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The Match of All Time

What if?
Almost half a century after the conclusion of the match, an interesting 
question arises. At a certain stage of the negotiations, FIDE decided that 
the match would be split between Belgrade and Reykjavik. In the ensuing 
complex negotiations, the Yugoslav organizer backed out. The CEO of the 
Export and Creditbank of Belgrade had become increasingly wary of the 
financial consequences. When the negotiations started and it was obvious 
that almost every detail would be disputed, and that there was no solution 
in sight, he wanted some sort of a guarantee. The financial world can be like 
that. The unsuspecting Icelanders kept on going, confident they could solve 
matters. It could hardly be a major problem to stage a chess match.

What would have happened if we had also given up? Would the match 
never have taken place? Would Fischer never have become World Champion? 
The history of chess might have taken a totally different turn. Looking back, 
this scenario seems highly likely. Is it possible that the optimistic Iceland-
ers were agents of fate for chess history?

In their second World Championship match in 1969, Boris Spassky defeated Tigran 
Petrosian to win the highest title.
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1 Prologue

As mentioned before, many books have been written about the match. 
Many believe that with the publication of Fischer vs. Spassky by Freysteinn 
Johannsson and Fridrik Olafsson and then Bobby Fischer Goes to War by David 
Edmonds and John Eidinow, the story of the match had been told, and 
there was little to add. But still there must be a space for one more book, 
written from the viewpoint of those who were active on the front line, so 
to speak. Almost 50 years have gone by now, and it should be kept in mind 
that memory can falter when one is trying to recall past events. A quote 
from Grettir’s Saga, one of the Icelandic sagas, springs to mind: ‘A tale is half 
told if one man tells it’.

History will not repeat itself
There is a saying that history will always repeat itself. That is not always true. 
The World Championship match between Boris Spassky and Bobby Fischer 
will never be repeated, and no chess match ever will be anything like it. I 
am absolutely sure that the extraordinary events linked to the match, its 
planning, organization and the competition itself, will not happen again. 
Perhaps we have in this match the exception that proves the rule.

The world in which we live will never again have the same potential, 
never again be constructed politically or economically as it was back then. 
No two players, such vastly different characters, will again take the stage 
and create an atmosphere of intense battle, making it an international 
affair. And I believe that never again will there be a chess match capable 
of creating such interest in the game. Even a fiction writer would have 
been hard-pressed to come up with a story like the one that unfolded in 
Reykjavik in 1972.

The battle was given the name: The Match of the Century. I believe this 
is an understatement. Its rightful name should be: The Match of All Time. 
Never again will there be a chess event able to capture the attention of 
millions of people all around the world, people who do not care about chess 
at all. Never again will there be an event that can evoke so much interest in 
the noble game of chess.

I want to make a controversial statement here: in fact, it was not possible 
to stage an event like this match. It was not possible to stage this event 
and make the match a reality. But Icelanders did it anyway, with the help 
of a series of coincidences, misunderstandings and luck. There is an old 
proverb that says luck follows those who are ready. How can we define what 
is possible? If mathematical probability is taken into account, and the odds of 
something to happen are a million to one, we would surely conclude that the 
task before us is impossible to solve. We would agree that in order to succeed, 
far too many positive factors are required. And luck too.
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The Match of All Time

The Yugoslavs gave up when things got stormy and the difficulties seemed 
without end, and the president of FIDE, Dr. Max Euwe, tried in vain to find 
a partner ready to replace them and organize the first part of the match.

It took a long series of coincidences and events, which according to math-
ematical probability could not happen at the same time and in the same place, 
before the match could become a reality.

Hence this odd statement: it was not possible to organize this match, 
nor was it to possible to rescue it... but still it was done!

A different perspective
It is a known fact that people can experience the same event totally differ-
ently. You might take a trip to the woods with your friends, some of them 
experts in a specific field. The arborist might try to identify plants or even 
moss growing on the various trees in the wood. The animal expert would 
start looking for wildlife there, insects, butterflies, etc. The carpenter might 
wonder if the timber could help him make a flagpole, a single mast for a ship, 
a wooden floor or a boardwalk. Young people in love might see the wood in 
a romantic light, the bushes could be the ideal hideout for a rendezvous. The 
more impressionable of us might notice that the wood is suddenly inhabited 
by fairies and their queen Titania, as in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. Everyone would describe the wood in very different ways. Recollec-
tions of the World Championship should perhaps be viewed with this in 
mind.

As time goes by, I have come to realize that a few incidents have become 
ever more important as we reflect on them from a different viewpoint. 
Different people do not experience the events they witnessed in the same 
way, inhabiting perhaps a different world.

When I am discussing this strange event with journalists, filmmakers 
and writers, everything becomes clearer to me. The things connected with 
the match that I am asked most about now are not the same things that kept 
us occupied at the time. The organizers, the international chess federation 
FIDE, the players Spassky and Fischer, the arbiters, not to mention the public 
who were following the match, all had their own perspective and contrib-
uted a different understanding of events. The match will of course in due 
time be evaluated, connecting the dots so to speak, and find its place in the 
annals of modern history.

Immanuel Kant wrote about what he called ‘das Ding an sich’, or ‘the 
thing-in-itself’. He discussed the difference between how we may experi-
ence even common occurrences and how they really are. In one of Shake-
speare’s many masterpieces we find the line: ‘Our thoughts are ours, their 
ends none of our own’.
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1 Prologue

So, the questions remain: What really happened? Why did it happen? In 1972 
the Cold War was raging. The two superpowers, the USA and the USSR, were 
engaged in what was called an overwhelming and extremely dangerous esca-
lation of weapons of mass destruction. It was a widely held view that nuclear 
weapons were the only hope left for mankind, a necessary evil to avoid a major 
conflict between East and West. Nuclear deterrence was the key concept to 
describe the standstill, and both superpowers danced to the same music. The 
Soviet Union and the USA had split the world into allies and enemies, hostile 
or friendly territories based on ideology, communism vs. capitalism. Each dis-

At the end 
of January 
1972, Bobby 
Fischer visited 
Amsterdam, 
where the FIDE 
office was located. 
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