
The Professor
Max Euwe 1901-1981

In the sum mer of 1972 I de parted the So viet Un ion, my lug gage
con sist ing en tirely of a strong de sire to leave the coun try, a rather
sketchy im pres sion of the world that lay be yond its bor ders and a suit -
case full of books. Ac cord ing to the rules I was al lowed to carry out
only books printed in the coun try af ter 1945; books printed be fore that 
date re quired spe cial per mis sion. Over com ing the ob sta cles thrown up
by the bu reau cracy, I ob tained the de sired stamp from the Min is try of
Cul ture – ‘Per mis sion to re move from the USSR’ – for a book printed
in 1936.

This was a chess book. I had used it more than once to give chil dren
les sons in the Le nin grad Pal ace of Pi o neers, where I had worked as a
trainer; to this day, I con sider it one of the best chess books ever. I still
have it. The ti tle page reads: Max Euwe/Chess Les sons. When look ing at the
Dutch ti tle ‘Practische schaaklessen’ on the pub lisher’s page, I no lon ger
pause at the dou ble ‘a’, so un usual in Rus sian, in the sec ond word. Lit tle
could I have imag ined then that within a few months of my leav ing, I
would be speak ing to the au thor, meet ing him fre quently and even play -
ing him in a short match.

I saw Euwe for the first time in Am ster dam in the late au tumn of
1972, when he asked me to help him with one of his books on open -
ing the ory. I agreed; but then my own chess ca reer pushed aside ev ery -
thing else, and we had to give up on this idea.

‘FIDE’s Staff Head quar ters’ was the gran di ose name given by the So -
viet press to a cou ple of me dium-sized rooms on the Passeerdersgracht
in down town Am ster dam, a few min utes’ walk from my home. On my 
walks I would oc ca sion ally look in side. Euwe was very often abroad,
but some times I would find him in, and then he would ask me to
trans late let ters he re ceived from the So viet Un ion. These let ters were
all very sim i lar and al most al ways in cluded re quests – for au to graphs,
pho tos or books. ‘Do you think this will be enough?’ he would ask me, 
as he signed a piece of pa per or au to graphed a photo. ‘More than
enough’, I would re ply. ‘Do you re ally think it’s enough?’ he would re -
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peat, doubt fully. In his voice, I could hear the in to na tions of Al ex an der
the Great, who gave a friend fifty tal ents and, when the man said that
ten tal ents would have been enough, re plied: ‘For you it would have
been enough; it’s not enough for me.’

In the au tumn of 1975, we played a short two-game match in the stu -
dio of the AVRO broad cast ing com pany in Hilversum. There was even
a book pub lished about it af ter wards – Chess Match 1975 Euwe-Sosonko – in
which his best games were dis played next to mine. I don’t have to tell
you what an hon our this jux ta po si tion was for me. The book also spoke 
of chess in Hol land and its new hope – the young Jan Timman. The
orig i nal plan was for him to have been Euwe’s op po nent, but Jan’s fa -
ther died just a few days be fore the start ing date.

Later I read, in the de tailed re search on Euwe’s ca reer by the So viet
grand mas ter and psy chol o gist Krogius, that ‘Euwe will ingly sub mit ted
to the cre ation of a cen tral iso lated pawn, and had great suc cess play ing 
these po si tions.’ I found this to be true in the very first game of our
match, in which I mi rac u lously saved a draw. Krogius was also cor rect
in say ing: ‘It was most ad van ta geous to pre pare some open ing nov elty
– even if, with proper play, it led to no ad van tage. As a rule, one could
count on a strong psy cho log i cal im pact from the un ex pected.’ The
course of the sec ond game fully sup ported this eval u a tion as well: the
nov elty I used in the Slav De fence was no stron ger than that used in his
match against Alekhine forty years be fore. But it was ob vi ous that this
type of game did not suit him, and I managed to win this game.

Ineke Bakker was Sec re tary of the In ter na tional Chess Fed er a tion –
FIDE – at the time. A few days af ter the match, she met the USSR Min -
is ter of Sports, Sergey Pav lov, in Mos cow. ‘He was be side him self with
rage’, she re called later. ‘What – you mean Euwe could n’t find any
other op po nent for this match? He for gets that he is not just a grand -
mas ter, but the Pres i dent of the In ter na tional Chess Fed er a tion. This is a 
prov o ca tion, a prov o ca tion,’ he re peated sev eral times.’ It had, of
course, never oc curred to Euwe to con sider the po lit i cal subtext of our
match, even though not a sin gle So viet grand mas ter had come to Wijk
aan Zee in Hol land a year ear lier, pre cisely be cause of my par tic i pa tion. 
To day this seems un be liev able, but in those days, the gov ern ment con -
sid ered any one who left the USSR a trai tor whose name should dis ap -
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pear for ever from the pages of the na tional press. It goes with out
say ing that this weapon harks back to pri me val magic: curs ing some -
one’s name. This tech nique was known to the an cient Romans as
damnatio memoriae – a curse on one’s mem ory – when the of fend ing
name was scratched from the stone stelae bear ing the text of state doc u -
ments. As de scribed by Or well, this phe nom e non was fa mil iar to the
older gen er a tion of So viet cit i zens, who had clear mem o ries of pho to -
graphs be ing doc tored and en tire pages of his tory text books be ing
erased, and the Great So viet En cy clo pe dia re plac ing bi og ra phy by ge og -
ra phy: in stead of the ar ti cle on Beria they in serted one on the Be ring
Strait. To this day, I have a copy of a sports jour nal, published in
Leningrad, that reports on a three-way tie for the 1973 Dutch
championship between Enklaar and Zuidema.

Six months af ter my match against Euwe, the So viet func tion ar ies had
to deal with this same prob lem, but on a con sid er ably larger scale: in
the sum mer of 1976, af ter the IBM tour na ment in Am ster dam, Viktor
Kortchnoi ap plied for po lit i cal asy lum in Hol land. It was any thing but
an im pul sive de ci sion. In Jan u ary of that year, at the tour na ment in
Hastings, Kortchnoi and I had spent nearly ev ery eve ning weigh ing ev -
ery pos si ble means for him to defect to the West.

At the open ing of that tour na ment he asked me to help him talk to
Euwe. The con ver sa tion boiled down to the fol low ing: Kortchnoi had
many prob lems in the So viet Un ion; his po si tion there was com pro -
mised; soon the Can di dates’ matches would be gin, in which he would
par tic i pate; so what if...

Euwe un der stood at once. ‘Viktor’, he said, ‘it goes with out say ing
that you will re tain all your rights. We will help you, don’t worry’, and 
so forth. I trans lated emotionlessly, un der stand ing the im por tance of
what was hap pen ing. It would be wrong to say that this con ver sa tion
sealed Kortchnoi’s de ci sion – it had been a long time in the mak ing –
but there can be no doubt that Euwe’s friendly, en cour ag ing tone hard -
ened his resolve.

Dur ing the course of the con ver sa tion, I oc ca sion ally glanced at
Euwe. He spoke like a man asked for aid and coun sel by a col league:
ev ery thing he said was spon ta ne ous, that first out pour ing of the soul
which Talleyrand so cau tioned young dip lo mats against. There was
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