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PREFACE

WHEN THIS BOOK was completed in mid 2007, the story of chess and the Cold War had not quite come to an end. Since then, three events at least have served to draw a symbolic line under that story: the presidential election in Russia, the first Indian world chess champion, and the death of Bobby Fischer. 

Today the Cold War is remembered, if at all, with a shudder: as the period when humanity came closest to annihilating itself. But there was more to it than that. The Cold War coincided with an epoch when the fruits of Western civilization—liberty, prosperity, democracy, the rule of law, the dignity of the individual, the sanctity of life—were spread among a greater portion of mankind than ever before. The origins of this civilization in Greco-Roman rationality and Judeo-Christian morality were undisputed. Moral clarity, of a kind that is increasingly rare today, was normal in a bipolar world divided by the Iron Curtain. Of course, anticommunists, whether liberal or conservative, were often reviled as Mc-Carthyites. "Cold warrior" also became a term of abuse. The cold warriors retaliated against the "fellow travelers," "agents of influence," and "useful idiots," who missed no opportunity to trumpet the shortcomings of the West. 

One or two reviewers of the British edition of this book have reverted to such stereotypes, accusing the present author of being a cold warrior and implying that there is no point in reminding readers about what communism was really like, let alone examining why it failed. Yet it is impossible to write the history of chess during the Cold War period without contrasting the rival political, economic, and social systems. Only a book that got to the heart of the matter, to what made the evil empire evil, could give the Cold War chess grandmasters their context.

Most of the journalists who reviewed the book understood this. David Edmonds, coauthor with John Eidinow ofBobby Fischer Goes to War—by far the best account of the Fischer-Spassky match—was more than generous. Dominic Lawson drew attention to the fact that the author "was the journalist whose intelligent questioning of the East Berlin communist party secretary in 1989 revealed to the world that the Wall which had divided East from West for more than two generations was about to fall." A journalist of a younger generation, Tobias Ruether of theFrankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,felt the book offered the key to Kasparov's role in Putin's Russia. Mary Dejevsky, who had served as Moscow correspondent for the London Times throughout the final phase of the Cold War, suggested that a former cold warrior might even be the "ideal author" of this book. Several distinguished historians of the totalitarian twentieth century—Robert Conquest, Michael Burleigh, and Simon Sebag Montefiore—agreed. Martin Amis and Tom Stoppard, both of whom had written about the same things from the point of view of a novelist and a dramatist, also shared their enthusiasm with the author. So too did chess grandmasters, some of whom had participated in the events re-counted here, such as R. G. Wade and Raymond Keene. Even before this U.S. edition appeared, the book's readers included a former secretary of state and a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

This, then, is not a book that appeals only to a grizzled rear-guard of hard-core anti-communists still refighting old battles. I hope and believe that it has something useful to say to those too young to remember the Cold War, most especially to those younger Americans, many of whose forebears fought and won it. You should be proud of their contribution to the defense of civilization.





White King and Red Queenshows that the political and military rivalry of the Cold War, banished by the destructiveness of nuclear warfare from the battlefield, was instead fought out on the chess-board. The book ends with an echo of that rivalry: the duel between Kasparov and Putin, in which the battle of ideas has been transposed back from the chessboard to the political arena.

This duel, from the point of view of the Kremlin, is entirely one-sided. In fact, the official line is that Kasparov and his Other Russia coalition are too marginal and insignificant to matter. Though Putin points to his stratospheric approval ratings, Kasparov has consistently maintained that Putin's popularity is an illusion that would not survive exposure to the scrutiny of a real democracy or a genuinely free press. Putin's main strategy against the democratic opposition has always been to deny its leaders any opportunity to make their case on state television or even at public meetings. But silencing the opposition was not enough: insuperable obstacles were erected to hinder Kasparov from participating in the March 2008 presidential election.

On November 24, 2007, Other Russia organized a demonstration by about three thousand supporters on the streets of Moscow to deliver a letter to the Kremlin-controlled Central Electoral Commission, protesting about the parliamentary elections on December 2. Though legal, the march was broken up by police. Kasparov was forced to the ground and beaten, though not seriously injured, before being arrested. He was later sentenced to five days' imprisonment for resisting arrest. 

Soon after the incident, Putin broke his usual silence on the subject of Kasparov. Interviewed by Time magazine, which had perversely chosen him as its Person of the Year, the Russian president jeered at Kasparov for having spoken English to foreign reporters just after his arrest. This was in keeping with the Kremlin strategy of presenting Kasparov as an American agent of influence, financed by the CIA and with no roots or support in Mother Russia. The fact that Kasparov's family was kept out of harm's way in New Jersey was used in a smear campaign claiming that he had secretly become a U.S. citizen. Kasparov responded angrily: "First, I also spoke in Russian, which oddly enough never makes the Kremlin-controlled newscasts. Second, since opposition statements are almost completely banned in the Russian media, the foreign press usually makes up 90 percent of attending media at opposition events. Lastly, I would be delighted to show Mr. Putin which of us speaks and writes better Russian. Perhaps he will accept my challenge to a debate on national television or allow an editorial of mine to appear in a major newspaper."

Not surprisingly, no response was forthcoming from the Kremlin. During the run-up to the presidential election on March 2, Putin's party, United Russia, was able to monopolize the media and manipulate the electoral process. Indeed, United Russia is not a democratic political party in the Western sense at all: like the Communist Party of the Soviet era, United Russia is indistinguishable from the state apparatus. The Kremlin's influence was more than sufficient to make it impossible for Kasparov to register as a presidential candidate. In order to challenge Putin's nominee for the Russian presidency, Gazprom chief Dmitry Medvedev, Kasparov was supposed to gather two million signatures, with no more than 40,000 from any one region of Russia—a process vulnerable to accusations of forgery that was in practice used by the electoral commission to declare two other candidacies invalid. But Kasparov's candidacy did not even get that far. The first requirement was that his application be endorsed by five hundred citizens at a public meeting. Several times Other Russia hired a venue, only to be told that it was no longer available. So the deadline was missed. It seemed that the authorities had put out the word: Kasparov had to be stopped from getting even to first base. 

The election campaign in early 2008 was widely dismissed as a travesty of democracy, and the universally respected Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe withdrew its team of observers in protest. Only three candidates were permitted to oppose Medvedev: the Communist leader, Gennady Zyganov; the anti-Semitic leader of the extreme right-wing Liberal Democrats, Vladimir Zhirinovsky; and the leader of the small Democratic Party, Andrei Bogdanov, whose sole qualification appeared to be his prominence as a freemason—he was the head of Russia's Grand Masonic Lodge. Bogdanov denied that he was secretly backed by the Kremlin to make the election look legitimate, but doubts persisted over whether he was a genuine opponent of Putin. None of these candidates had the international stature, let alone the democratic credentials, of Kasparov.

On the day of the election, March 2, Kasparov delivered yet another petition to the election commission, while also calling on the outside world to deny Medvedev any recognition: "If the leaders of the free world accept Medvedev, they will be approving and giving credibility to this farce." When the results were declared on March 7, however, Medvedev had over 70 percent of the vote. Ignoring Kasparov, leaders from the free world lined up to congratulate the new president-elect, who appeared in a leather jacket alongside Putin at a rock concert in Moscow to proclaim his victory.

Undaunted by an election he had already dismissed as rigged, Kasparov has kept up the pressure. The regime now seems set to evolve into a duumvirate, with Medvedev as the technocratic head of state and Putin as prime minister, still very much at the center of power. Rather than denouncing the political system and demanding its root-and-branch reform, Kasparov is increasingly playing the role of the Kremlin's chief critic, presenting a detailed scrutiny of government policy. For example, he attacked plans to hold the 2014 Winter Olympics at Sochi, warning that the $6 billion budget was inadequate. Perhaps Kasparov hopes that over time he will look less like a Soviet-era dissident and more like an alternative Russian president. But he knows that the Putin-Medvedev double-act is unlikely to unravel quickly; his own prediction is that it will last for another term, until 2012. 

Kasparov's critique of the Russian regime has not changed. He still believes that it rests entirely on high oil and gas prices, the need to maintain which in his view explains every aspect of Putin's foreign policy. Kasparov is well aware that Europe's growing dependence on Russian gas and oil supplies has emboldened Putin and weakened Western support for neighboring states trying to free themselves from Russian influence, not to mention dissent inside Russia. He rejects the notion that the "Russian soul" is predisposed to worship strongmen, pointing out that in divided nations such as Korea, China, or Germany, people grasp at freedom when it is offered.

So aggressive has the Putin regime become, however, that a palpable shift in attitude is taking place in the West. At its summit in Bucharest in April 2008, NATO rebuffed two former Soviet republics, Ukraine and Georgia, that had applied to join the alliance. The Bush administration was unable to persuade its allies to ignore threats from the Kremlin to target missiles at NATO countries.

In a seminal book published early in 2008, the highly authoritative Economist correspondent Edward Lucas argued that the West was faced with nothing less thanThe New Cold War.Kasparov has hitherto rejected all talk of a new Cold War, arguing instead that the Putin regime has no ideology comparable to Marxism-Leninism and is anyway too dependent on the West to risk a real confrontation. But Lucas is not suggesting that the new Cold War will exactly resemble the old; rather, that the West will need to stand up for its values and interests against the corrupting influence of the plutocrats, technocrats, and authoritarians now running Russia. This is very much in line with Kasparov's thinking, too. He has been scathing about the way that the Bush administration in his view gave democracy in Iraq a higher priority than democracy in Russia, and he points to arms deals between Putin's Kremlin and Ahmadinejad's Iran as the price the West will have to pay for turning a blind eye to the Kremlin's machinations in the Middle East. 

In the political evolution of Garry Kasparov, the decisive moment came with the 1990 crisis in his hometown of Baku, when he saw his fellow Armenians driven out by the Azeri majority. Today, such ethnic conflict is again threatening stability on the periphery of Russia—often encouraged by Moscow. The Putin regime is encouraging separatist movements in Georgia, for example, in order to exploit the unwillingness of NATO to risk provoking the Kremlin by embracing Ukraine and Georgia. Kasparov has warned against attempts by Putin to reassert Russian control over its neighbors, but his own background in Azerbaijan places him at a disadvantage in confronting Russian nationalists. His political challenge is to persuade Russians that stirring up conflict in their "near-abroad" is not only wrong in itself, and usually counterproductive, but could well backfire by spreading to Russia, too, which is host to dozens of national, religious, and ethnic minorities. So far, Putin's autocratic "sovereign democracy" (or "Tsarism," to use a phrase of the American commentator Robert Kagan) has swept all before it by appealing to Russian national pride, while deliberately—and dangerously—fomenting a rancorous sense of injustice. Unlike the Kremlin's siege mentality, Kasparov's pro-Western, pluralistic vision cannot feed on fantasies of conspiracy and encirclement.

If there is to be a new Cold War, might it also inaugurate a new golden age of chess? Without the unique status enjoyed by the royal game in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, it seems highly unlikely that chess will again stand proxy for war. The new Cold War will in any case be very different from the old one, if only because we now live in a multipolar world rather than a bipolar one. There was a close analogy between a game of chess and the duel of the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. Today's world resembles an entire chess tournament, with competing powers jockeying for position and shifting alliances between democracies and autocrats. Chess may still be a useful strategic metaphor, but now there are many more players, many more games, and no final checkmate. A very different golden age of chess may be presaged by the fact that the fifteenth world chess champion is, for the first time, neither European nor American, but Indian. 

This book relates how chess once emerged from the heart of Asia but migrated to Europe, there to be reinvented in the Renaissance. Now, in the twenty-first century, Asia is reclaiming its lost supremacy in chess. On September 29, 2007, the Russian world chess champion Vladimir Kramnik lost his crown to the Indian Viswanathan Anand. Not only did this mark the end of sixty years of Soviet and Russian hegemony (which had hitherto been briefly interrupted only by Bobby Fischer), but it was seen as signifying a long-term shift in the center of gravity of the chess world away from Europe and toward the new Asian powers, India and China. In order to resolve the disputes that had raged about the title ever since 1993, when Garry Kasparov and Nigel Short broke with the World Chess Federation, FIDE, the succession to the title was decided not by a match between champion and challenger, but by a tournament of the leading contenders in Mexico City. Anand finished comfortably ahead of the rest of the field, without losing a single game.

Although there was nothing unexpected about the Indian's victory—he had already challenged Kasparov in 1995 and had won the FIDE title in 2000—the lack of a decisive duel between Anand and Kramnik left doubts about the new champion's ascendancy over his predecessor. Even after relinquishing the title, Kramnik still held a narrow lead in the fifty-odd games he had played against Anand since 1989. A match of twelve games between Anand and Kramnik is due to take place in Bonn, Germany, in October 2008, which should finally resolve the future of the championship. 

Both these champions, now in their thirties, already find a younger generation snapping at their heels. In January 2008, both Anand and Kramnik were overtaken by the Norwegian prodigy Magnus Carlsen at the Wijk aan Zee tournament. Carlsen won the event jointly with the Armenian Levon Aronian and went on to finish just behind Anand at Linares a few weeks later. At seventeen, Carlsen was less than half Anand's age but already achieving comparable results. He is probably stronger than either Fischer or Kasparov at the same age. That Carlsen will become world champion sooner rather than later already seems more than likely, and he has several years in hand in which to surpass Kasparov's record by becoming the youngest-ever champion.

If a Norwegian were to be the next world chess champion, however, might it not indicate that there is nothing inevitable about the gradual shift of hegemony from Europe and America toward China and India? While it is risky to draw conclusions from the microcosm of chess to the macrocosm of intellectual life more generally, other indicators also suggest that the West is not necessarily predestined to forfeit its intellectual predominance. The best universities and research institutes, the most important centers of excellence in the arts, humanities, and sciences are mostly still in the West, even if many of those who work or study there are not from the West. The rise of India and China to rival Russia, Western Europe, and the United States at chess is an implicit acknowledgment of the globalization of Western culture—for chess in its modern form is a characteristically Western phenomenon.





On January 17, 2008, Bobby Fischer died of kidney failure at his home in Reykjavik, Iceland. It was not merely Fischer's age—sixty-four, the number of squares on a chessboard—that was symbolic. Because he had abandoned chess in 1972, at the height of his fame, his memory had been frozen at that point in the public imagination. The death of Bobby Fischer evoked the history of Cold War chess, but also brought about a kind of closure. 

True, Fischer had not been out of the public eye throughout the intervening thirty-six years. He had emerged in 1992 to play Spassky again for $5 million, the largest prize ever offered in a chess match, but the provenance of his patronage—Milosevic's Serbia—had tarnished him forever. His pursuit by the U.S. authorities for breaking sanctions and tax evasion was stepped up after II September 2001, provoked by his virulent attacks on America and the Jews. After his arrest in Japan in 2005, he escaped extradition to face trial in the United States only because Iceland offered him asylum. Yet Fischer's sudden death touched the hearts of millions who recalled the chess epiphany of 1972. A maverick who had hardly been seen for nearly four decades would not normally attract much notice by the crude expedient of a premature demise. But the death of Bobby Fischer was front-page news around the world—a tribute to the heroic eccentric he undoubtedly had been, if not to the fugitive fanatic he later became.

In death, as in life, Fischer was nonconformist to the point of perversity. He died of kidney failure—stubborn to the last, he had refused medical help that might have prolonged his life—and was buried in the dead of night. The Lutheran pastor in whose churchyard the coffin was laid to rest had not been consulted, and a Catholic priest was reported to have officiated, though there is no reason to believe that Fischer had undergone a deathbed conversion. The secrecy that surrounded his illness, death, and funeral was of a piece with the mystique that the boy from Brooklyn had always cultivated. Fischer's uncannily canny eye for what would capture the imagination of his public never deserted him.

To the bitter end, Fischer remained a creature of the Cold War: in his obsessively suspicious and secretive temperament, in his Manichaean division of the world into friend and foe, and in his not-unfounded conviction that his enemies were out to get him. Yet before his demons got the better of him, Fischer had exemplified some of the virtues that the Cold War had also brought forth: his readiness to stand up for principles at the expense of popularity, a sharp eye for lies and deceit masquerading as humanitarian ideals, the refusal to sup with the devil that stemmed from a revulsion against prewar appeasement. The confrontation of the open societies of the liberal West with the closed societies of the communist East was about morality as much as ideology. Thanks to his firsthand experience of the Soviet manipulation of the chess world, Fischer saw through the highfalutin vocabulary of socialism and denounced the amoral cynicism that it disguised. Like Ronald Reagan, he had no qualms about deploying the language of good and evil, unlike the newly fashionable moral relativism that the liberal intellectuals embraced in the late 1960s. 

By breaking the cozy monopoly of the Soviet grandmasters, he created what became known as the "Fischer boom" in the West. That was his legacy to chess. But Fischer also played his part on a much larger stage. By proving that the Soviet Union could be defeated by a single individual, he emboldened dissidents everywhere. The Cold War ended because the Soviets realized they could not win—as much on the intellectual as on the political or economic levels. That realization began to set in with Bobby Fischer and "this little thing between me and Spassky."

Let me end this preface for American readers on a personal note, with an anecdote that first appeared in a slightly different form in my weekly "Letter from London" in the New YorkSun.Shortly after he died, I went searching for Bobby Fischer. That is to say, I went, like Marcel Proust, in search of lost time. I belong to the generation of adolescents who were inspired by the 1972 Fischer-Spassky match in Reykjavik, though I gave up playing the game seriously more than thirty years ago.

I found what I was looking for in Bush Hall, an old music hall near where I live in West London. A chess tournament was taking place, played at lightning ("blitz") speed—so fast that when each round began, the racket of pieces and clocks being banged down sounded like a hailstorm. Not only the sights and sounds, but the smells and feel of a chess tournament were intensely nostalgic. It was just the kind of occasion that, more than half a century ago, first drew the wunderkind from Brooklyn into the labyrinth of the sixty-four squares. 

Before the first round, I found myself standing next to an elderly gentleman who was reading Fischer's obituary in an American newspaper at the bar. This proved to be James Sherwin, a U.S. international master who had been a friend of the champion.

Clearly stricken by the death of a contemporary whom he had first come to know in their youth, Sherwin was glad to share his memories. "Bobby was just a nice kid." They would play blitz for hours on end, and occasionally Fischer would concede a game. In their tournament games, Fischer almost always won, but he had included one of their early encounters as the first ofMy 60 Memorable Games—the one and only book he ever wrote, and a classic of chess literature.

Sherwin was evidently proud of this distinction, conferring as it did a kind of immortality even on the loser. I later looked up the game, played at the New Jersey Open of 1957, when Fischer was just fourteen but on the verge of becoming U.S. champion, his first great triumph. One annotation gives a flavor of Fischer's waspish style: "Sherwin slid the Rook here with his pinky, as if to emphasize the cunning of this mysterious move."

When I asked Sherwin about Fischer's later life, after winning the world championship in 1972, his face clouded over. He had not seen Fischer during the last thirty years, he said, and he was not sorry, because the poor guy had obviously gone crazy. He preferred to remember him as a sane person.

The trouble with this view is that Fischer himself rejected it. He insisted that he was entirely sane and refused to plead diminished responsibility when he was imprisoned in Japan and faced extradition to America, where he would probably have spent the rest of his life in jail.

My own view (as I explain at greater length later in this book) is that Fischer had been kept on the rails by two things that gave his life meaning and purpose: chess and the Cold War. In their absence, he was lost. 

Precisely why Fischer's lonely, brave, and ultimately successful struggle against the Soviet chess machine proved to be a Pyrrhic victory, at least for him, is a matter of psychiatry as much as politics. But there is evidence of anti-Semitism much earlier in his career. His friend Larry Evans recalled an occasion in the 1960s when Fischer expressed admiration for Hitler. Baffled, Evans asked him why. "Because he imposed his will on the world," Fischer replied. That was the authentic voice of the megalomaniac.

Yet despite this dark, demonic side to his character, Fischer could not have become world champion if he had already been mad. There is no more daunting feat of mental combat than a world chess championship match, but in order to defeat the combined forces of the Soviet Union Fischer required qualities over and above chess genius. Fischer's anti-communism was denounced at the time as paranoid, but this enemy was real: the communists really were determined to deny him the title that for them symbolized intellectual superiority over the West. Those who lost at Reykjavik were lucky not to be banished to the Gulag. Fischer was not mad to see the Soviet Union as an evil empire, and his triumph at the chessboard played a significant part in its downfall.

The Fischer who reemerged decades afterward had lost all touch with reality. For those like me who had admired him in our youth, sorrow over the waste of his talent was compounded by disbelief at the spectacle of this wild-eyed, foul-mouthed fanatic, ranting against his own country, spitting at Jews, and gloating over 9/11.

For the young people playing blitz chess in Bush Hall, Bobby Fischer was ancient history, but for the middle-aged he was an inescapable part of our own past. We stood for a minute's silence in his memory. It was a painful remembrance, but a flawed hero is still a hero.


INTRODUCTION

CHESS IS A GAME of war, but war is not a game of chess. Chess, indeed, is the supreme sublimation of war. "Checkmate" means literally "The king is dead." There is a poignant reminder of the value of chess for royal belligerents in Windsor Castle, where a chessboard is preserved that belonged (presumably along with a set of chessmen, now lost) to King Charles I, with a Latin inscription that remains relevant: "With these, subject and ruler strive without bloodshed." By the time it was made for him in 1642, it was too late for Charles: the English civil war, which would lead to his trial and execution, had begun. Throughout its history, chess has been the passion of intellectuals more than of warriors. Although it was a favorite pastime of Napoleon, he was as helpless at the chessboard as he was formidable on the battlefield. 

Like the arts and sciences of which it is usually a poor relation, chess flourishes not in wartime, but in peace. In an open society, chess is not normally a means to a political or military end; rather it is one of many forms of the pursuit of happiness. Only in a society in which war is internalized in the form of class and ethnic conflict—in the name of which the state kills, starves, deports, and incarcerates its own people by the million—and which is insulated from foreign influence by a permanent state of siege, could chess become a preparation for war. Only in the context of a primarily psychological conflict—a conflict in which everything except military force could be used—could chess emerge as a substitute for warfare. 

That conflict is still known as the "Cold War," a metaphor that seems to have been first used as early as 1945 in a newspaper article by—appropriately enough—George Orwell. It was in the novel on which Orwell was then hard at work that the deeper meaning of the concept would first become manifest. Yet Nineteen Eighty-Four, with its nightmarish vision of a totalitarian world that existed in a state of perpetual war, was published only four years later in 1949.

By then, the notion of a "cold war" had entered into common parlance and was usually attributed to Bernard Baruch, one of President Truman's foreign policy advisers. Baruch declared in a speech to the South Carolina legislature in April 1947: "Let us not be deceived—we are today in the midst of a cold war." A year before, Baruch himself had attempted to forestall this calamity by persuading Truman to propose to hand over the entire American arsenal of nuclear technology to the United Nations, provided that the Soviet Union did the same. Stalin refused, even though the United States had a nuclear monopoly until 1949. The Baruch Plan was the last attempt to prevent a new arms race in which the stakes would, for the first time, be the survival of the human race. Thereafter, the strategic response to the Cold War would be summed up in another metaphor: "deterrence."

The Cold War was thus the first example of what became an entire metaphorical lexicon, the menacing vocabulary with which a fractured world that was neither at war nor at peace sought to describe its terrifying predicament. That this was above all a confrontation of ideologies, of portmanteau philosophies, meant that it incorporated slogans, superlatives, and scraps of half-digested theory: Iron Curtain, containment, roll-back, deterrence, mutually assured destruction, Ostpolitik, détente, evil empire. What the Cold War lacked in action, it made up for in words. 

Chess provided a mega-metaphor for this psychological war, one that derived added significance from the game's all-important role in Soviet communist society. The Russians might lag behind in military technology or economic competition, but over the chessboard they reigned supreme. A battlefield that, for the first time in history, was genuinely global could be represented by sixty-four squares. Since the escalation of political antagonism beyond tacitly agreed limits must lead to inevitable annihilation, chess offered a demilitarized, purely abstract equivalent of war. If, like all wars, the Cold War was a continuation of politics by other means, then chess was the most cerebral of those means. By providing the safety valve that kept the lid on the Cold War, chess helped to save civilization from itself.

That chess was able to play this role is all the more extraordinary, given the fact that no American had a chance directly to challenge Soviet supremacy between 1948 and 1972. The cumbersome system of qualifying tournaments and matches run by the World Chess Federation, FIDE, militated against Western grandmasters who lacked the backup provided by the state-sponsored Soviet chess machine. Americans in particular felt frustrated and longed to short-circuit the system. In 1952, at the height of the Cold War, the New York Times was already declaring the leading American grandmaster, Samuel Reshevsky, to be the "chess champion of the free world" and it threw down the gauntlet by proposing that a world championship match be held between him and the Soviet world champion, Mikhail Botvinnik. This, the paper announced, was "one type of Soviet-American conflict that all people would welcome."

From the Kremlin, however, there was no response to this or any other suggestion that the official machinery for choosing a challenger should be bypassed. For a quarter of a century, both the champions and the challengers were all Soviet citizens. Once the vast Soviet effort to acquire the world chess championship had triumphed, it suited the Kremlin to keep the contest in the family. It had nothing to gain, and everything to lose, by reverting to the days when anybody could challenge the champion if he could find the backers. Once Bobby Fischer began his seemingly inexorable progress towards the summit in the late 1950s, fair means and foul were employed to stop him even coming close. Chess became a theater of psychological warfare. And once the threat came from Viktor Korchnoi—a dissident and émigré, thus in the eyes of the Kremlin an unmentionable traitor—preserving the world championship in Soviet hands became a matter for secret policemen as much as for grandmasters. 

This is the story of how chess came to play this unique role: at once a symbol of the Cold War and of its antithesis—the culture of old Europe that had somehow survived. Chess illuminates the process by which Western civilization ultimately triumphed over the gravest threat it had ever encountered. And the story of chess in the Cold War has lessons for dealing with present or future threats to that civilization. As the White Queen tells Alice in Through the Looking Glass: "It's a poor sort of memory that only works backward."


1. FROM BAGHDAD TO ST. PETERSBURG

 CHESS MAKES A GOOD ALLEGORY and a bad teacher. Garry Kasparov, perhaps the greatest player who has ever lived, believes that chess teaches us strategies for survival, and he has written a book to prove it: How Life Imitates Chess. The chess-playing philosopher Moses Mendelssohn was, perhaps, wiser: "Chess is too serious for a game, but too much of a game to be taken seriously." It has, nonetheless, enjoyed a modest but unique place in our civilization for at least fifteen centuries. Having served as a staple of the sermons and moralities of medieval and Renaissance literature—the most celebrated of which was The Game and Playe of the Chesse by Jacobus de Cessolis (c. 1300), one of the first books to be printed in English by Caxton—chess has greatly enriched the language ever since. Every time we speak of keeping an enemy in check, of treating someone as a pawn, or of a political stalemate, we draw on the vocabulary of chess. There are less obvious loan-words, too, such as exchequer (from the Norman use of a checkered board by the royal counting house),  gambit (an opening stratagem, from the Italian gambetta), or jeopardy (from "juperty," a medieval chess problem).

The Russian word for chess, shakhmaty, is a simple transliteration of the Persian shah mat ("the king is dead"), which is also the origin of the English "checkmate." Chess is thought to have originated among Buddhists on the banks of the Ganges in India, perhaps as a secularized form of a religious ceremony that involved dice as a means of divining the celestial mind. Having reached Persia around AD 625, it was taken up by Arab conquerors. It soon lost all connection with Buddhism and was instead associated with the rapid expansion of Islam. It is likely, therefore, that the Slavic peoples learned chess from Muslim sources quite early in the history of the game, probably from merchants on the trade route from the Caspian Sea via the River Volga to the earliest kingdom of Rus, of which the capital was Kiev.

Islam dominated the history of chess for much longer than Soviet communism. The first appearances in literature of the medieval form of chess [chaturanga in Sanskrit, chatrang in Persian, or shatranj in Arabic) in the early seventh century coincide with the life of Muhammad, and the game's westward dissemination followed in the wake of the Arab conquests. Ali, the prophet's son-in-law and founder of the Shi'ites, is supposed to have been the first Muslim to encounter chess, which was brought to Arabia from Persia. By the eighth century, the historian of chess H. J. R. Murray wrote, "chess had already become a popular game throughout Islam, from Spain to the banks of the Indus." For the first two centuries of Islam, its legal status was unclear. What saved chess from the Koranic prohibitions against games of chance and the use of images was the importance of jihad in Islam. Because chess was a war game, it could be useful to warriors—and thus was permissible.

Hence chess came to be an integral part of high culture at the courts of the Umayyad caliphs and, from the eighth century, the new dynasty of Abbasids, who ruled a vast empire from Baghdad that stretched across much of the Middle East and North Africa. The mightiest of the Abbasid caliphs, Haroun al-Rashid (who reigned 786–807), was surrounded by grandmasters and historians of chess, such as as-Suli, along with the astronomers, chemists, and physicians for whom his court is still renowned. In  A Thousand and One Nights—which, according to legend, is set in Haroun's reign but which modern scholarship has traced to an older, Persian collection of folk tales, now lost, that was translated into Arabic around 850—we learn that medieval Islam allowed chess to be played by women as well as men. In one story, the caliph is said to have bought a slave girl who defeated him three times in succession. Invited to name her reward, she asked pardon for another, rather than her own freedom. The girl's astronomical price, 10,000 dinars, proves that the caliph considered her even more valuable at the chessboard than in the harem.

Six centuries after Haroun, chess was no less esteemed by another Muslim potentate, Timur Lenk or Tamerlane (Marlowe's Tamburlaine the Great), who even gave the name Shah-Rukh ("king-rook") to his son, news of whose birth was brought while the emperor was playing chess, as well as to a city he built on the banks of the River Jaxartes in modern Kazakhstan. A Greek historian relates that Tamerlane was playing chess with his son when the Turkish sultan, Bayazid, was brought captive to his tent. At his court in Samarkand, Tamerlane's favourite lawyer and scholar, Ala'addin at-Tabrizi, was nicknamed Ali ash-Shatranji ("Ali the chess master"). Contemporary sources tell us that this Aladdin played up to four games simultaneously while blindfold, and that he composed a treatise on chess that records about twenty-one positions from his games. Having traveled extensively and defeated all comers, Aladdin has some claim to be considered the first world champion. Tamerlane liked to tell him: "You have no rival in the kingdom of chess, just as I have none in government; there is no man to be found who can perform such wonders as I and you, my lord Ali, each in his own sphere."


It is unclear how far this real figure merged in legend with the Aladdin of A Thousand and One Nights. The historical Aladdin had no genie in a magic lamp; he was, rather, a genius who could work magic on the chessboard. In a sense, the role of Soviet world chess champions in the empire of Lenin, Stalin, and their successors was analogous to that of Aladdin at the court of Tamerlane. There was one difference: the great khans of communism treated their subjects in general just as brutally as Tamerlane, who liked to be known as the Scourge of God, but the thugs who ruled the Soviet empire were incapable of treating mere chess masters so courteously. 

The modern rules of chess, which speeded up the game by making pieces such as the queen and bishop more powerful, emerged in Renaissance Italy during the late fifteenth century. In the medieval game, the queen (the vizier or counselor in Muslim countries) was a much weaker piece than the rook or even the king, moving only one square diagonally. The bishop (an elephant in the East) also moved diagonally, leaping over only the adjacent squares. The new form of chess soon spread from the West to Muscovy as trade routes were established during the reign of Grand Duke Ivan III in the early sixteenth century. Chess had long been frowned on by the Orthodox Church, which associated the game with heresy and witchcraft, not to mention dice and other forms of gambling. There were periodic attempts to suppress chess in Russia. The tsars themselves, however, were so addicted to it that no ban could be enforced.

Ivan the Terrible, the first ruler of Russia to assume the title of Tsar, even died at the chessboard. In 15 84, while preparing to play chess with his son Feodor's guardian and eventual successor, Boris Godunov, the tsar suffered some kind of seizure. We owe this fact to a contemporary description by the English ambassador, Sir Jerome Horsey. The queen who had sent him, Elizabeth I, would have been interested in such details, for she was herself very accomplished at chess. Medieval and Renaissance etiquette allowed women equal status at chess, which only later became a male preserve. In the diary of his travels to Muscovy, Sir Jerome records the dramatic circumstances of the tsar's demise: 


He setts his men (all savinge the kinge, which by no means he could not stand in his place with the rest upon the plain board): his chief favorett and Boris Fedorowich Goddonove and others about him. The Emperor in his lose gown, shirt and lynen hose, faints and falls backward. Great owtcrie and sturr; one sent for Aqua vita, another to the oppatheke [apothecary) for marigold and rose water, and to call his gostlie father [confessor] and the phizicions. In the mean he was strangled [choked] and stark dead.



Historians still debate whether Ivan was poisoned by Boris or died of natural causes, but there is no dispute about their common devotion to chess. It was only natural that Sergei Eisenstein (himself a keen chess player) included one of the best chess scenes in all cinema in his three-part epic, Ivan the Terrible (1944). The tsar was more than Stalin's hero; he was his alter ego. As his paranoia grew, so did the dictator's identification with the tsar—to the point where even Eisenstein's cinematic epic was not hagiographical enough for Stalin. Actors whose features were deemed too Jewish were weeded out of the cast, and the director, too, came under suspicion. The second part of the trilogy was a window into the soul of a tsar tormented by guilt. When Stalin saw Part 2, he was furious, so it was released only after his death in 1958. The incomplete third part—The Boyars' Plot—was destroyed on Stalin's orders. Despite its veneer of Marxist ideology and European culture, the Soviet Union was a reversion to Ivan the Terrible's oriental despotism.

One pursuit that oriental and enlightened despots had in common, however, was chess. Russia's great Westernizers, Peter I and Catherine II, both shared Ivan's passion for the game. Their chessmen and boards are displayed in the Hermitage Museum along with a Faberge set made for Nicholas II. For most of the Romanovs, chess remained what it had been at the courts of the Renaissance: an esoteric divertissement for the edification of royal, military, or sacerdotal elites. It was due to Napoleon that thousands of Russian officers learned the game from their French counterparts during their occupation of Paris in 1814–15 and brought it back home with them. Thus chess owed its popularity in Russia not to a Russian emperor but to a French one. 

The Russians who took up chess in the wake of the Napoleonic wars belonged to a new class, the educated elite that became known as the intelligentsia. Not only in Russia, but elsewhere in Europe and America, the place of chess closely reflected the rise of this group. A good starting point for the story of the love affair between chess and the intelligentsia is an image that records one of the great encounters of modernity: a group portrait, painted in 1856 by Moritz Daniel Oppenheim. It depicts three major figures of eighteenth-century thought: the dramatist Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the Swiss divine Johann Caspar Lavater, and the Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn. The focus of the picture, around which these luminaries of the Enlightenment are stationed, is a chessboard.

This is not accidental. Lessing and Mendelssohn first met in 1754 after a mutual friend had recommended the latter to the already celebrated Lessing as a chess partner. It was a fateful meeting of two remarkable minds, as well as of two cultures. In Nathan the Wise, the play that proved to be not only its author's most enduringly popular work, but one of the high points of European civilization, Lessing depicted an idealized Mendelssohn as the eponymous Nathan: wise, enlightened, and Jewish.

The play ran counter to the Judeophobia of the continental Enlightenment, the leaders of which, from Voltaire onwards, loved to set an example of courageous resistance to prejudice by sneering at a minority that was far more exposed to prejudice than the philosophes themselves. The symbolism of Lessing, the Christian, and Mendelssohn, the Jew, meeting over a game of chess is highly significant. The progress of chess from pastime to artistic or scientific maturity was made possible only by Jewish assimilation, which transformed the German-speaking  Bildungsbürgertum, or educated middle class, of central Europe into agents of the modernist cultural revolution. That German-Jewish symbiosis—always precarious, usually one-sided, and ultimately doomed by anti-Semitism—provided the cultural context in which chess could become something far more than a diversion: the intellectual recreation par excellence, deserving of serious study by serious people.

In Nathan the Wise, chess is depicted as the private passion of Saladin, the no less enlightened Muslim sultan, who is checkmated by his intellectual sister Sittah. (The real Saladin is supposed to have taught Richard the Lionheart how to play, while the latter was his prisoner.) For Lessing's cosmopolitan intellectuals, chess was the perfect bridge with which to overcome prejudice, whether religious, racial, national, or sexual.

Yet the status of chess in the Enlightenment was ambiguous. The game fascinated many of its leading lights, from the philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (who anticipated the chess computer and thought chess an excellent mental discipline) to the encylopédiste Denis Diderot (whose novella Rameau's Nephew, written between 1761 and 1774, immortalized the Café de la Régence, where the best masters in Europe congregated during the ancien régime). However, chess, which had been a courtly pastime ever since its first flowering twelve centuries earlier at the Caliph Haroun al-Rashid's court in Baghdad, was still generally regarded as the frivolous diversion of a leisured class rather than a serious pursuit, let alone a profession.

In the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, chess emerged as a popular competitive activity, with international tournaments that attracted public interest. It was no longer solely the preserve of a cultured elite. Thomas Henry Buckle, whose influential History of Civilisation (1857–61) marks the zenith of the Victorian religion of progress, was one of the strongest players of his day, but also one of the last genuine amateurs to achieve real mastery of the game. The rise of global capitalism, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, created enough prosperity to sustain a thriving transatlantic chess community, and for the first time national champions like the Englishman Howard Staunton and the American Paul Morphy aroused patriotic pride. Not only the capitals but also the spas and seaside resorts of the European bourgeoisie treated chess as a tourist attraction. This vast new urban wealth provided the wherewithal for dozens of masters to earn a precarious living by winning cash prizes in tournaments against their peers, taking on numerous amateurs at once in "simultaneous exhibitions," tutoring the children of the wealthy, or writing chess columns for the press. There was, however, still a tension between those masters whose motivation was aesthetic—chess as art for art's sake—and those who made a living from it. Like many other pursuits, from sport to science, chess was caught up in the nineteenth-century debate between gentlemen and players, amateurs and professionals. 

Excluding chance and hence discouraging the ruinous vice of gambling, chess was one of the few games worthy of a gentleman. (It continues to be the only game permitted within the Palace of Westminster—cards and other games of chance are strictly prohibited.) For some, this implied that chess was strictly the preserve of the amateur. Even Lewis Carroll's Through the Looking Glass (1871) still treats chess primarily as a children's entertainment, comparable to card games—although Carroll was too good a logician to be blind to the game's more profound potential. But Howard Staunton, the greatest chess personality in Victorian England, thought there was nothing juvenile about the game that could compete with Shakespearean scholarship as his lifelong passion—and set out to demonstrate its manly qualities. Chess was not "an excuse for indolence," he wrote. "Chess was intended to be the recreation of men of genius and practical energies; men who are fully alive to the responsibilities of their social existence; men who, even in their amusements, are desirous of bracing and invigorating to the utmost their intellectual powers." However, Staunton also felt strongly that chess "can never be a profession. It may to a great extent strengthen the mind of the professional man, but it must never become the object of his life." 

Gentlemen amateurs naturally still enjoyed higher status than professional coffeehouse players. Of the leading masters, a few achieved eminence in other professions (Adolf Anderssen was a schoolmaster, Ignaz Kolisch a banker, Siegbert Tarrasch a doctor, Amos Burn a merchant, Milan Vidmar an engineer, Ossip Bernstein a lawyer), while others valued their academic and literary achievements (Howard Staunton and Emanuel Lasker) or their social status (Paul Morphy and Jose Raul Capablanca) more highly than their chess. By 1900, however, chess at the highest level was no longer a game for amateurs, nor did professionals necessarily have to suffer the indignity of playing all comers for a pittance; indeed, "coffeehouse player" became a term of abuse. Instead, chess aspired to the status of an art form or a science. The years before 1914 witnessed a golden age, not least in Russia.

The last tsar was also the first to treat chess as rather more than a courtly entertainment. Nicholas II ensured that, until the revolution, Russian chess revolved around St. Petersburg. The three great international tournaments there in 1895, 1909, and 1914 were all organized under Nicholas's patronage. Although the tsar made no attempt to nationalize the game, let alone use it to exercise power in the totalitarian manner of the Soviets, Russian "chessists" instinctively looked to the Autocrat of all the Russias to exercise an enlightened despotism over what had become as much a pastime of the rising bourgeoisie as of the aristocracy. They hoped that Nicholas II's patronage would develop into a centralized organization for chess with a hierarchical authority. Faint echoes of this patrician view of chess still reverberated after world war, revolution, and civil war had impoverished Russia to the point when, in 192,2, the chess players of Moscow clubbed together to buy a fine chess set and board to present to Lenin, who fulfilled the traditional role of the tsar in this, as in so many other ways.

The first St. Petersburg tournament, in 1895–6, was a quadrangular contest, in which four of the greatest masters of the day played short matches of five games against the other four. Emanuel Lasker, the German world champion, emerged a clear first, having won his individual matches against all the others. The most gifted all-rounder ever to play chess at the highest level, Lasker would hold the title for twenty-seven years—a record that is unlikely ever to be broken. His defeated rival Wilhelm Steinitz, despite his age, came second; Harry Pillsbury, the young American, came third; and the Russian champion, Mikhail Tchigorin, fourth. Steinitz's result, remarkable for a man of fifty-nine, encouraged him to challenge Lasker to a return match for the title. That, too, was played in St. Petersburg, but Steinitz lost heavily. He was in fact suffering from undiagnosed heart trouble, a side effect of which was a bout of madness that resulted in his temporary committal to an asylum. Stories about Steinitz imagining himself playing chess with God gratified the  schadenfreude of his rivals and excited the ridicule of those who thought, then as now, that a man who devoted his life to chess must be mad anyway.

Returning to St. Petersburg thirteen years later in 1909, Lasker experienced real competition for the first time from a younger rival, Akiba Rubinstein. The world champion lost this individual game and was forced to work hard to tie with Rubinstein for first place. Rubinstein was a Polish Jew, from a poor Hassidic family, and since Poland was a province of the Russian empire, he was thus a subject of the tsar. Yet the unpredictability of patronage meant that no world championship match was organized for Rubinstein, whom Lasker then saw as his most likely successor. Rubinstein's sanity, always precarious, gradually left him and he spent his last thirty years in a sanatorium. Instead, it was the seventeen-year-old winner of the minor tournament in 1909—for which the first prize was not even money, but a "magnificent vase of the Imperial porcelain manufacture" donated by Tsar Nicholas II—who was actually destined to become world champion, though not for nearly two decades. The youth's name was Alexander Alekhine. Born to privilege, with an aristocratic father who was also a member of the tsarist Duma, Alekhine was destined to lose everything in the Bolshevik revolution. Yet nothing could stand in the way of his ambition to dominate the chess world. The Soviets despised his politics but emulated his professionalism. 

The last of the three St. Petersburg international tournaments took place in 1914. Held in the opulent rooms of the St. Petersburg Chess Club, this event was the best of them all. The only notable absentees were the Austro-Hungarian masters, due to political tensions; the assassination at Sarajevo took place only two months later. It was at this tournament that the term "grandmaster" was first officially awarded by Tsar Nicholas II to the five finalists. This was still a purely honorific title that would not be statistically determined until the sixties, but its echoes of the medieval military orders and, more recently, of freemasonry lent a certain mystery to the game. Press coverage was considerable: in Britain alone, some fifteen national newspapers employed correspondents to write about it. Emanuel Lasker himself reported the event for the New York Evening Post. It was a sign of the game's rising status that the world champion's appearance fee of 4,000 rubles was much bigger than the first prize of 1,200 rubles. Such a fee was unprecedented, yet his old rival Tarrasch commented: "I do not consider this excessive. He would well deserve an even bigger bonus for the splendid games he has played." The audience's excitement overcame the normally strict etiquette of silence after the decisive game between Lasker and the rising star from Cuba, José Raúl Capablanca; cheering and applause erupted and went on for several minutes. Lasker won this tournament, just as he had won the other two, but this time only a thrilling late spurt enabled him to overtake Capablanca. The unfortunate Rubinstein was eclipsed. Alekhine, who proved that he was good enough to compete with the other grandmasters, came third. These three—Lasker, Capablanca, Alekhine—would remain the most famous names in chess for another generation, until the era of Soviet domination began after the Second World War.

This splendid gathering of grandmasters on the eve of the First World War—a conflict that would destroy imperial Russia forever—marked the end of a golden age. Even in post-revolutionary Russia, the memory of the world's chess elite fighting it out in St. Petersburg lived on and inspired the first Soviet international tournament at Moscow in 1925. During the intervening decade, however, St. Petersburg changed its name twice, symbolizing the fact that every aspect of life in Russia—including chess—had changed more in those ten years than in the two centuries since Peter the Great had founded his new capital. 


2. THE RECREATION OF THE REVOLUTION

CHESS, LIKE THE ARTS and sciences, is influenced by events and ideologies. Political and industrial revolution, nationalism and socialism, naturally all left their mark. The revolutionary years of 1789, 1848, and 1917 sent chess players, among countless others, into exile. Indeed, the first master to be universally acknowledged as supreme, the French composer André Danican Philidor, owed much of his fame at chess to the circumstance of exile. Proscribed by the revolutionary Directoire as an émigré in 1793 while enjoying his much publicized "chess season" in London, Philidor lost his main income after his music was banned in France. Thereafter he earned his living by chess. Philidor's feat of playing blindfold chess against several opponents simultaneously made him briefly a celebrity, but he died a poor refugee. 

After the failed revolution of 1848, another chess-playing exile pitched up in London: Karl Marx. Like his intellectual ancestor, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Marx adored chess and (much to his wife Jenny's exasperation) would disappear with his fellow émigrés c for days at a time on chess binges. Despite having devoted many hours to its pursuit, he never rose above mediocrity. According to Wilhelm Liebknecht, one of his chess friends and the founder of the German Social Democratic Party, Marx played chess with the same barely suppressed aggression that he manifested in politics: "When Marx got into a difficult position he would get angry and losing a game would cause him to fly into a rage." For much of his life, Marx was a typical coffeehouse intellectual whose fantasies of world revolution seemed unlikely to transcend the narrow bounds of the chessboard. Rousseau had been a similar type of grandstanding bohemian; so, later, were Lenin, Trotsky, Lunacharsky, and other Bolsheviks. Chess has always exerted a peculiar magnetism for megalomaniacs, from Napoleon to Castro. Sherlock Holmes saw excellence in chess as suspicious: "One mark, Watson, of a scheming mind." 

Marx and Lenin, however, were also linked by another chess lover: Nikolai Chernyshevsky. The son of an Orthodox priest, Chernyshevsky immersed himself in radical ideas and became the voice of the Russian intelligentsia during the mid-nineteenth century, particularly in his 1863 novel, What Is to Be Done? The checkered history of its publication indicates just how incompetent the tsarist police state was compared to that of Lenin and Stalin. Written while the author was in prison awaiting trial for subversion, the manuscript was passed by two censors, lost in a cab by the editor who was to publish it, and had to be retrieved with the help of the St. Petersburg police.

Yet this book did more to make the Russian revolution possible than any other, including the works of Marx himself. It was this book that enthused the angry young men who later formed the Bolsheviks. Chernyshevsky was sentenced to ten years in prison and, although this sentence was later commuted to five, he moldered in Siberian exile almost until his death in 1883. Chernyshevsky's status in radical circles as a revolutionary martyr lent a unique aura to this novel, a strange amalgam of Christianity and atheism, of mysticism and scientism, of socialism and individualism, of idealism and nihilism. 

It was Chernyshevsky's hero, Rakhmetov, who furnished a role model for all future revolutionaries. Rakhmetov undergoes a quasireligious conversion to revolutionary principles, after which he is reborn as an ascetic and enigmatic figure, known as "the rigorist." His life is totally subordinated to the cause; his time is strictly allotted, either to the tasks of training mind and body or to conspiratorial activity; he has no social life unless it serves the purpose of revolution, which he (like his creator) believes with millenarian fanaticism is to come in the year 1865. His mortification of the flesh is taken to extremes: he lies on a bed of nails to prove to himself that he can stand torture. A woman whose life he saves is overwhelmed by his fiery speeches: "I see him in my dreams surrounded by a halo," she muses. But he renounces her love: "Pity me. For I, too, am not an abstract idea, but a human being, one who longs to live life. Never mind. It will pass."

Censorship obliged Chernyshevsky to resort to euphemisms; he could do no more than hint at the true aims of his "extraordinary people." His heroine Vera Pavlovna did for emancipated women what Rakhmetov did for radical men. Both were foils for conservative critics such as Fyodor Dostoyevsky, whose Notes from Underground was a direct response to What Is to Be Donejust as Chernyshevsky himself had reacted against Ivan Turgenev's critique of revolutionary nihilism in Fathers and Sons. Dostoyevsky saw Rakhmetov as the prototype of the diabolical enemies of European civilization who haunt his works, especially The Possessed. But for Chernyshevsky, the Rakhmetovs were latter-day apostles of revolution, and he did not hesitate to laud them in language heavy with biblical allusion: "They are the flower of the best people, the movers of movers, the salt of the salt of the earth."

Although chess plays no part in What Is to Be Done?, it played a large part in Chernyshevsky's life, and a century later Soviet authors devoted entire monographs to his obsession with the game. The reason was that among his most avid readers was a young, upper-class Russian, Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, better known by his later  nom de guerre: Lenin. While in exile, Lenin once defended What Is to Be Done? against a critic in a Zurich café. Chernyshevsky, he declared, was


the greatest and most talented representative of socialism before Marx ... He ploughed me up more profoundly than anyone else ... After my brother's execution, knowing that Chernyshevsky's novel was one of his favorite books, I really undertook to read it, and I sat over it not for several days but for several weeks. Only then did I understand its depth ... It's a thing that supplies energy for a whole lifetime.



Lenin evidently hero-worshipped his brother Alexander. According to his biographer Robert Service, it was a family joke that, whenever he was in a quandary, his first question was always: what would Alexander do? According to his wife, Nadya Krupskaya, Lenin's passion for chess also derived from his ill-fated elder brother:


Both Vladimir Ilyich and his brother Alexander had been enthusiastic chess players ever since they were children. Their father had played chess too. "Father used to beat us at first," Vladimir Ilyich once told me, "but then my brother and I got hold of a chess manual and started beating him. Once I met my father coming out of our room—it was upstairs—with a lighted candle in one hand and the chess manual in the other. He made a study of it too."



The death of their father in 1886 left Alexander as head of the family. However, while studying at St. Petersburg he had become involved in a plot to assassinate Tsar Alexander III. In 1887 he was arrested by the Okhrana, the tsarist secret police, swiftly tried and—despite all attempts to intercede with the authorities—executed. Soon afterward, Lenin went to live and work in Kazan. It was here that he immersed himself in Chernyshevsky and, not coincidentally, joined a chess club. He also played postal chess with a lawyer friend, Andrei Khardin, who was a strong enough player to be taken seriously by the greatest Russian grandmaster of the tsarist era, Mikhail Tchigorin. Nadya Krupskaya recalled: "Vladimir Ilyich played games by correspondence. He would set out the figures and ponder over the board. He got so enthusiastic about it that he once cried out in his sleep: 'If he moves his knight here, I'll put my rook there!'" 

Later, during a peripatetic exile that took him from Finland to Berlin, Paris, and Switzerland, Lenin usually found time for chess amid his politicking, writing, and skirt-chasing. While in Paris he played at a café on the corner of the Avenue d'Orléans and the Place Montrouge. But Lenin found chess too addictive, and would often exclaim: "Chess is too absorbing, it interferes with your work." He was brought up with the rigorous work ethic that Chernyshevsky had demanded from true revolutionaries, and sitting around playing chess was incompatible with preparing for revolution. Krupskaya, for whom chess was a closed book, admired the self-discipline with which Lenin kept his obsession under control: "As Vladimir Ilyich was incapable of doing anything by halves, and always gave himself up wholeheartedly to whatever he was doing, it was usually with reluctance that he sat down to a game of chess when relaxing or when he lived abroad as a political emigrant." After his return to Russia in 1917, Lenin gave up chess altogether. He was able to use real people as pawns instead.

As for Lev Davidovich Bronstein, alias Leon Trotsky, a permanent seat at the coffeehouse chess table was a substitute for permanent revolution in Russia. Trotsky seems to have used chess rather as Marx did, as a safety valve to relieve the frustrations of a man impatient to be an actor on the stage of world history rather than a spectator. None of his games has survived, but one of his opponents was Baron Rothschild—an anticipation, in a sense, of the Cold War confrontation of capitalist and communist over the chessboard. The news of Trotsky's triumph in the Bolshevik revolution was greeted by the head waiter at the Café Central in Vienna, where the prophet in exile had spent much of the last few years, with the words: "Ach, that must be our Herr Bronstein from the chess room!" 

When in 1917 the Bolshevik émigrés abandoned the café and took over the Kremlin, they brought chess back with them. At first it was merely one of their pastimes, a relic of the Russian or Jewish bourgeoisie from which they mostly came. Yet within a few years, chess had been embraced by the commissars. By the mid-1920s, the Soviet Union had decided to adopt the game and promote it en masse as a form of mental training, a preparation for war and peace. They were also investing large sums of hard currency in organizing tournaments and cultivating grandmasters in a colossal drive to outdo the West in this most rarefied of competitive recreations.

The fact that Lenin played chess, of course, does not begin to explain the massive effort to popularize chess that began only after his death. Pravda boasted in 1936 of Botvinnik's victory at the Nottingham tournament that "the whole country, from the most remote corners to the Kremlin towers, was wishing him success and giving him moral support." In fact, Stalin does not seem to have been a chess player; as a young man, he preferred terrorism. Although he did much more than Lenin to establish chess as a key part of Soviet cultural diplomacy, Stalin's interest in chess was political rather than personal, despite the fact that games purporting to be his were published. Nor did the later Soviet leaders, such as Khrushchev and Brezhnev, care for the game. Unlike Lenin and Trotsky, they were shameless philistines. While several dictators of other communist states were strong chess players—including the Yugoslav Josip Broz Tito, the Hungarian Janos Kádár, and the Cuban Fidel Castro—it was Boris Yeltsin, the first post-Soviet president, who was actually the first Russian leader since Lenin to be a bona fide chess enthusiast. The rest—Zhdanov, Molotov, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernyenko, and Gorbachev—supported chess for pragmatic reasons of propaganda and prestige.

One of the most important reasons why the Soviet Union adopted chess was that the game was not only a symbol of Utopian aspirations but also of intellectual respectability. The Bolshevik regime began as, and in some respects always remained, a pariah state. The Western democracies at first supported the White counterrevolutionaries in the civil war of 1917‐21, and even after their defeat continued to cold-shoulder the Bolshevik government. Soviet Russia was not invited to join the League of Nations. Britain and France were appalled when the German Foreign Minister, Walther Rathenau, signed the Treaty of Rapallo with the Soviet regime in 1922. Further official recognition of the Bolsheviks by the West was a long time in coming. In 1927 a boatload of American journalists and intellectuals arrived to be feted by Trotsky and Stalin, who were desperate for a better press in the United States. They got it. Even so, it was not until 1933, more than fifteen years after the revolution, that Roosevelt, impressed by Stalin's Five Year Plan, recognized the Bolshevik government. Nevertheless, relations with the West remained icebound, not least because the Bolshevik regime continued to support communist parties elsewhere. Despite Stalin's slogan, "Socialism in One Country," the ultimate goal of world revolution was never abandoned. 

The exclusion of the USSR from political and economic contact with the West was a serious problem for Lenin and Stalin. The consolidation of communism required military and industrial technology, which necessitated trade and hence foreign currency. Despite its much trumpeted statistics for collectivization and industrialization, the Soviet government was all but bankrupt, crippled by the burden of a centrally planned economy, and a bloated and avaricious bureaucracy, not to mention the largest and least efficient army in the world. The world's first communist experiment needed Western capitalism to supply capital—human, industrial, and financial. Stalin had no trouble wooing nongovernmental organizations, such as trade unions, but governments were harder. After the rise of Hitler, who became German chancellor in 1933, Stalin pursued talks with Britain and France on collective security, but neither power trusted him. Stalin was excluded from the Munich conference, when Chamberlain and Daladier tried to appease Hitler. Stalin sacked his foreign minister, Litvinov, and replaced him with Molotov, before proceeding to negotiate a pact even with his bitterest enemy, Hitler, in order to ensure that the latter turned his forces against the West rather than against Russia. This "Non-Aggression Pact" was signed by the two most aggressive states on earth in August 1939, partitioning Eastern and central Europe between them and temporarily consigning Comintern, the vehicle of world revolution, to the dustbin of history. Yet the Soviet Union remained isolated until Churchill and Roosevelt were forced to treat Stalin as an ally against Hitler. 

For the brief period of the wartime "Big Three" alliance, the Soviet Union came in from the cold. At Yalta, Stalin was as happy to partition his neighbors with the Allies as with the Axis, and now extended his power deep into central Europe. The bad faith evident in postwar attempts at communist subversion caused public opinion in Western Europe and America to treat "Uncle Joe" once again with fear and suspicion. In this respect, the Cold War restored the natural order of things, obliging successive Soviet leaders to lavish scarce resources on propaganda, subversion, "fellow travelers," and "front organizations" in order to impress and undermine the West. The fact that the Kremlin (which simply means "fortress" or "castle," of the kind that virtually every medieval European city possessed) became shorthand for the Soviet government was merely one indication of the siege mentality that persisted throughout the three-quarters of a century that Lenin's revolutionary order endured. In a sense, just as there were two world wars, so there were two cold wars: the first from 1918101941, the second from 1946 to 1991. In both cases, proxy wars were fought: before the Second World War in Spain and China; after it in Korea, Vietnam, the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, Europe, and finally Afghanistan. One major difference between the two cold wars was the virtual isolation of the USSR during its first twenty years, whereas after 1945 it was joined by a large bloc of satellites and other socialist or "nonaligned" states. Both before and after the Second World War, however, it was a key part of the Kremlin's strategy to improve relations with the West, in order to facilitate the creation of pro-Soviet parties and factions there. 

Chess became an essential part of the long-term Soviet program to overcome this pariah status. What the Russians, in contrast to the amateur game, called "big chess"—the nurturing of masters and grandmasters, and national or international tournaments, all with the ultimate goal of monopolizing the world championship—promised to enhance the legitimacy and prestige of the communist movement. Long before Soviet competitors began to make a major impact in other sports, their excellence in chess drew admiration in the West—so much so, indeed, that chess became an integral part of the stereotypical view of Soviet society, which was, of course, precisely the intention. Chess fitted perfectly the official image of Soviet man as serious-minded, logical, and "scientific" even in his leisure activity. The "rigorist" philosophy of life that first emerged fully into view with Chernyshevsky's fictional character of Rakhmetov is an almost exact model for the work ethic that Soviet chess masters were later expected to follow. As we shall see, the first and most influential world champion, Mikhail Botvinnik, prescribed a lifestyle that went far beyond the training regime that is normal for any sport. He demanded that young men and women give themselves up body and soul to the service of the Soviet school of chess, which in turn served the higher purpose of the revolution. Without this philosophical background, the Soviet state would not have cultivated chess as the recreation of the revolution.

Chess became a training ground for the wider aim of overtaking the West across the board: in cultural excellence, economic growth, political influence, and military prowess. Because chess was the first—and for many years only—field in which the Kremlin could genuinely claim to have surpassed capitalism in direct competition, it was given priority over other, objectively more important activities. Chess was also, compared to other cultural activities of comparable prestige, very cheap. In a country impoverished by war, revolution, and collectivization, even chess sets were luxuries that ordinary workers could not afford, although they were within the means of trade unions or other state organizations. And so began the unprecedented experiment of incorporating chess into the official culture of the communist revolution. 
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