
Linares

When you get to Li nares you are not there yet. Af ter de scend ing
from Ma drid through the Span ish in te rior for more than three hours,
the train de liv ers you at a small sta tion in the vil lage of Baeza. Out side
the low, white sta tion build ing this is not im me di ately clear. On the
small square a ru ral live li ness pre vails, easy- going and un as sum ing.
There is noth ing to in di cate whether you are in Li nares or not. A few
teen ag ers sit on their scoot ers, smok ing ciga rettes with an ex pe ri enced
look on their faces. They are watch ing, with out in ter est, two tired
look ing young moth ers push ing prams. A bit fur ther on, an old man
with dark glasses, who is ges ticu lat ing em phati cally, is tell ing a story to 
one of his con tem po rar ies. I have been com ing here for some ten years. 
I know that I will have to take a taxi for the last few miles in or der to
ar rive at my fi nal des ti na tion: Ho tel Ani bal, named af ter the Car tha gin -
ian gen eral. Han ni bal crossed the Alps but in Li nares he con quered his
be loved Himilce.

When I came here for the first time, I had for tu nately been fore -
warned. “Don’t be alarmed when you take a taxi,” the wife of one of
the chess play ers told me, “be cause be fore you know it, this taxi will
leave the built- up area and you’ll think you’re be ing robbed.” That was 
what it felt like that first time, de spite the warn ing. And that is what it
still feels like even now, with the silver- grey haired driver with his
grand son sit ting next to him, who mo ments be fore with mod est help -
ful ness lifted my suit case into the boot. At my re quest, “Ho tel Ani bal,
please,” the cab driver ma noeu vres his car through three straight streets 
out of Baeza and then, af ter a sharp bend, sud denly takes it up hill to a
junc tion, which re veals only at the last mo ment what is hid den be hind
the abrupt, short in cline. I know full well by now that the world does
not end af ter this un ex pected climb but that the junc tion marks the
start of the short motor way con nect ing Baeza and Li nares. Even so,
there is once again the feel ing of re lief that the road con tin ues and
doesn’t sud denly end up in some re mote spot sur rounded by bushes,
where I am to be left with out my lug gage and my money.

The taxi picks up speed and through the driv er’s half- opened win -
dow a pun gent smell of ol ives en ters the car. The ol ive groves stretch
away to the left and the right of the road. Be hind us, sharply sil hou et -
ted against the dusky even ing sky, is a row of tall olive- oil tanks. A few
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min utes later we en ter Li nares by way of an in dus trial area, ir regu larly
in ter spersed with show rooms, stor age de pots and work shops. Not the 
best part by which to drive into town, but why men tion the best part
when many peo ple will agree that no such part ex ists at all. Look it up
in a travel guide: the author will tell you in a short chap ter that this
small town of sixty-five thou sand in habi tants is pre domi nantly ugly. It
is hard to say when this story be gan do ing the rounds but it cer tainly
has turned into a man tra by now. Li nares is an ugly town, as eve ry one
is fond of re peat ing. Per haps Li nares is ir repa ra bly ugly be cause for a
long time it owed its ex is tence to the min ing in dus try. 

Ac cord ing to Mauri cio, the his tory of Li nares is quickly told. When I 
asked him about it once, he wrapped it up in a few sen tences with the
venom and irony he is in clined to dis play when the his tory of his
coun try is brought up: “The Ro mans dis cov ered some ores, and as a re -
sult there were mines here un til the be gin ning of the cen tury. The
pros per ity that de rived from these mines van ished when they were
closed one af ter the other. At pres ent, Li nares’ econ omy de pends on the 
ol ive in dus try.”

These ol ives are big, green, fleshy and have a strong taste. With
every meal, a small plate of ol ives is put next to the bread bas ket for
start ers. A simi lar plate, but now with some tooth picks added, is served 
when you or der a glass of beer in a bar at cock tail hour. The oil made
from them is among the best in Spain.

An other im por tant em ployer is the Suzuki car plant, which, un der
the name of San tana, pro vides work for some two thou sand peo ple.
There used to be more but the 1994 cri sis did for a lot of jobs. At first,
a com plete clo sure was threat ened but this caused such emo tions and
re sis tance that the plan was hast ily with drawn. It was one of the few
mo ments when the chess play ers dis cov ered that there were other con -
cerns here than their tour na ment. A group of dem on stra tors forced
their way into the ho tel and threat ened to bring the tour na ment to a
halt. The chess play ers opted for a well con sid ered re ac tion that gained
them a lot of sym pa thy. Led by Span ish grand mas ter Miguel Illes cas
they signed a pe ti tion de clar ing their soli dar ity with the threat ened
work ers. They could not have re acted in a bet ter way. The dem on stra -
tors proudly posed with the chess play ers be hind a gi gan tic ban ner and
af ter that they all went to fight their own fight again.

Luis Rentero, the di rec tor of the chess tour na ment and ac tive in lo cal 
poli tics, also ex pressed an in ter est. He told a baf fled jour nal ist that he
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would know what to do with the Japa nese fac tory own ers. He would
line them up in front of the town hall and then feed them one af ter the 
other to the an gry mob. The jour nal ist’s pen hesi tated at the bel li cose
words. Just long enough for Don Luis to tell him with an authori ta tive
ges ture: “Yes, yes, go ahead. You can quote me on that.”

When the taxi stops at the Ho tel Ani bal, I look at the Chi nese res tau rant 
next to it. Ciu dad Fe liz, happy town or lucky town. It is one of the few
spots in Li nares that still evokes memo ries of the un rest over the threat -
ened clo sure of the car plant. The grow ing an ger of the lo cals made the 
owner so nerv ous that out of pure self- defence he stuck signs to his
win dows pro claim ing: “We are not Japa nese!”

The spa cious ho tel lobby is vir tu ally empty when I en ter. The long
re cep tion desk is un tended and in the deep, brown set tees there is just
one lonely Span iard read ing a news pa per un der the bas- relief of the
two chess play ers. On ei ther side of these stone- carved, nude play ers
pon der ing a four- by- four- square po si tion with their fists pressed
against their heads are the por traits of the grand mas ters who com peted
here in 1991. A year af ter Kas pa rov first won the tour na ment and
called Li nares the Wim ble don of chess, Rentero ini ti ated a new tra di -
tion. Each time the tour na ment was held he erected a me mo rial in the
lobby. These are monu ments of a strik ing sim plic ity. Sepa rately pho to -
graphed col our por traits of all par tici pants are grouped to gether on a
sec tion of wall re served for a par ticu lar year. There is no more room
for them in the lobby by now. The por traits of the play ers who wrote
his tory here in the past few years are hang ing in the bar, in be tween
the lobby and the res tau rant. These por traits must be an over whelm ing
ex pe ri ence for any chess lover en ter ing the ho tel for the first time: the
best play ers the world has to of fer so of ten to gether in a pro vin cial
town in An da lu sia. To me, they are wel come re mind ers of games, sto -
ries, events, whirl ing around in a hazy no tion of time - memo ries that
make you feel some how that chess is no where bet ter than here. Not
be cause the games are al ways bet ter but be cause there is no bet ter place 
to ex pe ri ence the in ex pli ca ble al lure of the game.

Kas pa rov once de scribed Li nares as an an nual re treat, a se cret coun -
cil. It is here that the strong est play ers meet to prove in di rect bat tle
who is who at the mo ment. It is here that they draw up the an nual bal -
ance for them selves and each other, and de cide in cu ri ous iso la tion
what the bal ance of pow ers will be for the time be ing. True, Kas pa rov
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