
I met him in June 1996, in Nyugati 
Ter – a Bu da pest metro sta tion.
Well, I saw him at least, but my
crude open ing ‘Aren’t you Bobby
Fischer?’ was a mixed suc cess. He
re plied af fir ma tively, but in Rus -
sian: ‘Da’. My middlegame was
safer: ‘Oh, I’m a big fan of yours’,
and it won an un guarded smile.
Un for tu nately, af ter im prov ing my
po si tion I blun dered in the end -
game: ‘And do you still play
chess?’

This di rect ques tion, even from
a naïve teen ager, was ob vi ously
per ceived as a threat, and was met
by a sud den trans for ma tion. The
gan gly gin ger hobo, who had been 
loi ter ing with out in tent a few mo -
ments pre vi ously, turned into the
em bodi ment of in tent, a tall statue 
look ing si lently through me, un til
all I could do was walk away.

I re gret ted my thought less re -
sponse to this po ten tially mag i cal
mo ment, but not for long. Fischer
is a liv ing leg end to be sure, but
his cha risma holds much less
power over those who were born
af ter 1972. I saw him as a for mer
world cham pion, and au thor of My 
Sixty Mem o ra ble Games, but I
had never thought of him in
mythic terms, per haps be cause his 
leg end was fash ioned in a world I
never knew.

This mem ory was prompted by a 
re cent heavy weight pub li ca tion:
Garry Kasparov on My Great Pre -

de ces sors Part IV, Fischer. This is
a rare treat in deed. The great est
player of the twen ti eth cen tury on
the life and games of... the other
great est player of the twen ti eth
century!

It’s hard to imag ine such a book
be ing any thing other than ex cel -
lent, and ex cel lent it is. There is a
rich tap es try of bi og ra phy, his tory
and chess high lights, in clud ing
the first sec tion on Reshevsky,
Najdorf and Larsen, which
amounts to a large and tasty ap pe -
tizer be fore the main meal.

And the main meal is par tic u -
larly scrump tious. Kasparov on
Fischer is world cham pion on
world cham pion, pi o neer on pi o -
neer, ego on ego, great ness on
great ness. There are many ways to
il lus trate what makes these two
chess gi ants so for mi da ble, and
there is no lack of ma te rial to
choose from. My fa voured ap -
proach is to ask one self which of
their moves, games or ac tions
made the deep est im pres sion, and
try to get to heart of that per sonal
ex pe ri ence. The is sue is not ob jec -
tive merit, aes thetic ap peal or
com pet i tive sig nif i cance, but per -
sonal re ac tion. Which moment
gave you the biggest ‘hit’?

The fol low ing game in cluded
mis takes by both sides, but I
watched this point of the game
live on tele vi sion, as a pleas ant

break from school exam prep a ra -
tion, back in 1993. Like most peo -
ple in the UK, I was ea gerly await -
ing Short’s first victory...

._._.tS_
_.jD_J_M
._.j.l.j
_J_._I_Q
.i.i._._
_B_.n.i.
._._.i._
_._.r.k.

._._.tS_
_.jD_J_M
._.j.l.j
_J_._I_Q
.i.i._._
_B_.n.i.
._._.i._
_._.r.k.

Kasparov-Short
Lon don 1993 Game 7
po si tion af ter 33.cd4

As I said, I was ex cited, and here I
was think ing: can he take on d4?
Why not? What hap pens? And be -
fore the cogs could turn...
33...Ãd4?
I dis tinctly re call the body lan -
guage of the fol low ing few min -
utes. Short seemed to be squirm -
ing, look ing down at the po si tion
as if duck ing for rot ten ap ples,
while Kasparov was buoy ant, as if
he might pro pel him self into the
air at any min ute.
34.Àg4 ®g7
Around now I started to feel quite
tense. Those in fa mous ‘storm
clouds’ seemed to be gath er ing
around the black king. But if
Short could just hold on, maybe,
per haps, some how, he might yet
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win with his ex tra pawns on the
queenside? At least, that’s what
some of the com men ta tors were
sug gest ing. It proved to be a
rather big ‘if’.
35.Àh6!
What’s this? I was n’t sure, but
Kasparov played it with a flick, a
flour ish, and it looked like a hefty
blow.
35...Ãf6
There is no de fence at this stage.
35...Àh6 36.©g5 ®h7 37.Ãc2!
Ãf6 38.©f6 Õe8 39.Õe6! fe6
40.fe6 and wins, is a sweet line
given by Ftacnik in CBM. The
moves were un fold ing too fast to
see such lines, and with the time
con trol ap proach ing, 35...Ãf6
looked like a plau si ble way to try
to plug the gaps. That im pres sion
lasted just a few sec onds...
36.Ãf7!
As Kasparov played this move,
Danny King, the main TV com -
men ta tor, called out: ‘Ah!
Kaa-ss-paarov craa-aashes in!’
I couldn’t sit still, and felt phys i -
cally moved by Kasparov’s bru tal
break through. It was sud denly
clear to me that there was no de -
fence. With his flag ris ing, Short
re signed, look ing de jected and de -
stroyed.

I know these last few moves
don’t seem so im pres sive, but
watch ing them live was like be ing
in jected with jump ing beans. I felt
ex hil a ra tion from the cre scendo,
awe for Kasparov’s seam less fi -
nale, and com pas sion for Short,
the man who had to sit op po site
this force for days on end un der
the pre text that he was sup posed
to, what? Beat this guy?

I never had the plea sure of watch -
ing Fischer live, but I did once
have a ‘Fischer hit’ that was in
some ways sim i lar to the above. It

came around 1997 when read ing
through Bobby Fischer: His Ap -
proach to Chess by Elie Agur (Ev -
ery man). I was n’t plan ning to re -
view this book, but while look ing
again for the given ex am ple, I re al -
ized that this is re ally an im pres -
sive piece of work. Agur man ages
to anat o mize Fischer’s chess
strength into well-se lected chap -
ters vary ing from po si tional fea -
tures to char ac ter traits, from
‘pawn tri an gles’ to ‘will to win’ etc. 
The fol low ing ex am ple co mes un -
der the sec tion ‘Play ing for Space’. 
Again the ex qui site feel ing did n’t
come in the con text of a great
game, but from a mo ment of great
strength in an oth er wise nor mal
game.

._._._M_
j._._.jJ
D_._J_._
_._J_._.
N_.iSq._
_I_._._I
I_._._I_
_._._.k.

._._._M_
j._._.jJ
D_._J_._
_._J_._.
N_.iSq._
_I_._._I
I_._._I_
_._._.k.

Uitumen-Fischer
Palma de Mallorca 1970

po si tion af ter 27.©f4

This is a fairly un ex cep tional po si -
tion, and nei ther side would seem
to have any ad van tage to speak of.
In deed, if Black tries to make
some thing hap pen with 27...©d3
then White can more or less force
a draw im me di ately with 28.©b8
®f7 29.©f4 when the king has no -
where sen si ble to go. Fischer
chose a much sim pler ap proach,
fo cus ing his at ten tion of at tack ing 
the d4 pawn.
27...©d6! 28.©d6 Àd6
29.Àc3 Àf5 30.Àe2
Agur makes the amus ing com -

ment: ‘Af ter 30.Àb5 a6 31.Àc7
Àd4 32.Àa6 a com pli cated end -
game en sues in which the better
player is likely to win. Ev i dently
Uitumen pre fers not to chal lenge
his ad ver sary to this test.’
30...Àe3! 31.®f2 Àc2
Agur com ments: ‘With min i mal
ma te rial pres ent, Black has cre -
ated a po si tion of max i mal
squeeze.’

That’s what struck me about
this ex am ple – not the moves but
the taste of ‘max i mal squeeze’. I
imag ined my self play ing White,
think ing I had a com fort able po si -
tion, then feel ing con tent to ex -
change queens. The re al iz ing,
with out alarm, that I had to de -
fend my d-pawn. But then, sud -
denly, what is this? I can’t move
very much at all!

The knight on c2, which has
come all the way from e4, at tacks
d4 in such a way that White can -
not move his e2 knight, ad vance
his queenside ma jor ity or ap -
proach the knight with his king.
Fischer, as if by al chemy, trans -
formed an equal po si tion into a
slightly ad van ta geous po si tion. In
this case, it was n’t enough to win,
but it was abun dantly clear to me
that on an other day it might well
have been, and that it was this
kind of lu cid in sight that al lowed
Fischer to win game af ter game af -
ter game.
32.®f3 ®f7 33.®f4 ®f6 34.h4 
h6 35.h5 Àe1 36.g3 Àc2
37.®g4 e5 38.de5 ®e5
39.®f3 Àb4 40.Àc1 ®d4
Black has gained space and a
passed pawn and has full con trol
of the game. Given what he started 
with, that’s quite a lot. How ever,
sadly it was not quite enough for
the full point.
41.g4! a5
41...®c3 does n’t seem good
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enough. Agur gives: 42.Àe2 ®b2
43.Àd4 ®a2 44.Àe6 ®b3 45.Àg7
d4 46.g5 Àd5 (46...d3 47.Àf5 d2
48.®e2! and White wins.) 47.®e4
®c4 48.Àf5 d3 49.Àe3 Àe3
50.®e3 ®c3 51.gh6 with a draw.
42.Àe2 ®e5 43.Àc1

Re turn ing to Kasparov on Fischer, 
I am aware that some peo ple be -
lieve that Kasparov did n’t write
these Pre de ces sor books. It is cer -
tainly a bit dis con cert ing to read
on the in side cover: ‘With the par -
tic i pa tion of Dmitry Plisetsky’ be -
cause for some peo ple, (granted-
of ten cyn i cal peo ple) this trans -
lates as: some body else did the
work, but the big name will sell.
Given that sev eral thou sand cop -
ies will be sold on the ba sis that
Kasparov authored these books, it
is an im por tant allegation to
rebut.

From ask ing some peo ple on
the pe riph ery of the pro jects,
whom Kasparov con sulted for
guid ance, I be lieve that he was
heavily in volved in the pro jects at
ev ery stage. More over I be lieve he
in vested a co los sal amount of time 
and en ergy on these books. Per -
haps the con fu sion and sus pi cion
arises be cause Kasparov’s ‘writ -
ing’ con sisted pri mar ily in speak -
ing his anal y sis and com men tary
into a tape re corder, which some -
body else would tran scribe and an -
other would trans late. How ever, as 
he has stated in var i ous in ter views 
Kasparov then care fully proof read
the texts, and per haps added some 
ex tra para graphs di rectly. There -
fore, to para phrase Bill Clinton, it
de pends on what the mean ing of
‘writ ing’ is, but Kasparov did have
authorial relations with his books.

That said, the con tent is un even in 
places, as if Kasparov de cided to

add a per sonal note at the last
min ute. For in stance on page 335
there is a dis cus sion on Fischer’s
pro fes sion al ism and this reads well 
for three para graphs, mov ing
smoothly from the Lugano Olym -
piad to Reshevsky, to Petrosian,
but then we read:

‘Fischer’s po si tion is un der -
stand able to me, be cause I am also 
in dig nant when, for ex am ple,
Anand agrees to play in the coun -
try side.’

I could n’t help laugh ing when I
read this. I mean, the coun try side
of all places! What was Anand
think ing? What next – the sea -
side? The moun tains? Be fore we
know it Linares will be an out door
event and ‘short draws’ will have a 
whole new mean ing... Granted,
Kasparov prob a bly has a par tic u -
lar event in mind, and this might
just be a bad trans la tion, but even
so, it co mes across rather abruptly.

Nev er the less, what ever the ex act
pro cess that gave rise to this book, 
the prod uct is com mend able. The
breadth and depth of the bio -
graph i cal and his tor i cal re search is 
im pres sive and the qual ity of
Kasparov’s anal y sis shines
through. This is un doubt edly a
book of su per la tive sig nif i cance,
and I strongly recommend it.

Bobby Fischer: The Wan der ing
King by Hans Böhm and Kees
Jongkind (Batsford) has vir tu ally
no an no tated chess ma te rial be -
cause it is based on the ac claimed
2003 TV doc u men tary by the
same ti tle. There are def i nite ad -
van tages to the me dium of text be -
cause the bulk of the book is in ter -
views with peo ple who have met
the liv ing leg end, and there are
many vivid an ec dotes and de scrip -
tions of Fischer that are worth

high light ing, an no tat ing, re-read -
ing, or cut ting out, depending on
your preferences.

I par tic u larly en joyed the in ter -
view with Kar pov, who sug gests
that one of the main rea sons
Fischer did n’t come back to chess
was a kind of per fec tion ist
straightjacket: ‘He (Fischer) be -
lieved that the World Cham pion
had no right to make mis takes.
And then with such a po si tion and 
with such an out look, you can not
play chess at all, be cause you can -
not avoid mis takes. Big mis takes
of course are not for a World
Cham pion, but small mis takes you
al ways make. It can be one, it can
be two or it can be more. But to
avoid mis takes al to gether you
must simply stop playing chess.’

Seirawan’s in ter view is also re -
veal ing in that, with out ex cus ing
Fischer, he gives a lit any of events
that may ac count for his ex treme
para noia; end ing with the sweet
line: ‘(Fischer) re mem bers ev ery
cut but he does n’t re mem ber every 
kindness.’

Some of the writ ing in be tween
the in ter views is a bit hy per bolic
for my taste, but the au thors are
also quite bal anced in their ap -
proach. For in stance in the in tro -
duc tion they state: ‘Fischer may
mag nify re al ity in his line of rea -
son ing to ab surd pro por tions, cre -
at ing fire-spit ting mon sters with
nine heads and a hol low laugh.
His life story, how ever, shows the
real events be hind the birth of
these lit tle mon sters. Fischer was
shad owed by the FBI, the KGB did 
have a Fischer file, the Rus sians
did con spire against Fischer,
Fischer did not get all the roy al ties 
to which he was en ti tled and the
auc tion of his stor age space was
wrong ful.’
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Which brings us to the sad re al ity
of Fischer’s cur rent state of mind.
It makes me think of Bill
Hartston’s con ten tion: ‘Chess is
not some thing that drives peo ple
mad; chess is some thing that
keeps mad peo ple sane.’
Hartston’s point is better un der -
stood as a per cep tive wit ti cism
than a de vel oped the ory, but on
this read ing, Fischer was al ways
mad, in the sense of ec cen tric and
vol a tile, but only went in sane, in
the sense of los ing con tact with re -
al ity, when he stopped play ing
chess.

This makes in tu itive sense to
me. In his first three de cades
Fischer was by no means calm and 
well ad justed, but it does seem
that the rule-gov erned har mony of 
chess kept his cha otic con scious -
ness in some sort of or der. So per -
haps when he stopped play ing, he
gave up on the best psy chi at ric
med i cine the world had to offer?

This seems too fac ile, and too
kind to our fa vour ite game. An -
other way to look at it is that chess 
chan nelled the worst as pects of
Fischer’s char ac ter: his nar cis sism, 
his ego ism, and his ram pant com -
pet i tive drive.

In light of this, I am some times
sur prised by the un qual i fied ad mi -
ra tion ex pressed for Fischer’s
fight ing qual i ties. I have al ways
felt that such in tense drive is a
mixed bless ing. De ter mi na tion is
ad mi ra ble of course, and es sen tial
for good chess, but Fischer’s will
to win al ways struck me as more
patho log i cal than positive.

Maybe such a view can be only
be ex pressed by some one who was 
not born early enough to be se -
duced by his cha risma, but it
might just be that the traits we ad -
mire most in Fischer are the same
traits that de stroyed him. n
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