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Further praise for Bobby Fischer Goes to War:




 





‘A titanic struggle … This is an excellent book, and you do not need to play chess to enjoy it.’ Sunday Telegraph




 





‘Should go down as the definitive account of the 1972 world title match …This is one of the best books on chess I have ever read and, ironically, it contains few chess moves. I would warmly recommend it.’ Grandmaster Daniel King, Chess




 





‘One emerges reeling from this account with the sense that the story it tells so well is – to use an old cliché – truly stranger than fiction.’ David Ekserdjian, Times Literary Supplement




 





‘[A] deliciously nasty, deceit-and manipulation-filled story … A page-turner for grandmasters and neophytes alike.’ Esquire




 





‘Bobby Fischer, the challenger, and Boris Spassky, the champion, are popularly dressed in the clothes of American and Soviet ideologies: the liberal free-thinker from the West against the regimented automaton from the East. The truth, as this fine book reminds us, was far different.’ Henry Sheen, Observer Sport Monthly




 





‘Tells the story in fine, brisk style, interpreting the red-hot chess-fu action – the Ruy Lopez opening! The Nimzo-Indian defense! – for us non-geniuses and conveying the richness of the world beyond the chessboard through details plucked from FBI and KGB records.’ Time 




 





‘Exploiting the release of previously secret documents, conducting numerous interviews with many of this melodrama’s central players and compiling material from dozens of texts produced in the wake of what was surely a major cultural event, the authorial tag-team of David Edmonds and John Eidinow has produced what is perhaps the finest addendum ever to the 1972 chess world championship contest in Reykjavik, Iceland, known as the “Match of the Century”.’ 


Los Angeles Times




 





‘David Edmonds and John Eidinow, authors of Wittgenstein’s Poker, take the most-publicised chess match ever, one that has spawned countless books and articles, and make the event fresh and entertaining … The authors have penned a good old-fashioned psychological thriller replete with dramatic political overtones.’ USA Today.
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NOTE ON THE TRANSLITERATION OF RUSSIAN





In general, we have transliterated Russian names and other words in accordance with the Library of Congress system. However, where we feel an established version of a name is so familiar that changing it might disturb a reader, we have retained that version – for instance, Spassky and Dostoyevsky. We have similarly made changes to assist readers’ pronunciation.
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CHAPTER 1


Match of the Century







Funny to be a war correspondent again after all these years.


ARTHUR KOESTLER




 





When you play Bobby, it is not a question of whether you win or lose. It is a question of whether you survive.


BORIS SPASSKY





It is five o’clock in the evening of Tuesday, 11 July 1972. The seats filling the arena of the sports hall, the Laugardalsholl, in Reykjavik’s featureless leisure complex, are sold out. On the platform, the world chess champion, thirty-five-year-old Boris Vasilievich Spassky, sits alone at the chessboard. He is playing white. Precisely on the hour, the German chief arbiter Lothar Schmid starts the clock. Spassky picks up his queen’s pawn and moves it forward two squares. The Soviet Union’s king of chess has begun the defence of the title that has been his since 1969, and his country’s without interruption since World War II. He glances up at the other side of the board. The expensive, low-slung, black leather, swivel chair, specially provided for his opponent, is empty.


Six minutes later, the American challenger Bobby Fischer arrives. A communal sigh of relief gusts through the hall. Because of his refusal to leave New York in time for the match’s opening, the first game has already been postponed, and many had feared that he might not appear at all; with Fischer, one can never be sure. Now a large hand reaches across the chessboard, picks up the black king’s knight and places it on f6.


In the provincial and normally tranquil Icelandic capital, what is already being called the ‘Match of the Century’ is at last under way.




*





The world chess championship has existed since 1886. But with this final, it is a front-page story for the first time; at $250,000, the prize money is nearly twenty times more than for the last title contest, when Boris Spassky triumphed over the reigning champion, his fellow Soviet, Tigran Petrosian. 


Why do the games make news on television and stars of the commentators? Already the people’s sport in the communist bloc, why does chess now become all the rage in the West, the pastime of the moment, like the Charleston, canasta, or the hula-hoop, what you talk about in the bar with strangers and over the dinner table with friends?


The 1972 championship will become immortalized in film, on stage and in song. It will remain incontrovertibly the most notorious chess duel in history. There will never be another like it. This has little to do with the games themselves. If it had, the Reykjavik tale could be left to the existing books and myriad reports that analyse the chess, game by game, in every detail. There are scores of them – for the most part, instant works. What turned this championship into a unique and compelling confrontation was off the chessboard, beginning with the conviction that history was being made.


To Western commentators, the meaning of the confrontation seemed clear. A lone American star was challenging the long Soviet grip on the world title. His success would dispose of the Soviets’ claim that their chess hegemony reflected the superiority of their political system. The board was a Cold War arena where the champion of the free world fought for democracy against the apparatchiks of the Soviet socialist machine. Here was the High Noon of chess, coming to you from a concrete auditorium in Iceland.


Given the mutual hostility of the two great power blocs of the Cold War, such a reading of the encounter was inevitable. But the story can now be retold from a new perspective, stripped of Cold War distortions, a story more nuanced and surprising than could be seen in 1972. The end of the Cold War has allowed access to people and records that reveal the individuals inside the Soviet monolith. White House, State Department and FBI sources offer insights on official attitudes to the match and to Fischer. Far from being a simple ideological confrontation, the championship was played out on many levels, of which the chess itself was only one; Reykjavik was the setting for a collision of personalities, of moral and legal obligations, of social and political beliefs.


However, in large measure, the sheer notoriety of the event was due to the presence of Bobby Fischer, a volatile genius, enthralling and shocking, appealing yet repellent. In 1972, he was still only twenty-nine, but he had already been at the summit of international chess for over a decade, and the subject of increasing public fascination since he was a boy. 



















CHAPTER 2


Brooklyn Boy







Fischer wants to enter history alone.


MIGUEL NAJDORF





Robert J. Fischer was born to a life of chess at 2.39 p.m. on 9 March 1943 in Chicago. He grew up in a bustling, hustling society that to a great extent saw itself in the image of a Norman Rockwell Saturday Evening Post cover – the self-portrait of middle America, prosperous, warm-hearted, gainfully employed, family-centred, community-minded.


The Fischer family’s life would not have made the cover of the Saturday Evening Post. Fischer never knew the person named as his father on his birth certificate, Gerhardt, a German biophysicist. His mother, Regina, of Polish-Jewish descent, was a remarkable woman, clever and domineering. As well as Bobby, she had to support his elder sister by five years, Joan. Throughout Fischer’s childhood, Regina was constantly short of money, struggling to feed and clothe her children. However, she was nothing if not resourceful. There were jobs to be had: this was boom time for the American worker. Fuelled by federal spending on the military, the combination of manufacturing technology and ‘can do’ attitude was transforming the nation into the most powerful and productive in history. The US economy had long outperformed Europe’s; now per capita income in America was twice as high as in the most developed of countries in Western Europe, which was only slowly recovering from World War II, despite massive injections of American money. Demobilized US troops returned from Europe and the Pacific to full employment, high wages and record growth, to diners and hot-dog stands, to homes with labour-saving machines and a Main Street bursting with consumer goods. Television was beginning its march through the nation; it was a time of cultural optimism.


The soldiers came back to a government under President Truman that was infused with a sense of mission – a determination to contain Soviet expansionist tendencies and to make the world safe for democracy.


During the war, Regina had gone from Chicago to Washington D.C. to visit a close Hungarian friend, Dr Paul Nemenyi, then to Idaho for a few months of study (she majored in chemistry and languages), before taking a job as a stenographer in Oregon and then a shipyard welder. After that she transferred south to Arizona, where she taught in elementary schools, before moving east to study for a Master’s degree in nursing and subsequently work as a nurse. The family came to rest in Brooklyn, apartment ‘Q’, 560 Lincoln Place, small, basic, but habitable, and it was in Brooklyn that Fischer spent his formative years. That was fortunate: in so far as America had a chess capital, it was undoubtedly New York.


Fischer was a taciturn child, fascinated by board games and puzzles, and when he was six, his sister Joan brought him home a chess set. Together they learnt the moves from the instructions. Fischer soon became so engrossed in the game that his mother feared he was spending too much time alone. She sent an advertisement to the local paper, the Brooklyn Eagle, appealing for chess playmates for her son, but it was never published because the editorial staff could not decide under what category to place it. What they did instead gives them a cameo in chess history: they forwarded it to the veteran chess journalist and official Hermann Helms. He wrote to Fischer’s mother in January 1951, suggesting she bring her son along to the Brooklyn Chess Club.


Over the next few years, Fischer would spend many hours there being coached by the president of the club, Carmine Nigro. Frustrated by his own son’s stubborn resistance to the charms of the game, Nigro was elated by the enthusiasm of the new recruit. On nights when the club was closed, Fischer would pester his mother to take him to Manhattan’s Washington Square Park, where the game bridged the class divide, bringing together players from across New York’s social gamut, from wealthy Wall Street stockbrokers to the beer-drinking homeless. To his mother’s distress, Fischer’s obsession showed no sign of abating, so she took him to the Children’s Psychiatric Division of the Brooklyn Jewish Hospital. There, he was seen by Dr Harold Kline, who told Regina that there were worse preoccupations. As Fischer got older, he began to make the trip to Manhattan unaccompanied, and his mother travelled into town late in the evening to drag him away.




*





Fischer was no instant prodigy. Clearly talented, with a deep intuitive grasp of the game, he performed well in club games and tournaments, though not spectacularly. It was not until 1954, at the age of eleven, that Fischer, in his own words, ‘just got good’. In 1955, he joined the Manhattan Chess Club and rose quickly through its divisions. It was the establishment club; according to the American player Jim Sherwin, the atmosphere ‘was rather staid – full of old white men’. A year later, Fischer joined the Hawthorne Chess Club, an informal gathering of chess masters who met at least biweekly at the home of Jack Collins. Wheelchair bound, Collins lived with his sister Ethel, a nurse, and was mentor to several promising players, including the future grandmasters William Lombardy and Robert Byrne. He was to have a major influence on Fischer’s life. He had built up an enormous private chess library for himself, and it was here that the young Fischer had his first taste of chess literature, his appetite for which became insatiable. He would go to other chess clubs, too; there were several to choose from in Manhattan, such as the Marshall Club, which was in Greenwich Village and attracted a younger crowd, and the Flea House on 42nd Street. Games at these clubs were sometimes played for small amounts of money. At the Flea House, ‘Sam the Rabbi’ was the easiest target if one wished to supplement one’s income.


Rumours about the arrival of a new wunderkind slowly spread through the chess community. A boy of such potential had not been seen since 1920, when the nine-year-old Polish-born Samuel Reshevsky first toured the US. At thirteen, Fischer was already receiving invitations to give simultaneous displays, in which he would compete against many players at once. He gave one such display in Cuba, chaperoned by his mother. In July 1956, he won the US junior championship, the youngest to do so. That same year, he was offered a place in the elite Rosenwald competition. This was a round robin (in which each contestant plays all the others) of the nation’s top players, and was considered the most prestigious event in the US chess calendar. His tactical masterpiece against Donald Byrne (brother of Robert) was instantly, if exaggeratedly, branded the best individual game of the century. A dazzling work of art, multilayered in its complexity  and demonstrating audacious vision, it was pored over across the world. According to International Master Bob Wade, the seventeenth move, in which Fischer (black) retreated a bishop, Be6, ignoring the attack on his queen, raised this game to ‘an immortal level’. In fact, Fischer had no rational alternatives to Be6 as all other moves would have led to his defeat, but the swiftness with which his opponent’s position subsequently disintegrated was still a marvel for chess enthusiasts to behold. By move twenty-five, it was already apparent that Byrne’s pieces were in wretched disarray. Soviet grandmaster Yuri Averbakh says that it was after this game that he realized the Soviets faced a threat to their hegemony. 
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Fischer at fourteen. Already the youngest-ever junior US champion, within months he will become the youngest-ever US champion.








Physically, Fischer was shooting up into a tall, gangly adolescent, while his chess was evolving and maturing with still greater rapidity. Over the new year of 1957/58, he once again competed in the Rosenwald tournament. This time the result carried added significance: it served to determine both the US champion and which American players qualified for the next round of the world-championship cycle. Fischer did not lose a single game. Still three months short of his fifteenth birthday, he emerged as US champion. He was to win the US title eight times.


Now he was capturing the headlines. In rapt tones, it was reported how this youngster had the opening knowledge, technical skills and intuitive judgement of a veteran grandmaster. In 1957, Regina wrote directly to the Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, requesting an invitation for her son to participate in the World Youth and Student Festival. However, the reply – affirmative – came too late for him to go. Fischer was already convinced of his destiny as world champion and remained determined to reach Moscow, the chess world’s Mecca, where he could test himself against the world’s best. He went a year later, this time with his sister for company.


The quest proved a disaster. It was not that his hosts treated him badly. On the contrary, the Soviets regarded him as an honoured guest, putting him up at a showcase hotel, giving him a car, a driver, and an interpreter. They offered to show him the Kremlin and take him to the Bolshoi. Fischer declined all distractions; he was there to play chess. He went to the Moscow Central Chess Club in the morning, returned to the hotel for lunch, then was back in the club until evening, where his opponents included the young Russian masters Aleksandr Nikitin and Yevgeni Vasiukov. He told the head of the chess department of the State Sports Committee, Lev Abramov, who had arranged his welcome, that he wished to take on some Soviet grandmasters. Abramov claims that he approached a number of grandmasters, whereupon the teenage American champion enquired how much he was to be paid. Abramov replied that it was not the Soviet custom to pay guests. In the end, Fischer managed only a few speed games with the future world champion, Tigran Petrosian. Even at that age, Fischer’s demand for recognition was clear. His feeling slighted seems to have been the origin of his life-long antipathy towards all things Soviet, no doubt heavily influenced by the pervasive anti-communist climate in the US. Fischer’s interpreter complained to the authorities that Fischer was discourteous – the pilgrimage was aborted. American government documents contain reports that Fischer had called the Russians ‘a bunch of pigs’ in the Moscow Chess Club and that he had written an insulting postcard that the censor might have passed on to the Soviet chess authorities.




*





The next decade and a half of Fischer’s career was a protracted, bumpy, meandering trail, maddening for his supporters, towards the destination that he cared most about – a seat at the world championship table. To become a challenger at that time, three chess hurdles had to be overcome. First came the regional tournament, the Zonal. Then came an international tournament, the Interzonal. Finally, the highest-scoring players in the Interzonal would square off in a tournament known as the Candidates. The winner of the Candidates would go head to head with the world champion in a match for the title. This cycle of tournaments would repeat itself roughly every three years.


Having won the US Championship, Fischer had automatically qualified for the 1958 Interzonal, which was to take place in the Yugoslav resort town of Portoroz. He announced confidently, to anybody who would listen, that his strategy for making it through to the Candidates was to draw with the strong grandmasters and hammer the weaklings, predictions that were dismissed as youthful bravado. In the event, Fischer did pretty much as he had pledged, winning six games, losing only two, and coming in joint fifth. He thus became an international grandmaster, the youngest in history. It was hailed, rightly, as a staggering performance, as was his fifth place the following year in the Candidates tournament, also held in Yugoslavia.


The contrast between his star status in international chess and his mundane life as a high-school student would have been difficult for any fifteen-year-old to manage, even with the happy background that Fischer lacked. He was now arguing incessantly with his domineering mother. There was much of the mother in the son – for instance, high intelligence. She was a brilliant linguist – in addition to English she spoke five languages: French, German, Russian, Spanish and Portuguese. Her master’s degree in nursing from New York University was obtained, it is said (probably apocryphally), with the best marks ever recorded. Like Bobby, she was also instinctively anti-authority and a non-conformist. Difficult and uncompromising, she had few friends and little social life. She often behaved as though the primary function of the US Chess Federation and the US government was to nurture the talent of her precocious son, becoming a regular at USCF meetings, a bundle of outraged energy, forcibly putting the case for more financial backing for her boy. In short, for an awkward, withdrawn, obsessive and independent-minded teenager, she must have been the Mother of all Embarrassments. 


At the local high school, Erasmus Hall, Fischer was sullen and uninterested; he did little work and ignored authority. He did not see how a high-school diploma could advance his true career and his real calling. The teachers understood that in Fischer they had a singular mind, but he proved impossible for them to teach. Sometimes he was caught in lessons playing chess on a pocket set, and even though they could confiscate the set, they could not control the insatiable journeyings of his mind around the sixty-four squares. Perhaps they could not empathize with how insecure he felt in the world beyond the board. As soon as he could, Fischer abandoned his formal education.




*





From inside his chess isolation ward, Fischer showed no interest in that external world. America was on the verge of social upheaval; the Norman Rockwell Saturday Evening Post cover was being ripped apart. Race was the deepest fissure: the demand for civil rights had moved on to the streets. In 1963, Martin Luther King Jr led 250,000 marchers through Washington D.C. to hear him make his historic declaration: ‘I have a dream …’ In 1964, Cassius Clay rejected his ‘slave name’ to become Muhammad Ali. In the 1968 Mexico Olympics, the sprinter Tommie Smith gave a ‘black power’ salute from the gold medallist’s podium. There were riots in the black ghettos across the nation. King’s doctrine of peaceful protest was challenged by the militant ‘black power’ demands of Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael.


Lyndon Johnson’s government plunged deeper and deeper into debt, caused not only by the cost of the war on inequality, discrimination and poverty, but also by the steadily increasing commitment to Vietnam that would see 58,000 Americans killed and another 300,000 wounded. The ‘body bag’ count entered the language of public debate and private anguish; anti-war demonstrations on the streets and campuses battered American confidence. The anti-war movement joined hands with the campaign for equal rights, students playing a significant role in both.


Esmond Wright remarks in The American Dream how ‘parents watched in bewilderment as their children dropped out of college, burned their draft cards, grew their hair long and joined free-living communes where drink, drugs and sex were readily available.’ ‘Turn on, tune in, drop out’ was the mantra of the Harvard LSD guru Timothy Leary. (He used chess sets as visual props in his lectures on the drug: ‘Life is a chess game of experiences we play.’) But in some neighbourhoods where the counterculture flourished, drugs and guns, gangs and violence fell in behind. Inner-city crime in particular rocketed; so did the prison population.


President Nixon contrasted student ‘bums blowing up the campuses’ with the young men who were ‘… just doing their duty … They stand tall, and they are proud.’ On 4 May 1970, part-time soldiers of the National Guard fired into demonstrators at Kent State University in Ohio, killing four students and wounding eleven. In the turmoil that followed, state governors, alarmed at the breakdown of order, sent the National Guard into colleges across the nation. However, an older America remained the bedrock of society. As the 1970s opened, troops were withdrawn from Vietnam in increasing numbers, the ‘trillion dollar economy’ blossomed, and in 1972, the ‘silent majority’ was ready to return Richard Nixon to the White House.




*





By his mid-teens, Fischer was showing signs of the personality that would make him for ever dreaded as well as respected. Government documents from this period report that ‘the State Department did not want him overseas as a representative of the US any more’. To obsession with chess and the belief that he was the best in the world was added an insistence on total control that brooked no compromise. His tempestuous relationship with his mother deteriorated to such an extent that she moved out of their apartment, going to stay with a friend in Longfellow Avenue in the Bronx, leaving him alone. Visitors found him living amid chaos, clothes strewn across the floor, chess books and magazines everywhere. There were four rooms and three beds. He is reported to have slept in a different bed each night; a chessboard stood by each one.


He met Boris Spassky for the first time in 1960 at a tournament in Mar del Plata in Argentina. The two men shared first prize, fully two points ahead of the Soviet grandmaster David Bronstein, who took third place. In their individual game, Spassky, with the white pieces, played the King’s Gambit, a fierce opening in which white gives up a pawn in order to dominate the centre of the board and rapidly develop his major pieces. (The opening has become largely discredited: accurate play by black leaves white with next to no compensation for the loss of the pawn.) Fischer analyses this game in his book, My 60 Memorable Games. His big mistake, he admits, was not to exchange queens on move twenty-three, when he would have gone into an ending with his pawn advantage still intact. On move twenty-five, ‘I started to feel uncomfortable, but little did I imagine that Black’s game would collapse in four short moves!’ Three of these short moves later, it was clear his bishop could no longer be defended. ‘I knew I was losing a piece, but just couldn’t believe it. I had to play one more move to see if it was really true!’ Resignation came on move twenty-nine. The same year, Fischer won a small tournament in Iceland, his first visit there.


In 1962, Fischer, not yet twenty, came top by a large margin in the Stockholm Interzonal. He was the first non-Soviet to win an Interzonal, and in so doing he qualified for the Candidates tournament held later that year on the island of Curaçao in the Dutch West Indies. He was now one of the favourites – or at least that is how he regarded himself. In the event, he got off to a terrible start, and although he managed to claw some ground back, he finished only in fourth place, several points behind the leaders, Tigran Petrosian, Paul Keres and Efim Geller. Commentators were divided: either Fischer had not achieved full chess maturity or he was simply off form. The would-be champion had an alternative explanation, one that revealed his belief in his invincibility: if he had not won, he must have been the victim of a conspiracy.


In an article in the American weekly, Sports Illustrated, he raged against the Soviet players, charging them with collusion. All twelve games between Petrosian, Keres and Geller, he pointed out, had been drawn; many were quick draws. They had settled these games, he wrote, to conserve their intellectual and physical energies for struggles against the non-Soviets – Fischer himself in particular. And he concluded, ‘Russian control of chess has reached a point where there can be no honest competition for the World Championship.’


Even if it was true that the Soviet players went easy on each other (Grandmaster Viktor Korchnoi – now a Swiss citizen but then a Soviet – says it is), they were able to do so only because Fischer lagged behind on points. Otherwise, to finish ahead of him, they would have had to press for victories. The American player Arthur Bisguier, in Curaçao to act as chess aide to both Fischer and the Hungarian-born grandmaster Pal Benko, is dismissive. ‘It’s absurd to say [the Soviets] were cheating. Of course they agreed draws; they were ahead in the tournament. Fischer’s complaint was just sour grapes.’ 


Fischer’s need for control was incompatible with respect for the rights of others, his anger always lying just below the surface. In Curaçao, Bisguier, who says his principal job was ‘to calm Fischer’s ruffled feathers when he had a bad result’, was himself caught up in the teenager’s dark moodiness. Fischer maintained that as he was America’s best prospect in the tournament, Bisguier should be supporting him alone, not Benko as well. Just before midnight on 9 May, the thirty-three-year-old Benko came looking for Bisguier in Fischer’s room: he needed some help in analysing his adjourned game with Petrosian. Fischer and Benko started scrapping – what Bisguier calls ‘fisticuffs’. The following day, Fischer wrote to the tournament’s organizing committee saying Benko should be fined and/or expelled from the tournament. It was a letter they chose to ignore.


Bisguier has a more disturbing memory of Curaçao. During a break in the tournament, they went to stay on the beautiful tropical island of St Martin. ‘I used to look in on him every day to try and cheer him up. And I saw that there was a door open and he had a shoe in his hand. I said, “Why do you leave the door open? You get all these tropical bugs in here.” And he said, “That’s what I want.” And it turned out he had captured some poor creature and was banging on each one of its legs. There were other things of this sort. And it was scary. If he wasn’t a chess player, he might have been a dangerous psychopath.’


Tigran Petrosian went on to win the tournament and would become world champion in 1963. Considered a strong bet for the 1966 title, Fischer stated that he would stay away from future Interzonals and Candidates tournaments unless the system were reformed to prevent collusion. He got his way: it was subsequently announced that, henceforth, the round-robin Candidates tournament would be replaced by a series of knockout matches.


Fischer’s difficulties with competition organizers had already begun to escalate. His attendance at tournaments became conditional upon high appearance fees, which the sponsors reluctantly found – they understood that the participation of the American added glamour to any line-up and stimulated public interest. But money was only part of it. Playing conditions had to be up to his rigorous standards: the lighting had to be just right, and the crowd had to be kept far enough back to limit noise. Less unusually, the rounds had to be prearranged so as to accommodate his religious practices. (Reshevsky, an orthodox Jew, had the same requirement.)


In the mid-1960s, Fischer had become involved in the Worldwide Church of God, though he never formally joined. Based in Pasadena in southern California, it was a rapidly growing fundamentalist sect, with over 75,000 members in 300 congregations across the country and abroad. The founder was an erstwhile newspaper advertising designer turned charismatic radio preacher, Herbert Armstrong. He served a Bible-based theological cocktail, incorporating Judaism, salvation through Jesus Christ, and a strict moral life. Followers were ordered to observe the Jewish Sabbath and such festivals as Passover, and to adopt a kosher diet. With one exception, Fischer fitted in with the church’s religious practices, broadly observing its dietary code as well as more strictly following its Sabbath injunctions. Even so, one has the sense that the American imposed his own interpretation on the rules of his church, just as he did on competition rules. Yevgeni Vasiukov records seeing Fischer at a tournament on the Sabbath: ‘I have no wish to cast doubt on Fischer’s religious beliefs, but it was somewhat strange to see him come to the hall and analyse the games that had ended.’ The pronouncement Fischer chose entirely to ignore was the Church’s doctrinal prohibition on board games, anathematized as ‘frivolous’.
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In December 1963, Fischer entered the US Championship. He had already won it five times, but nobody could have foreseen the outcome of that year’s event. Against eleven of the highest-ranked players in the country, he won every game. It was an awesome performance; ‘historic’ was the adjective used, rightly, in the press. To win a national tournament is one thing; to win it several years in succession is another; but to win it without losing or even drawing a single game is staggering. He had proved himself to be in a different league.


On such form, he posed a real threat to Soviet supremacy, and the chess world buzzed in anticipation of his participating in the Amsterdam Interzonal of 1964. Not to participate – missing this world-championship cycle – would mean that he could not hope to become world champion until the end of the following cycle, in 1969. Surely this was a chance he would not pass up. But, still raging against the ‘Soviet swindlers’, Fischer did indeed pass it up. In the rejection of what he wanted most, his fury was turned in on himself. He did not play competitive chess again for a year and a half. Offers came in, but Fischer turned them all down or asked for appearance fees beyond even the most munificent of sponsors. At the age of twenty-one, he staged his first retirement.


The tournament that prompted his comeback was the Capablanca Memorial in Havana, which opened in August 1965. It was Fischer’s first international event since what he regarded as the catastrophe of Curaçao. For an American, participation was a diplomatic challenge. The event came only a few years after the Bay of Pigs fiasco and the Cuban Missile Crisis. Contact between Cuba and the United States was severely curtailed, and when Fischer applied to the US State Department for a permit to visit Cuba, they flatly turned him down.


Rather than fight the bureaucracy, Fischer’s ingenious solution was to offer to play by telex. (Some claim the idea originated with the Cuban chess organizer, José Luis Barreras.) The solution would set the Cubans back $10,000. However, Fischer’s lust for control remained undiminished. Before the tournament began, he read that Castro was proclaiming Fischer’s involvement a propaganda victory. Fischer reacted with a cable to the Cuban leader stating he would withdraw from the tournament unless ‘you immediately [send] me a telegram declaring that neither you, nor your government, will attempt to make political capital out of my participation.’


To students of Fischer’s psychology, Castro’s choice of riposte carried an interesting lesson, as the Cuban leader scornfully stood his ground. Cuba, he wrote back, had no need of propaganda victories. ‘If you are frightened … then it would be better to find another excuse.’ Fischer agreed to play. He came joint second.


In January 1966, Fischer took his seventh US title, thus qualifying for the 1967 Interzonal in Sousse, Tunisia. He was on his way to another shot at his ultimate goal, the world title. In the meantime, there was a tournament in Santa Monica, in which the then world champion Tigran Petrosian would participate, together with his defeated challenger, Boris Spassky. Fischer had a disastrous first half of the tournament, losing his game against Spassky. As so often, however, he somehow stepped up a level, gathered momentum, and began cruising through the field. In the penultimate round, he faced Spassky again (all players played each other twice). This time he secured a draw – he had still not managed to beat the Russian – and Spassky went on to take the top prize, with Fischer finishing second.


Fischer and Spassky were to square off once more in the chess Olympiad in Cuba in November 1966. There was almost a diplomatic incident when the Soviets initially refused to adjust the game times to fit in with Fischer’s Sabbath. Eventually the entire US–USSR match was rescheduled, and hundreds watched Fischer and Spassky eke out a long draw. Castro and Fischer were later seen in amicable conversation, as though their earlier contretemps had never occurred. By now, Spassky and Fischer had played four times, with the Russian drawing two and winning two.


The Interzonal the following year was held in the Sousse-Palace hotel. What happened there continues to stimulate comment. Fischer was the favourite and the organizers had done what they could to accommodate his wishes, including placing additional lamps by his table, so that the lighting met with his approval, and scheduling the games in such a way that both Fischer and Reshevsky would be free of chess for twenty-four hours from Friday night as well as on religious holidays. Nevertheless, the tournament was beset by problems. Fischer was acutely sensitive to off-stage noise and commotion, demanding on one occasion that a cameraman be removed from the hall. More importantly, as a result of the rescheduling, he had to play a number of games in succession, which he claimed put him under unreasonable strain. Although he was way ahead on points, halfway through he summarily departed his hotel and the tournament, and set off for Tunis.


The following day, Fischer was defaulted for failing to appear against his scheduled opponent, the Soviet international master Aivar Gipslis. A representative of the US embassy went to see him, as did one of the organizers, begging him to return. In the next game, he was due to face his old adversary and compatriot, Samuel Reshevsky. Reshevsky watched Fischer’s clock slowly tick down and must have expected not to have to make a move, but with only five minutes to go before the automatic forfeit, Fischer strolled in and began to make accurate moves with extraordinary speed. Emotionally drained, Reshevsky capitulated quickly despite his time advantage. Afterwards, the veteran American went round the other players with a petition objecting to Fischer’s behaviour.


Now the issue was the lost Gipslis game, which Fischer said must be replayed. The organizers discussed it, but they knew that if they complied, the other players would regard this as too great a concession. There would be a mutiny. On the authorities’ considered refusal, Fischer finally walked out, for good measure ripping up the hotel bill for ‘extras’ that he was handed at reception.


Apparently at the peak of his powers, Fischer now disappeared from the chess world for two years. It appeared that by forfeiting the Gipslis game he might have forfeited his chance of winning the world title for ever. As the Sousse Interzonal had testified, Fischer had become the enfant terrible of chess, his antics attracting global attention to the normally sedate, dignified, inside-page, down-column Royal Game. But some of those who suffered at his hands would have thought this description too kind, believing that there was something demonic about him. Beyond the antics, what must be accounted for is how he lacked concern for others’ feelings while retaining the loyalty of rejected supporters, how he aroused fear as well as reverence, and why he was willing to risk the highest prize to get his own way.



















CHAPTER 3


Mimophant







A complete pain in the fundament.
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A BBC journalist once asked Fischer whether it bothered him that he had chosen to focus so single-mindedly on the game. It was a problem, Fischer admitted, ‘because you’re kind of out of touch with real life being a chess player – not having to go to work and deal with people on that level. I’ve thought of giving it up, off and on, but I always considered: what else could I do?’ It was a reply that showed more insight than is normally credited to him.


Even to other grandmasters, Fischer’s total absorption in chess was incomprehensible. The Soviet grandmaster Yuri Averbakh describes meeting him for the first time in 1958 at the Interzonal tournament in Portoroz. The newly crowned US champion, all of fifteen years old, was still in his scruffy pre-suit period, dressed in jumper and jeans. Averbakh says he was ‘something of a savage in communicating with people. He gazed without interest at the beautiful scenery of the Adriatic Côte d’Azur, never once went to the beach, never took a swim.’ Perhaps the Brooklyn boy felt a stranger to the richness of the Yugoslav coast, but there is a similar anecdote from 1971, when Fischer, then twenty-eight, was preparing for his confrontation with Petrosian and stayed at the exclusive New York Park Sheraton hotel. The management reserved a plush suite for him, as befitted a celebrity. Because the view was distracting, he turned it down and ended up in a modest room at the back.


Admittedly, he had other interests. He liked listening to music (particularly the Temptations and the Four Tops, but also jazz and heavy rock), he read comics into adulthood (Tarzan and Superman) and he watched a few movies (he was a big fan of James Dean). He liked spaceships and cars. He also enjoyed swimming and table tennis. He once tested himself against a table-tennis hustler, Marty ‘The Needle’ Reisman, who wrote, ‘Fischer played table tennis the way he played chess: fiercely, ferociously, going for his opponent’s jugular. He was a killer, a remorseless, conscienceless, ice-blooded castrator …’


But all these activities were never more than temporary distractions from his all-consuming passion. His lack of social graces was striking. Sometimes when he was spoken to, he did not bother to turn his head in response. A former president of the US Chess Federation, Don Schultz, remembers sharing meals with Fischer and other chess players. If the conversation strayed from chess, ‘you would look over to him and he’d be hunched over the side of the table running through moves on a pocket set.’ When not showing indifference to those around him, he was often suspicious of them. A journalist wrote that Fischer was likely to greet even an old friend as if he were expecting a subpoena.


He was notoriously insensitive to other people, as he constantly demonstrated by his conduct in tournaments. His lateness might upset an opponent, as it did Reshevsky in Sousse, but it would never produce an apology from the offender. The only objects Fischer appeared to feel an emotional affinity for were his chess pieces. His biographer, Frank Brady, put it well: ‘He empathizes with the position of the moment with such intensity that one feels that a defect in his game, such as a backward pawn or an ill-placed knight, causes him almost physical, and certainly psychical, pain. Fischer would become the pawn if he could, or if it would help his position, marching himself rank-by-rank to the ultimate promotion square. In these moments at the board, Fischer is chess.’


He had an inexhaustible appetite for chess work. When the Dane Bent Larsen, eight years Fischer’s senior, acted as his second (supporting him with his chess preparation and analysis) in the Candidates tournament in Yugoslavia in 1959, the sixteen-year-old would not give him time off, insisting that every spare moment, evenings included, was spent studying openings.
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How does a man who lives for chess take defeat? Among Fischer-watchers there are, broadly, two schools of thought. One maintains that he was petrified of losing, that it was his deepest dread, and that his incessant demands about the playing conditions were conscious or subconscious strategies to avoid appearing. This view was common in Soviet circles. The former head of the Sports Committee chess department, Lev Abramov, wrote an article called ‘The Tragedy of Bobby Fischer’. Why ‘tragedy’?




A tragedy in that Fischer was scared to sit next to the chessboard. The most paradoxical thing was that this outstanding, amazing chess player sometimes couldn’t force himself to come to the game, and if he managed to overcome this ‘disease’, he still lacked confidence until he got a good result. I think it was a disease.





Soviet grandmaster and psychologist Nikolai Krogius agrees. ‘As a psychological type, Fischer resembles the French Marshal [Masséna], who was unable to pull himself together before a battle, but who was transformed when the battle began. Napoleon said that [Masséna] demonstrated his talent as a military leader only from the moment “when the cannons began to fire”.’


A linked but divergent interpretation is that Fischer was so utterly convinced of his superiority that failure became inconceivable. Thus even the occasional defeat tended to have a shattering impact on his self-esteem. Certainly there is empirical evidence to back such a claim. The records show that on those rare occasions when he lost in tournaments, he would perform below par in the following game too, with his percentage of victories not as high as normal. Recovery from knocks was easier for players whose world view included their own fallibility. As a boy, if Fischer lost a speed game – in which there is no pause for thought and moves are bashed out rapidly, often in split seconds – he would invariably reset the pieces and demand another; it hinted at a deep psychic need to reconstruct his self-image – that of a winner. Tears often accompanied defeat. He cried in the Candidates tournament in 1959 when Mikhail Tal defeated him. He was seen crying again when he lost to Spassky at the Mar del Plata tournament the following year. When goaded by reporters before his match with Petrosian – ‘Do you cry after losing?’ – the twenty-eight-year-old Fischer countered like a petulant schoolboy, ‘Well, if I cry, the Russians get sick after losing.’
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The most interesting phenomenon about Fischer, however, is not the effect chess had on him, but the effect his chess had on his opponents, destroying their morale, making them feel that they were in the grip of a hostile alien force to whose powers there was no earthly answer. ‘He’s a chess computer’ was a compliment often paid by his admirers. ‘He’s nothing but a computer’ was the disparaging comment of his detractors.


What did they mean? Well, computers do not suffer nerves. They lack a psychological attachment to particular rules or styles of play, and they calculate with both speed and precision. In all these regards, Fischer appeared to his opponents to function like a microchip-driven automaton. He analysed positions with amazing rapidity; his opponent always lagged behind on the clock. Referring to the chess computer, Jim Sherwin, an American player who knew Fischer well, described him as ‘a prototype Deep Blue’. The Soviet analysis showed that even when faced with an unexpected position, Fischer took no longer than fifteen or twenty minutes to make his move; other grandmasters might take twice as long. Nor did Fischer appear to be governed by any psychologically predetermined system or technique. Take just one example, the twenty-second move of game seven against Tigran Petrosian in the 1971 Candidates match. Who else but Fischer would have exchanged his knight for the bishop? To give up an active knight for a weak bishop was inconceivable; it seemed to violate a basic axiom of the game, to defy all experience. And yet, as Fischer proved, it was absolutely the right decision, transforming an edge into another ultimately victorious advantage.


Chess players can often feel insecure in open, complex positions because a part of them dreads the unknown. Thus they avoid exposing their king because they worry that, like a general trapped in no-man’s-land, this most vital of pieces will inevitably be caught up in the crossfire. Common sense and knowledge born of history tells them that this is so. An innate pessimism harries them, nagging away, warning them off the potentially hazardous move. Not Fischer. If he believed his opponent could not capitalize on an unshielded king, if he could foresee no danger, then he would permit it to stand brazenly, provocatively unguarded.


Faced with Fischer’s extraordinary coolness, his opponent’s assurance would begin to disintegrate. A Fischer move, which at first glance looked weak, would be reassessed. There must be a master plan behind it, undetectable by mere mortals (and more often than not they were right). The US grandmaster Robert Byrne labelled the phenomenon ‘Fischer-fear’. Grandmasters would wilt, their suits would crumple, sweat would glisten on their brows, panic would overwhelm their nervous systems. Errors would creep in. Calculations would go awry. They would say that Fischer hypnotized his opponents, that he undermined their intellectual powers with a dark, mystic, insidious force. Time after time, especially in long matches, Fischer’s opponents would suffer a psychosomatic collapse. Fischer managed to induce migraines, the common cold, flu, high blood pressure, and exhaustion, to which he himself was mostly resistant. He liked to joke that he had never beaten a healthy opponent.


Part of his destructive impact lay in his demeanour during the game. Tall (six feet two) and confident, he cut an imposing figure. The former president of the US Chess Federation, Don Schultz, says that ‘just watching him sitting at the board you’d think, “Gee, that guy’s going to win.”’ The fact that Fischer never looked for a draw, and rarely agreed to a draw while there was still some uncertainty in the position, increased the mental exertion required to play him.


The novelist Arthur Koestler, in Reykjavik to cover the match against Spassky, famously coined the neologism ‘mimophant’ to describe Fischer. ‘A mimophant is a hybrid species: a cross between a mimosa and an elephant. A member of this species is sensitive like a mimosa where his own feelings are concerned and thick-skinned like an elephant trampling over the feelings of others.’


There is no doubt that, like a psychopath, Fischer enjoyed that feeling of complete power over his opponent. Like a psychopath, he had no moral compunction about using his power. In a letter to a chess-playing acquaintance about the 1962 Olympiad in Bulgaria, he describes a game he played against the great Mikhail Botvinnik. Ultimately the game was drawn when Fischer fell into a Botvinnik trap (after which, according to Fischer, Botvinnik puffed out his chest, and strode away from the table like a giant). But Fischer had held the initiative for much of the game, and in the letter he is gleeful about the discomfort Botvinnik appeared to suffer, mocking the Soviet for changing colour and looking as if he was about to expire.


And yet here was a paradox. Chess players are often described as either objective or subjective, those who play the board and those who play the opponent. In the thin air at the summit of grandmaster chess, where each player’s style and opening repertoire is familiar to all, there can be no such precise division; a mixture of the two approaches is inevitable. However, Fischer was one who certainly played the board. He relished his opponent’s suffering, but did not require it to take pleasure in the game. Indeed, some jibed that from his perspective the only thing wrong with chess was the necessity of having another human being on the other side of the board to play the moves.
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At Erasmus Hall High School, Fischer’s IQ was estimated to be over 180, and clearly he was capable of great mental feats in chess. He also had a prodigious memory. He could remember all his games, including most of the speed games he had played. He would amaze fellow grandmasters by reminding them of some casual speed game they had played more than a decade earlier. His powers of recall went beyond chess. There are anecdotes about how he could listen to a conversation in a foreign language with which he was completely unfamiliar and then repeat it in its entirety.


It was an intelligence distinct from knowledge or wisdom. He was not ‘educated’, he was not well informed about current events, he was not ‘cultured’ – and showed no desire to be. Nobody would describe him as mature. Indeed, those who knew him best were struck by his lack of social and emotional development.


He had little sense of humour; he never deployed irony or sarcasm, and never played with language, for example to make puns. He appeared always to take remarks literally. The Yugoslav chess journalist Dimitri Bjelica remembers once travelling in a car with Fischer and the future world champion Mikhail Tal in Zurich in 1959. The driver was speeding along in a reckless fashion. ‘Fischer said, “Careful, we could crash.” And I joked, if we died now the world headlines tomorrow would say, “Dimitri Bjelica killed in an automobile with two passengers.” Tal laughed, but Fischer said, “No, Dimitri, I am more famous and popular than you in America.”’


Many of Fischer’s views seemed to be locked into his adolescence – for instance, his attitude to women. ‘They are all weak, all women. They are stupid compared to men,’ he once said. His lifelong awkwardness with the opposite sex was legendary, his natural gaucheness particularly pronounced in the company of those women who knew little and cared less about the sixty-four squares. He believed women were a terrible distraction and that Spassky should have remained single. ‘Spassky has committed an enormous error in getting married.’


He never had girlfriends, though he did express a crude preference – ‘I like vivacious girls with big tits.’ Playboy magazine was favourite reading material. At the Bulgaria Olympiad in 1962, he told Mikhail Tal that he found Asian girls attractive – especially those from Hong Kong or Taiwan. American girls were too vain, they thought only of their looks. Mind you, he had to think about the economic costs of bringing over an Asian bride. He estimated it at $700, roughly the same as a second-hand car; if the bride did not meet with his approval, he could always send her back.


In 1971, Fischer went to Yugoslavia, where he stayed with Bjelica, who was directing a series of television programmes on great chess players of the past. Bjelica used Fischer to analyse some of their games. On a day off, they decided to go and watch a beauty pageant in Sarajevo, for which they had been offered front-row seats. As Bjelica recalls, halfway though the event ‘Fischer suddenly whipped out his pocket set: “What do you think of queen to g6?”’




*





Hate was among Fischer’s mechanisms for dealing with the world beyond the board. Indeed, he was capable of being a grandmaster of hate. This hate could spring from the most trivial personal slight or from a world view most would find bizarre. Once formed, it was unshakeable; he had no concept of forgiveness.


After the Curaçao tournament, his wariness and dislike of the Soviet Union slowly and inexorably sent him into a state of delusion. He said his aim for the world championship match against Spassky was to teach the Soviets ‘a little humility’. Soviet players were not only ‘cheats’ who were unfairly privileged by the support they received from the state, but they were out to get him personally. This conviction took Fischer into a world of fantasy: he had to be vigilant in case they tried to poison his food, and he worried about flying in case the Soviets had tampered with the engine.


He also hated Jews. Long before Reykjavik, he made anti-Semitic remarks and expressed his admiration for Adolf Hitler to Lina Grumette, a chess player who had arranged a simultaneous match in Los Angeles when Fischer was seventeen, and in 1967 put him up for a couple of months after he had moved to the West coast. As his mother was Jewish, under Jewish law he was Jewish himself, though this was a label he always rejected. When he discovered that he had been included in a list of famous Jews in the Encyclopaedia Judaica, he wrote to the editor to declare how distressed this mistake had made him and to demand that it should not be repeated. He was not and  never had been Jewish, he said. And in what he must have regarded as confirmation of his status, he revealed that he was uncircumcised.


Perhaps his rejection of his Jewishness was part of his rejection of his mother, though she appears to have been religiously unobservant (while turning to Jewish charities for help in looking after her children). However, Fischer was able to separate his hatred for Judaism as a religion and Jews as an ethnic group from Jewish people as individuals. He was on perfectly amicable terms with Jewish chess masters in the US and the USSR.
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We have already touched on a final aspect of Fischer’s personality. Naturally, all grandmasters want the playing environment in tournaments to be as good as it can possibly be. But in the history of chess competition, nobody had ever imposed the preconditions insisted upon by Fischer, or risked all to gain them.


He was acutely sensitive to noise, light, the colour of the board, and the proximity of the audience. Noise or disturbances in the audience were not, as for most players, mere irritants; they could, and increasingly did, cause him what seemed a searing distress. (Fischer would no doubt have approved of a German book, Instructions to Spectators at Chess Tournaments, containing three hundred blank pages followed by the words ‘SHUT UP’). As for the lighting, the glare off the squares had to be neither too bright nor too dim, otherwise, he said, he could not concentrate.


And yet Fischer’s powers of concentration were legendary. Sometimes he would stare angrily when there was a whisper or the rustle of a sweet wrapping, but on other occasions a door would slam or there would be a commotion in the hall and he would be oblivious. At restaurants, he would take his pocket set to the table shutting out the rest of the world entirely. In tournaments, other players might stretch their legs between moves, perhaps wander over to observe another game or engage in small talk with a fellow competitor. However, Fischer would for the most part remain seated, either hunched forward over the board or leaning back, head cocked to one side, with his long legs and his size-fourteen feet stretched out under the table, but always with his eyes boring deep into the squares, pieces and patterns.


If it was pointed out, as it often was, that other competitors in a tournament had to play under identical conditions to Fischer, he would reply, justifiably, that he it was who attracted the most attention; unless the audience were held back, they would jostle around his table. The press wanted pictures not of Smyslov or Geller or Petrosian or Larsen or Olafsson or Portisch, but of Fischer – photographers were constantly snapping away at him as he arrived at and left a tournament or match location.
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Fischer in 1970: the will to win.








Yet it is tempting to see his demands over lighting and noise, in part, as a means to another end. It appeared that Fischer always needed to be in control. Forcing concessions from the organizers, ensuring that play was going ahead under his terms, not theirs, was an affirmation of his power. Even when tournament organizers did their best to pre-empt his objections by pledging conditions in advance, such as that the audience would be so many feet from the stage, etc., Fischer would still manage to identify a fault or two. Every now and again, he would test their patience to the limit, and then, when they were on the brink of despair, he would suddenly – and without explanation – have a change of heart and either impose an additional condition or pass over his original complaint as though it had never been made.


His attitude to money was equally mysterious. He believed his remuneration should be on a par with sporting superstars such as Arnold Palmer or Joe Frazier. Never mind that chess had never been in the same league as table tennis, let alone golf or heavyweight boxing. Never mind that, with few spectators and little sponsorship, chess had no secure financial foundations outside the Soviet Union. Fischer always maintained that his ambition was to get rich. He would say so repeatedly and unabashedly, in a way that made even Americans blanch. ‘I am only interested in chess and money,’ he told a journalist from the Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera. His incessant financial demands came across still worse in Europe, where emphasis on money was considered embarrassing, even vulgar. In weighing up the rival cities’ bids for the Taimanov, Larsen and Petrosian Candidate matches, Fischer declared one consideration should outweigh all others: which city paid the most. In a letter to the up-and-coming chess prodigy Walter Browne in January 1971, in which he invited him to become his full-time manager and chess second, Fischer says he believes chess is merely a means of making money. Without any evident irony, he remarks that chess players did not become rich because their egocentric nature led them to work alone. But the money-making possibilities were limitless. In what he calls the chess business, he could make $100,000 in the first year and double that in the next.


But what, apart from his expensive taste in suits, did Fischer want money for? He had no dependants, he did not yearn for luxuries, such as going to the opera or collecting art. He did not own a car, he never travelled for the sake of travel, and as far as food was concerned, his preference was for quantity over quality. One has the impression with Fischer that money was not about material possession. He was always reluctant to allow any marketing of himself, whatever the financial windfall, appalled at the notion that anyone else might make money out of his name. When his mother wanted to market purses with his signature, he furiously dismissed the idea.


The money itself was all about status and – again – about control and domination: if he was offered five, he wanted ten; if he was offered twenty, he wanted fifty. Perhaps his unwillingness even to put his signature on a contract stemmed from a fear of losing that all-important control. Somehow, the actual amounts were immaterial.
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In the media, Fischer was routinely portrayed as insolent, arrogant, rude, uncouth, spoilt, self-centred, abusive, offensive, vain, greedy, vulgar, discourteous, disrespectful, boastful, cocky, bigoted, fanatical, cruel, paranoid, obsessive and monomaniacal. But what is so intriguing is that those who knew him best rarely have a bad word to say about him. ‘Oh, that’s just Bobby,’ they smile indulgently, when discussing one or other bizarre episode. Something in Fischer made him the perpetual lost teenager to his friends, to be helped not punished, to be assisted in realizing his potential for stardom, not hindered. Even allowing for the natural desire to be part of a celebrity’s entourage, it is striking how they chorus ‘He was a wonderful kid’ when they are talking about him as a man.


American chess player Jim Sherwin says Fischer was just a ‘rough kid’ from Brooklyn. Lothar Schmid, the chief arbiter in Reykjavik, tried to understand the American as he tried to understand his children: ‘He was not a bad boy.’ Boris Spassky saw him as ‘always seventeen.’ ‘He was a boy all the time,’ says the former captain of the US Olympic chess team, Eliot Hearst. ‘I don’t want you to paint a negative image of him; he was very nice.’ And they also all point out that Fischer was capable of great kindness. As a child he would play opponents for a dollar a game, and would give twenty-five cents of each dollar to his wheelchair-bound mentor, Jack Collins. In Curaçao, Fischer was the only competitor to visit Mikhail Tal when Tal fell ill and was hospitalized.


In his biography of Fischer, Frank Brady points out that his tantrums at tournaments were always aimed at organizers, not players. No one has a single complaint to make about Fischer’s behaviour once he finally sat down at the board. He was the perfect gentleman. There was no gamesmanship; he never deliberately tried to distract or disturb his opponent. He followed the rules strictly, and demanded the same of others. On one occasion, when Fischer was playing Wolfgang Unzicker in Buenos Aires in 1960, he touched a pawn, intending to move it, before suddenly spotting that the move would be disastrous. Another less upright player might have announced ‘j’adoube’ (‘I adjust’), a legitimate way of touching a piece when one merely wants to reposition it in the middle of a square. However, Fischer went ahead and moved the pawn – and rapidly lost the game. Unzicker, who observed the whole thing though he was away from the board, says, ‘If Fischer had moved another piece I was determined not to protest. But ever since this moment I have known that Fischer is a gentleman at the chessboard.’
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Perhaps the most curious insight into what drove Fischer – curious to the point of being uncanny – comes in Elias Canetti’s masterpiece of obsession, Die Blendung (The Blinding), in English entitled Auto da Fé, published eight years before Fischer was born.


One of the central characters is Fischerle, a hunchback Jewish dwarf and chess fanatic. He is a thief who lives off his wife’s earnings from prostitution and dreams of defeating the world chess champion, Capablanca, reducing him to tears. He introduces himself with the words, ‘Do you play chess? A person who can’t play chess isn’t a person.’ Fischerle spends half his life at the chessboard and it is only there that people treat him as normal, or perhaps normally abnormal with his potent memory for games and his rampaging play.




During his games his partners were far too much afraid of him to interrupt him with objections … He dreamed of a life in which eating and sleeping could be got through while his opponent was making his moves.





Fischerle has unusually long arms and total recall of any chess game he has studied. He imagines becoming world champion and changing his name to Fischer. ‘He’ll have new suits made at the best possible tailor … A gigantic palace will be built with real castles, knights, pawns, just as it ought to be.’ Fischer, who had long arms and total recall of his games, once said he wanted to hire an architect to build a house in the shape of a rook.


Canetti wrote Auto da Fé in the turmoil of 1930s Vienna. The prophetic similarities between the fictional Fischerle and Fischer himself have their roots in the young Canetti’s attempt to make sense of the apparent chaos of human actions. Thus each of his characters holds a completely personal perspective and, indifferent to externalities, is driven down one path. Fischerle’s/Fischer’s view of the world is unidirectional, expressing itself through chess, governed only by the game and the power and rewards it could bring.




*





Commentators have made much of the similarities between Fischer and Spassky, pointing out that Spassky too was a second child, had a single-parent upbringing, and spent his early years in poverty. In fact, challenger and champion could scarcely have had more contrasting personalities and attitudes to life. Nor were America’s prosperity and democracy remotely comparable with the Stalinist horrors among which Spassky grew up and where the chessboard provided protection, fame and, in Soviet terms, a fortune.
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