he
invested a colossal amount of time
and energy on these books. Per-
haps the confusion and suspicion
arises because Kasparov’s ‘writ-
ing’ consisted primarily in speak-
ing his analysis and commentary
into a tape recorder, which some-
body else would transcribe and an-
other would translate. However, as
he has stated in various interviews
Kasparov then carefully proofread
the texts, and perhaps added some
extra paragraphs directly. There-
fore, to paraphrase Bill Clinton, it
depends on what the meaning of
‘writing’ is, but Kasparov did have
authorial relations with his books.

That said, the content is uneven in
places, as if Kasparov decided to
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add a personal note at the last
minute. For instance on page 335
there is a discussion on Fischer’s
professionalism and this reads well
for three paragraphs, moving
smoothly from the Lugano Olym:-
piad to Reshevsky, to Petrosian,
but then we read:

‘Fischer’s position is under-
standable to me, because | am also
indignant when, for example,
Anand agrees to play in the coun-
tryside.’

I couldn’t help laughing when |
read this. | mean, the countryside
of all places! What was Anand
thinking? What next — the sea-
side? The mountains? Before we
know it Linares will be an outdoor
event and ‘short draws’ will have a
whole new meaning... Granted,
Kasparov probably has a particu-
lar event in mind, and this might
just be a bad translation, but even
S0, it comes across rather abruptly.

Nevertheless, whatever the exact
process that gave rise to this book,
the product is commendable. The
breadth and depth of the bio-
graphical and historical research is
impressive and the quality of
Kasparov’s analysis shines
through. This is undoubtedly a
book of superlative significance,
and | strongly recommend it.

Bobby Fischer: The Wandering
King by Hans Bohm and Kees
Jongkind (Batsford) has virtually
no annotated chess material be-
cause it is based on the acclaimed
2003 TV documentary by the
same title. There are definite ad-
vantages to the medium of text be-
cause the bulk of the book is inter-
views with people who have met
the living legend, and there are
many vivid anecdotes and descrip-
tions of Fischer that are worth

highlighting, annotating, re-read-
ing, or cutting out, depending on
your preferences.

| particularly enjoyed the inter-
view with Karpov, who suggests
that one of the main reasons
Fischer didn’t come back to chess
was a kind of perfectionist
straightjacket: ‘He (Fischer) be-
lieved that the World Champion
had no right to make mistakes.
And then with such a position and
with such an outlook, you cannot
play chess at all, because you can-
not avoid mistakes. Big mistakes
of course are not for a World
Champion, but small mistakes you
always make. It can be one, it can
be two or it can be more. But to
avoid mistakes altogether you
must simply stop playing chess.’

Seirawan’s interview is also re-
vealing in that, without excusing
Fischer, he gives a litany of events
that may account for his extreme
paranoia; ending with the sweet
line: ‘(Fischer) remembers every
cut but he doesn’t remember every
kindness.’

Some of the writing in between
the interviews is a bit hyperbolic
for my taste, but the authors are
also quite balanced in their ap-
proach. For instance in the intro-
duction they state: ‘Fischer may
magnify reality in his line of rea-
soning to absurd proportions, cre-
ating fire-spitting monsters with
nine heads and a hollow laugh.
His life story, however, shows the
real events behind the birth of
these little monsters. Fischer was
shadowed by the FBI, the KGB did
have a Fischer file, the Russians
did conspire against Fischer,
Fischer did not get all the royalties
to which he was entitled and the
auction of his storage space was
wrongful.’



Which brings us to the sad reality
of Fischer’s current state of mind.
It makes me think of Bill
Hartston’s contention: ‘Chess is
not something that drives people
mad; chess is something that
keeps mad people sane’
Hartston’s point is better under-
stood as a perceptive witticism
than a developed theory, but on
this reading, Fischer was always
mad, in the sense of eccentric and
volatile, but only went insane, in
the sense of losing contact with re-
ality, when he stopped playing
chess.

This makes intuitive sense to
me. In his first three decades
Fischer was by no means calm and
well adjusted, but it does seem
that the rule-governed harmony of
chess kept his chaotic conscious-
ness in some sort of order. So per-
haps when he stopped playing, he
gave up on the best psychiatric
medicine the world had to offer?

This seems too facile, and too
kind to our favourite game. An-
other way to look at it is that chess
channelled the worst aspects of
Fischer’s character: his narcissism,
his egoism, and his rampant com-
petitive drive.

In light of this, | am sometimes
surprised by the unqualified admi-
ration expressed for Fischer’s
fighting qualities. 1 have always
felt that such intense drive is a
mixed blessing. Determination is
admirable of course, and essential
for good chess, but Fischer’s will
to win always struck me as more
pathological than positive.

Maybe such a view can be only
be expressed by someone who was
not born early enough to be se-
duced by his charisma, but it
might just be that the traits we ad-
mire most in Fischer are the same
traits that destroyed him. n
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