A Fresh Start

extending back to Steinitz, supported the Dortmund Candidates
tournament for producing a Challenger; Garry Kasparov, the
world’ stop-ranked player, refused to participate in either
Kramnik’s cycle or in FIDE’s championship. That FIDE
championship had just been won by Ponomariov. FIDE appeared
happy to continue its championship and had accelerated the time
controlsfor official FIDE events. Therefore, at least three claims
existed as to who was the world’ s very best player, and the
divisions among the claimants were as deep as the seas.

Chaos

Chaos has been the only word to describe the situation in
professional chess. Since 1993 the simplest way of starting a
discussion in any chess club has been simply to ask, “Who isthe
World Champion?’ The impact of this question has had a
profoundly negative impact upon sponsors worldwide. Consider,
for example, the great Linares 2002 tournament. One has to pity
the poor organizers, who made an outstanding effort. Having
secured what they felt was a star-studded field, they were
surprised when Ruslan Ponomariov, who had accepted his
invitation before winning the FIDE world championship,
explained that with his new role he had inherited new
responsibilities and he had to withdraw. After various undignified
threats had been made, the Linares organizers made some
compromises, including recognition of the new World Champion,
and finally Ponomariov agreed to participate. It is no secret that
any World Champion commands an important marketing value
and recelves a hefty fee for participating in tournaments and
exhibitions. With two recognized world champions, Ponomariov
and Kramnik, plus Kasparov as the world' s most recognized and
top-ranked player, organizers have to satisfy the demands of three
players, treating each of them as Champion. Conflicts, especialy
on financial conditions, are inevitable.

Even worse, FIDE has taken a very confrontational approach with
major chess organizers stating that, “ Those organizers who are not
with us are against us’ and “We are at war.” Which organizers or
sponsors in their right mind would want to host an event that will
be savaged by conflicting claims? Think about the decision of the
poor Dortmund organizers. They want to host a magnificent
tournament of great chess stars. Would the Dortmund organizers
be a casualty of war? Would FIDE sue them for making claims
about staging aworld championship cycle? Who would willingly
accept such aggravation or even the possibility of it? Welcome to
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the world of professional chess!

As Kramnik laconically explained in an interview on pages 44-45
of New In Chess magazine 2002 #1, when describing the 2001
Moscow FIDE championship clashing with his own exhibition
match against Kasparov: “I didn’t have any special feelings about
the clash with the FIDE tournament. Sometime ago | reread an
interview with Vishy (Anand) after he became FIDE world
champion last year, and | understood what he meant when he
more or less said that the chess world has been in such disorder
for so long already that he has the feeling that everybody is happy
with the situation and no one wants to do anything about it. But of
courseit looks a bit nonsensical to have two such big events at the
same time in the same city. Unfortunately for the chess world this
isquite normal. That is very scary. It isnormal to have scandals
and it isnormal that FIDE tries to destroy our event. It's so
normal that | didn’t have any strong emotions about it. But of
course it means that there is something wrong in the chess world.
If thereisaway out | don’t know, but at least | amtrying to
contribute something positive.”

Such aview is deeply disheartening. In truth the average chess fan
and the top players are very upset about the situation in chess but
how to resolve the situation?

Fresh Start, A Hope and a Prayer

For along while | had been thinking deeply about how to resolve
the problems in the professional chess world. At Wijk Aan Zeein
2001, | developed a unity plan and began discussing it with a
number of colleagues. | spoke briefly with Kramnik, respecting
his position as the new Classical World Champion; | considered
him as the key person and the one most capable of changing the
situation and charting a new course for professional chess. In
March 2001, we exchanged e-mails about a new cycle. At that
time, Vladimir was deeply involved in the discussions for
launching “his’ new cycle and was necessarily busy, so our
exchanges didn’t reach the necessary conclusions. In Prague,
October 2001 during the Eurotel event where Kasparov faced the
Czech National Team, | spoke with Garry about unification and
asked him if he had a plan. He responded that he wasn't a
magician and couldn’t pull arabbit out of his hat! Unfortunately,
he didn’t pose the same question to me, and when the topic at
dinner changed | couldn’t reveal to him what | had in mind. | had
to satisfy myself by sharing my “Fresh Start” plan with GM
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Genna Sosonko, who was a guest at the event. He was quite
thoughtful but was understandably skeptical. He encouraged me to
launch my plan and wished me his very best but also warned me
that | was sureto raise theire of one side or another. It wasn't the
last time that | would be the butt of jokes as being a dead peace
pigeon. | didn’t mind.

During the January 2002 US Championshipsin Seattle, | spoke to
some of my colleagues about my plan and got a varied set of
responses, ranging from “hopeless’ to “great!” The overall
sentiment, though, seemed to be, “Just do it!” After al, what
would be lost? If the chess world didn’t unify in dramatic fashion,
and quickly, it would continue its downward spiral, with an
increasing exodus from the game by talented players and
SPONSOrS.

At the 2002 Wijk Aan Zee tournament, | had a very lengthy
meeting with Carsten Hensel, Kramnik’ s representative and
consultant to the Dortmund tournament. Carsten was enthusiastic
about a number of ideas that | presented to him but explained that
Kramnik was legally bound by his contract with BGN and that he
had to face the Dortmund winner in a championship match. He
advised me to await the outcome of that cycle before launching
my plan. During the Wijk Aan Zee tournament, my wife Y vette
and | hosted adinner at our Amsterdam apartment for afew
friends, including IM Gert Ligterink. I’ve known Gert for almost
15 years and have come to respect his opinions very much. Heisa
superb writer, and his weekly column in the Volkskrant newspaper
isaDutch favorite. | bent his ear, and the ears of our other guests
for the evening, and he was unequivocal in his support. To
paraphrase, “Great plan, Yasser. If anyone can do it, you can. Of
course, you have no chance.” Gotta love a challenge.

| decided not to take Carsten’ s advice, and following the
conclusion of the Wijk Aan Zee event | wrote my “A Fresh Start”
article (Readers may find it in the ChessCafe.com Archives:
http://www.chesscaf e.com/text/freshstart.pdf). It was a lengthy,

detailed proposal, and needed to be drafted with extreme care and
absolute clarity. A key part of the plan was the creation of the
Chess Commissioners Office and | had three persons in mind:
Erik Anderson from Seattle, representing the United States, Dato
Tan Chin Nam of Kuala Lumpur, representing Asia, and Bessel
Kok of Prague, representing Europe. In due course | approached
them individually and they all agreed that their names could be
mentioned and that they would serve as Commissioners should
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unity be achieved. | was very grateful to them for giving me much
detailed feedback on the draft plan.

On February 227d Yvette and | joined GM Jan Timman and Bessel
Kok for dinner in Amsterdam. The “Fresh Start”, as| had decided
to call it, was very much the topic of conversation. Jan was very
thoughtful about the proposal and pronounced it good. We spent
the whole night at GM Hein Donner’ s favorite hangout, the De
Kring Club, discussing the initiative. Bessel agreed to my
proposed role for him as a Chess Commissioner and on February
26t “ A Fresh Start” was published on ChessCafe.com. | also
prepared a slightly longer version for the Club Kasparov website,
as | was simultaneously responding to an article by Kasparowv. |
sent athird version of my article, an executive summary proposal,
to FIDE’ s headquarters and to all the Federationsin my e-mail
address list, as well as various other interested parties. Then |
waited.

It was the shortest wait of my life. Within 24 hours | had received
196 responses, a funny number as it was exactly the same number
of playersthat | had recommended for inclusion in the Swiss
system world qualification tournament that would launch the
proposed cycle. Yvette and | joked that | had received an e-mail
for each participant.

At thismoment, | have to interrupt my narrative to explain an
important point. Although | don’t know the exact date when it
happened, | became aware that BGN had sold its chess assets, and
specifically its contract with World Champion Vladimir Kramnik,
to Einstein TV, a UK-based multi-media content company that
broadcasts over a pan-European cable system and by satellite. |
had never heard of Einstein TV and was anxious to learn about it.
Once more, | didn’t have to wait long. On March 1%, Vladimir
Kramnik had a press conference in London, introducing Einstein
TV’'s CEO Steve Timmins to the chess world. We had a new
partner in unifying the chess world. Keene was out.

Despite what | considered perfect timing for launching “A Fresh
Start”, some chess journalists were far less enthusiastic, and not
only about the timing. My article appeared during the 2002
Linares event, and the wordsmiths were busy covering the
tournament. | had asked John Henderson, writer for The Scotsman
newspaper and The Week In Chess (TWIC) reports, to provide a
copy of “A Fresh Start” to Ruslan Ponomariov. John told me of
Ruslan’sreaction, “It'svery long.” Hmm. That was a bit deflating
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but hey, if unity in the chess world was a simple problem, | could
write a simple answer.

| was also deeply anxious for areaction from Kasparov and asked
Miguel Greengard, aso known as Mig, to tell me what Garry
thought of “A Fresh Start”. Mig wasn’t as forthcoming as hoped:
“Garry’ s focusing on the tournament but he didn’t toss your
proposal away.” A particularly funny moment came courtesy of
Mark Crowther, the editor of TWIC website. While other websites
had published “A Fresh Start” quickly, TWIC had not. When |
asked Mark why, he explained that my proposal had “a zero
chance.” Oh great, | thought, an editor with attitude!

In late February awell-known writer in the UK commented thus
on “A Fresh Start”: “I don't think thereisacat’s chancein hell of
it coming to pass.”

But things continued to move forward. On March 5th, Bessel Kok,
on behalf of the proposed Chess Commissioners, issued a press
release inviting the parties to Prague to hold a meeting on how to
unify the chessworld. Thiswas a catalyst for really heating things
up. Folks turned serious and began thinking about a peace
conference for the first time in many along year.

Party Positions

I’ ve given the background history on how the chess world landed
up inits current situation, but it would aso be helpful to
understand fully the position of each of the parties. That will
underscore the uphill battle that was being faced.

FIDE' s public position was clear: we are the official international
federation composed of national federations, recognized by the
International Olympic Committee and other sporting bodies. We
have our championships, which are fair and sporting; we have our
Champions; any other claims are illegitimate and are none of our
concern. We have no reason to compromise; we are happy
continuing our work on behalf of chess. Privately, though, FIDE
officials were most anxious to end the divisions in chess. Without
the participation of the very best players, Kasparov and Kramnik,
in the FIDE cycles, sponsors had not stepped up to the plate to
help Kirsan [ljumzhinov support the FIDE championship.

Kramnik’s position was that he was contractually committed to
defending his title against the winner of the Dortmund
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