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“Chess is my profession. I am my own boss; I am free. I like literature and music, classical especially. I am in fact quite normal; I have a Bohemian profession without myself being a Bohemian. I am neither a conformist nor a great revolutionary.”

--Bent Larsen.


There are masters that are feared, like Alekhine; some that are awe-inspiring, like Capablanca; some command respect, like Botvinnik; some inspire affection, like Tal. Bent Larsen inspired affection. 


Larsen, like other Western masters, was a lone wolf.  Born in Denmark, he learned the game from another young boy, then played with his father. By the age of twelve he was playing in a local chess club. After convincingly defeating all the other boys, he was allowed to advance to the adult section.


Unlike other great masters, especially those of the Soviet mold,  Larsen had only one adult who gave him anything resembling lessons, a local player named H.P. Hansen. According to Larsen, H.P. led the junior club and sometimes showed the boys opening variations on a demonstration board. That was the extent of his formal chess lessons. Larsen recalled the content of one chess book from his youth, and that vaguely.  He learned from that book that the King’s Gambit was a great opening, and modern masters were cowards because they didn’t play the King’s Gambit. Larsen wrote, “Naturally, I did not like to be a chicken and, until about 1952, the favourite opening of the romantic chess masters was also mine!”


Who was Bent Larsen? He was a man of great mental gifts; in addition to being a world-class grandmaster, he was also skilled at math. When in college he decided to become a chess player instead of finishing his degree and becoming an engineer. He preferred chess to engineering because chess allowed him to be free, to be, as he said, “his own boss.”  He could speak thirteen languages. Like many young people in the sixties, he was politically on the Left.  According to Ron Gross, a California player who knew him in the 1960’s,  Larsen was very shy and modest about women.

Checkmate for the Archbishop.

I

Madrid, 1574.  The glory of Philip II, King of All Spain and the Americas, stood at its height.  His palace of El Escorial aroused the envy of every monarch of Europe.  In his court Ruy Lopez de Segura, his chess champion, and Alfonso Cerone, the champion of Granada, contested the royal game with two Italian guests, Leonardo di Boni da Cutra and Paolo Boi. Every blue-blood stood attendance on the king while the matches progressed.


The court jester, David Faustinos, sat on the benches and watched the play.  Once his ancestors jested in every court in Spain.  Originally his family came from a Viking longboat that wrecked on the Spanish coast of the Bay of Biscay.  At first, the Spaniards wanted to put the entire crew to death; but it turned out that these Vikings were Christians. The local prince saved them to strengthen his army against the Moors. The first Faustinos was a Viking skald, or epic poet. He gained favor at court, and,  in his later years, became the court jester. His many sons spread out; their skill at court entertainment garnered them positions at many courts, both Christian and Moorish.  The entire peninsula roared at the buffoonery and wit of the clan of Faustinos.


The coming of Ferdinand and Isabella changed all that. They crushed the Moorish courts out of existence and consolidated the other Christian kingdoms into one. Now David was the last of the Faustinos court jesters. His distant cousins still jested in the Moorish courts of Morocco and Algericas, but the rest of the family shifted to other pursuits, other trades. His only son Francisco apprenticed himself to a musket maker. Guns, Francisco enthused, would be the future.


Now David watched the chessplayers. While not a bad player himself, these men stood above him like the Pillars of Hercules above the Mediterranean Sea.  Yet his mind did not follow the play; he only jerked into the moment when the ladies cheered and the men applauded the games.  Then he would lapse into his own thoughts, his own problems, which could not be escaped by a king's leap, nor even a jester's.

 Three Sinners' Gambit


( Avid fans of chess literature will recall the famous supernatural short story by Lord Dunsany, "Three Sailors' Gambit." Recently the Literature Department of the University of Old South Wales received a manuscript from the current Lord Dunsany, heir to the famous writer. It is an anonymous manuscript of a British officer. We only know his nom de plume: "Lionheart." Lord Dunsany asked the professors if they could trace the author of the manuscript. The tried and, failing in that, they asked us to publish it in the hope that some member of the reading public will recognize the details, and name the author. If you recognize the author, please contact us by the usual means--ed.)

Jerusalem, 1946.  I am currently attached to the British Mandate Military Staff. Travelling in the Old City I came across a curious cafe and three inmates of that establishment. "Inmates" is the exact term for these gentlemen. I came to learn their secret, and could only hope and pray for their liberation, as their crime (or sin, as it may be) is so trivial.


The cafe in question is typical of the Arab gathering places in the Old City.  Elderly men sit smoking hookahs while recalling the past. Young men spend their leisure hours playing games while eating havlah or other sweetmeats. Women, of course, are not seen at all, except the wife of the owner, as she does all the cooking. It is stifling hot, but that is true of all buildings in Jerusalem.


I frequented the cafe often, as they brewed the coffee exceedingly strong; also, the owner's young sons, ages twelve and seven, found employment swatting flies, keeping this eating place refreshingly free of the minions of Beelzebub. On my visits I noticed three men sitting in a corner playing chess. One man, rather thick-set and short, showed his age with his solidly gray hair and beard. The second, a bit younger, revealed his maturity in his balding pate. The third man, much younger, boasted a full head of hair and a lush beard, a rusty red color. The other habitués of the cafe never played them; the three would only play one another, taking turns. They never ate nor drank that I ever saw, and they stayed there all hours of the day and night, never seeming to be absent. I would sometimes sojourn the better part of the day, eight or ten hours, eating falafel, drinking coffee, and playing dominoes with the locals;  these men on these occasions never rose but to change seats about the board.


I inquired about them with the local Arabs, who did not respond to my questions. I finally asked Mohammed Osmat Ali, the Undersecretary of the Turkish Sacred Places Observer Mission; like myself, he suffered from dominoes addiction and dislike of flies in his food. He told me the most remarkable tale.


"The local Arabs think these men are djinn, evil spirits--'genies' in English. They sit there day and night hoping to lure mortal men into games of chess, and thereby win their immortal souls. It is of course  what you British call 'superstitious rot', but as I am not a chessplayer I do not bother to refute it. At night the owner leaves them with a Turkish lamp and some oil. No one knows how late they stay. They do not steal, he says, and ask for no pay. This makes them cheaper than a watchman, who would demand pay and would steal. Frankly, I think they are three unhappily married men who simply do not want to go home to their wives."
Chess Masters 

In American Chess History:
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by Ed Yetman, III, ICCF master.

We commonly think of chess masters as tournament victors, competitors who put themselves first and the chess community second, if that.  Our chess community could not survive, let alone thrive, if all masters thought only of themselves; some masters know that a strong chess community not only provides opportunities for financial profit, but also a world of personal enrichment.  One such farsighted master was Israel Albert "Al" Horowitz.


Al Horowitz (1907-1973) never became a grandmaster or even U.S. Champion.  Nevertheless he labored long and hard to build up the American chess community, and without his labor none of us today would enjoy the rich chess nation that thrives in America.  What exactly did Horowitz do?


Well, for starters, he published his own chess magazine, Chess Review.  Granted, this private venture did provide him a livelihood, but not much more. As I write these words I have next to me several back issues from the 1960's.  Horowitz devoted considerable space to promote chess clubs around the U. S. We all know that in the 1960's Phoenix Chess Club flourished, but how many of us know that for quite a while the Prescott Chess Club met regularly? Al Horowitz did, and he took pains to publish their meeting information.


Chess Review is almost a model of what a chess magazine should be. It contains problems, upcoming tournaments, past tournaments, international, national, and even local news, postal chess (Horowitz organized massive postal tournaments; he is the father of the Golden Knights postal championships), and great articles by outstanding grandmasters like Svetozar Gligoric. Horowitz showed great faith in the chess market in the U.S.--he started Chess Review  in 1933, the height of the Great Depression.  He published it until 1969, when it merged with the USCF's Chess Life to become Chess Life and Review.

Where did Horowitz find such faith in 1933? From his travels in the heart of America.  Horowitz often criss-crossed America by car (in the days before the interstates) giving lectures, putting on simuls, playing all comers in all corners of the U.S.  He discovered a great reservoir of chess enthusiasm, but no vehicle existed to serve and organize it.  So in a happy union of interests, Horowitz combined his magazine's promotion of chess with simul tours that promoted the magazine.

#~*#&  Odds BodKins ! &*#~

We all know that a gambit involves the sacrifice of a pawn in the opening. A "Grand Gambit" is the sacrifice of a piece in the opening. What, however, is a sacrifice before the opening?


Why, a game at odds, of course. In the old days of the game odds were offered to equalize the chances between players, as most games were played for a cash stake. These odds varied; what were they?


The weakest were draw odds.  If the weaker player held the draw, it was counted a win for him.


More difficult, in a way, were Pawn and Move odds. The stronger player took Black and removed his king's bishop pawn. It was more difficult in one way as the stronger player started with an open manhole on his kingside; easier because he could accept a draw and not lose. Black would often castle kingside so he could operate on the half-open king's bishop file with his rook. In the games below we see that castling kingside also involves considerable risk, as the Black king is exposed along a file and the "Italian Diagonal."


Another offer is Pawn and Two.  The stronger player takes Black, removes his king's bishop pawn, and White gets to make two moves. White usually plays both P-K4 and then P-Q4, thus seizing the center.


Odds go up now. Next up: Knight odds. White removes his queen's knight. Perversely, there is a variation of the Muzio where White sacrifices his bishop at KB7, and this triple grand gambit (both knights and the king's bishop) is sound. Why? The absence of the queen's knight allows White to bring in his queen's rook one move sooner.


Rook odds involves the removal of White's queen rook. Sometimes the queen's rook pawn is advanced to QR3, as it is otherwise unprotected. Castling queenside is still legal. 


Rook, pawn, and move odds are an allsorts collection. Black removes his queen's rook and king's bishop pawn.


Rook and knight odds means that White removes his queen's rook and queen's knight.


Queen odds are given when White removes his queen. 


The strangest handicap of all is capped pawn. The stronger player takes White, and he must deliver mate with his king's bishop pawn, provided it is not promoted to another piece.

In the days before rating systems, players were ranked by the odds they received.  Howard Staunton once characterized Johann Lowenthal thusly: "In the opening he is a good player, but in the middlegame he is a rook's player."  After a moment he added, "By George sir, he is a rook's player." Not a very nice, or accurate, thing to say.

The True Story of 
""The Horla" 

by Guy de Maupassant.

(From the Literature Department of Old South Wales: discovered among the literary effects of Guy de Maupassant was this manuscript. Accompanying it was a short letter and a newspaper clipping from Le Figaro. The letter reads, "Dear Jules, I must resign our correspondence game. My play is hopeless. The newspaper clipping I read with horror and dread. I will compose a tale from this, but change the subject; that this befell a chess player is just too horrible for the public to read."  Below is the manuscript, complete in de Maupassant's hand.  Not one word is changed or omitted.)

( Those readers interested in the other version may find it in The Necklace and Other Stories, by Guy de Maupassant. Find it at www.doverpublications.com. )



May 8. A lovely day! I love this part of the country, as I am attached to it by ancient connections, those deep and delicate roots that tie a man to the land where his ancestors lived and died, which attach him to the ideas and commonplaces of the land, the savor of  the food, the brogue of the peasants, the village and the smell of the earth, the villages and the inhabitants.


About eleven o'clock a parade of boats drawn by a tug as big as a bug, and which hardly labored while puffing its thick smoke, passed my view. After two English schooners came a Brazilian three-master; it was perfectly white, and wonderfully clean and shining. I saluted it, without knowing why;  the image of the ship gave me great pleasure.


May 12. I have had a slight feverish attack for the last few days, and I feel ill, or rather low spirited. Whence come these mysterious influences which change our happiness into discouragement, and our self-confidence into indifference? It frequently assails me at the chessboard, so strongly that I must avoid the club and tournaments. Now only correspondence chess gives me respite. Yet even from there come unseen forces, turning sunshine to dark midnight. What a mystery the Invisible is!


May 13. I commenced a new postal game today, against a most formidable opponent, one who trounced the masters of Paris and London, before going to Berlin and St. Petersburg and repeating the performance. He is a dear opponent, and would only play me--by mail--for a stake of fifty gold francs. I agreed. Such is the fame of this master that if I can vanquish him the glory of the victory would outshine the common pallor of the gold. 


I must play the Black pieces.
