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Life story of female prodigy Sonja Graf-Stevenson

Schach-Echo 1934 p. 201
Picture 1: Sonja Graf

By Michael Negele (a version from 10th February 2007; an abridged version appeared in Karl 3/2004, pp.
28-34.)

While leafing through some old issues of Schach-Echo I came across a photo (Picture 1) of a young
woman whose enigmatic smile instantly aroused my curiosity. Who was this “Miss Sonja Graf” and why
does Dr. Eduard Dyckhoff (Picture 2) refer to her as “the German champion” (Text A..) in Magyar
Sakkvilag (April 1934, pp. 83-85) when there is hardly any mention of her in German chess magazines of
that time?

This was the beginning of my extensive research which revealed some interesting facts about the eventful
life of this mysterious figure.

According to some sources, Sonja Graf was born on 15th May 1912 in Munich. This date is also
mentioned by Alfred Diel in “The Bavarian Chess Federation — Beginning of the Third Millennium”
(2000). However, after consulting the ,,Chess Personalia A Biobibliography” (1987) things became more
complicated. Jeremy Gaige, who has a reputation for being extremely careful, gives 16™ December 1914
as Sonja’s birth date, referring to the information in her death certificate. And finally, the third birth date
that I came across was 18" December 1912 — this was mentioned explicitly in a laudatory article on Sonja
Graf in the short-lived Czech weekly Sachovy tyden (Chess Week) published on g™ April 1937 before the
commencement of the Prague tournament (Text B).
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Texts A and text B:

SONJA GRAF
DIE DEUTSCHE SCHACHMEISTERIN

Das deutsche Damenschach wurde bisher (Hamburg, 1930, Prag,
931) durch Frl. Wally Henschel [Hamburg) nicht allzu erfolgreich ver-
relen, Nun ist Frl, Henschel im Frithjahr 1933 in der Hamburger Da-
penmeislerschaft von Frau Bhlers (Hamburg) geschlagen worden. Aber
deht dange enfreute sich Frau Ehlers ihwes Sieges; fm Juni 1933 kam aus
diinchen diber Holland, wo sie mit gutem Erfolg Simultanvorstellungen
egeben halle, das 24-jahrige kleine und sehr sehlanke Friwlein Sonja
iraf wnd sdhlug Fran Bhlers in einem Wetthampf mit 5:0 bei einer
imentschiedenen Partie so enlscheidend, doass im Zusammenhalt mit Son-
a5 sonstigen Enfelgen gegen bokannle Hamburger Meisterspieler, die
lenlschen Meister Pauwl Hriiger und Alfred Drinckmann edklicten, nun
estehe kein Zweifel mehr iiber die gegenwiirlige beste deutsche Spielerin.

Magyar Sakkvilag, April 1934, p. 83
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Der Stil von Frl. Graf, die von Dr. Dyckhoffl seit 1931, in der Tar-
rasch-Schule ausgebildel wurde, ist im Gegensalz zu simmtlichen schach-
spiclenden Damen der Welt kiihn, miinmlich und sehr kombinationsreich;
sie zeigt die Phantasie und das Temperament ihrer urspriinglich russischen
Abstammung. Oft spiell sie noch zu wild und unausgeglichen, aber ihre
grosse Begabung ist unleugbar,

Im Wiener internationalen Damenturnier Jusi 1932 hat sie diber-
raschend den 1. Preis gewonnen, Im Winter 1933/34 durfte sie, ein bisner
in Deutschland noch nicht erlébler Fall, in der Meisterklasse um die
Miinchner Stadtmeislerschafl fiir 1934 mit 15 Meisterspielern kiimpfen;
ste errang immerhin den sohdnen Achtungserfolg von 6 (aus 15) Punklen
und kam gleich hinter den Preistriigern. In der letzien Pantie dieses Tur-
niers am 14. 1. 34 schlug sie den V. Preistriiger in folgender, [iir ihren
originellen Sl sehr bezeichnenden Partie,

2179, Spanisch 16. GhdXeh: = 000 e
Herr Kohler Sonja Gral Baumungszog fiir den 2d2, Anl 44
1. e2—ed 07 —eh folgt naliirlich be,
2, f2gl—If3 fh8—<ch [ I T He8 < eb
3. ff1—bbd a7—al 17. £2d2—b3 b X ed
4. Gb5—ad Qu8—f6 18, Bb3Xch T
5. frdl1—e2 Gf8—ch _D'Iiusm:-r} se];u:—nsuicr_le II’I‘:—ipullh:iuﬂr 1n:-r-
weis] sich ols unheimbel slark; aber
?‘ ﬁ_‘:‘a d7—d6 [ pos: gba 19, Hel, d6l war noch
. h2—h3 LR bedenklicher,
Hier unterliisst Weiss mil Unrechl .
die Rochade, Auch 7. ¢3 war gut, L beDaceng dB.Xch
. 19. 2d1—e3
{ flc8—eb Oder Zed:, #d4 20, Bel, ed! mil
8. 2hl—-ec3 h7—ihis Durehiruel,
9. @lel—ed 0 ... Qe Ha8—b8
Nun wiire die Rochade wegen gb 20 He2—c2 #d8—d4
sehr bedenklich, b BMat-—el = 00 e )
e e b7—hd 5 Wie soll es nun weilergehen? Der
10. tad—b3 ek 4 Ilr:‘unll;malﬁl:d’:::sclhgl.u&n:i m._r'.hl zu hal-
: Spiel list sich auf., Da
::: gﬁs:}(d"‘ eb X d4 :'u]gl nun cine Iwirklit::;: :ﬂ'lhlhilo Kom-
. 2ed—dl e sinationl
Auch 2d5, cff 13. Bi6:f, #{6: sicht 7
nicth schin aus,
Lt e 0—n0
13, ¢2—ie3 d4 >cd
1A= BEMed o0 i .

Nun wire alles in Ordnung, wenn
die e-Linie nicht wire, Frl. Graf ist
jetzt in ihrem Element und das ist
der Kimigsangriff,

14, oy, Bf8—e8
15, 2f3—d2 b5—b4!

Magyar Sakkvilag, April 1934, p. 84
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21.
22, RedXdd

Schade, dass Weiss nichl mit dem
Bavern nahm! Es wiire grandios ge-
Folgt: 22, ed, Fel:f 23, fe, el 24
adil, HEbh2 25. Ohel, (die Rettung!?)
Td2¥00 26, Hd42:, Hd2: Mall, Sa ein
JLpaulelten-matt” ist wohl noch nichi

2f6—d5!!

a4 e v oo

Magyar Sakkvilag, April 1934, p. 85

dagewesen

D Bh8—h2|
23. 0—0 Bb2 X c2
und  gewunn  durch  daz  malerielle

Ubergewicht nach weiteren & Ziigen.
Eine Prachileistung!

Dr. Dycichoff

Z galerie zahraniénich iéastnika turnaje waachového tydne

VErite-li v plevitlovdn dusi, modete v ni nas
Izt Hristinu Svédskown, Taolilk charakborowvd
podebngst: mb {ulo Zena, nurorend 18, prosin-
ce 1812 v Mnichove, = deerou velkého Svédsie-
ho krdle Gustavae Adolfa! |

Deere mnichovskéio malife slavniého Jomdni.
Slard povoliskd Slechin. Generneemi mdtdenn
pudevast o wisen dude,

Sotva odrostld détskému vk, prehd po sa-
mostatnosti & volnostl prahnouc! Sofin x do-
move a probljl se Hvotem bidnd, aviak sze za-
rytou houdevnatostD a nevazanym vedorem.

V rodndin domd naudila se irochu hrati 2ae
ey ... A jednoho dne, toulajic se s prizdnym
Zaludkern 2fémodnimi Elvitémi Mnichova, spo-
i3 v ohind kavdrny dve tvite, shlonéné nud
Sachownici, zastavi se, 4 = nosikem zvddave na
shlo prilisknulym provizi — sama o tonn e
vidoue — tah za tahem soublusnym & zami-
tavim pohyvbem hiavy.

Pojednon wychizi 2 lavirny mékolik pdni,
pilstupuje k dévédiku, a ave jo dovoité, Ke
e GAle Jd prec nedovedu hrdati Zachy!™, brand
se polekand divéina, ,Ne, mdé mild, umite vel-
mi dobfe, to jeme poznall z wvafich odir

Vatupiije — ber haléfe v kapse o cle-
gantni kavirny. Usedsd k Sachoveic, A za krit-
ko je celd kavérnn vehiru, fasnouc nad my-
Alenkovym bohatstvim maléhe fnbee. Zavolaji
dr. Dyekhoffa & de. Tarrasche & Soning 4testi
— nebo Eonin ostd — je zpefeténo, Stivi se
Sacnistiou . .

Foku 1032 zishivi svaj preni velky fhapoch
v omemoridtiu Pauly Well-Halmarowé ve Vidni,
KEde dobyva 612 body 2 5 partil 1. cenu pred
Harumovoi, inf. Reischerovou atd, Pak pie-
Sidll de Anglie, abaolvufe turnaje v Hastingso,
v Margale o v Noltinghamu s vesledly neusti-
ir lepSimi, aZ nakenec triumfuje »~ lofiském
dimském turnaji na Semmeringu, kde vitdsl
v plavaém skoku 101 body = 11 partii!

Letos hrile uf v Mastingsu, Pak ve Vidni
V této chvili hroje prive v Margate. A za
2 tydny pfijede & nasemu turnsji do Prehy.
Zhroff na mateh o didmskd mistrovstvi svita,
ktery  sehiraje = Veron Mendfhovoy koneem
fervna ne Semmeringu o ktery bude jlaté
krisnym a velmi vaZnym bojem. Dalelo Sroko
neni kromé Soni Grafové Zeny, kterd by mohla
nynijsi svitovd picbornict se =davem feliti Se
Sofiou nebude viak Véra miti snadnou pricit

Grafovi, je zeele jinou povabou, ned nase
dobri zndma Mendikovd. Soda miluje Zlvot,
vino a8 hudbu, Tendi, koubl, flirtuje, Mudi bo-

gachov;’l tyden, Issue 3, 08.04.1937, p. 11

Zena nasSich dni

huji za ni v zdstupech. Onn vEak samitd akvels
nabtdnuti & shatkia a chee = vypoffdali se
svitem vlastni silou.

Srmotnd fena proti svotu, ktery se piiklonil
i borborstvi, Zena, kterd ocdmild jisté Stdsti,
aby hledala atésti v nejistot®. Zena, kterd Ly
ve siredoviilky skonélla na pran¥d — a v pled-
wviileéné dobé + divéim pensicenid, zbavena svd-
privaestlh, Zena, kterd nemd ug nie spoledéného
5 Lim. co nalefi nendvralngd minulosti, hferd
jest veskrze dit@tem dnedni doby, smésicl ne-
klidu o touly po krise, nifitelshé pudovosti
& tvofivEe wile K nowému, a2iniku 2 znoverro-
Aemi

TE Win ug, od evého 21, roku, jerdi sama
po svitd. Poznalp vSechny kouty Eveopy, viu-
de md sympatic — o nikde domov.. . Vesold
. drsmd, nmivn: g vzdornd, muind s néfnvm
Zenskym awdecm, Miskyplnd ldsky se sfilajiel
prifis vazng pro malé milostné zdleZitost], pPiis
nestéld pro velkd — hle dnednl Zenw, hie ohroz
dnedni doby!

i

Kahler (Wily) — Grafovd {(&erny).

Z turnaje o championdt Mnichova,

. el, ef, 2. J03, JeG, 3. Shi, af, 4. S04, J0G,
5. D, Sch, 6. 43, J6, 7. hd, Seb, & Jeid, hi,
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Fernturnier des IFSB 1932, after p. 48
Picture 2: Eduard Dyckhoff

However, there were also indications that Sonja Graf might have been born even before 1912. In the July
edition of the Deutsche Schachzeitung 1965 (p. 237), Rudolf Teschner gave Sonja’s age as 56 years in his
short obituary. This was probably based on the information mentioned in the letter to the editor written by
a contemporary witness that appeared in the April edition (p.270). And in the above-mentioned Magyar
Sakkvilag she was referred to as a 24-year old by Dyckhoff, which corresponds with her appearance in
later years.

These inconsistencies provided a stimulus for an extensive research in the Munich archives that was
carried out with a great persistency by Alfred Schattman. Finally, on 26™ February 2005, he was able to
quote the following sentence from a letter he received from the Munich City Archives (Text C):

“The mystery of the origin of the chess player Sonja Graf has been solved...”

The further efforts to cast light on the intricate life story of Susanna Graf (who, later in her life, adopted
the name Sonja) were supported by Willibald Miiller (also from Munich). It would, however, go well
beyond the original intention of this biographical text to mention all the findings concerning Graf’s
unbelievable family saga made by Schattmann and Miiller.

The family of the father, Josef Graf (*23" July 1869; +9™ October 1935 in Munich of consequences of a
road accident), came from Liebental, a small village in the Volga region, near the town of Samara
(1935-1900: Kujbyschew). His parents Johannes Graf and Barbara, née Paul, were farmers. His wife
Susanna Zimmermann (*8" Mai 1876; + 14" February 1953 in Munich) was born in Rownoje (Seelmann),

also near Samara. Her father Friedrich Zimmermann was a merchant and he was married to Anna, née
Kolsing. (Texts D.)

Text C and texts D:
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Lancast gt e R Liorchan, Dk e 0fium. Factash,
whirepenrat: £ SOTAT M mES —

Herm
Alfred Schattmann
Triester Sir. 7

E1669 Minchan

1hr Schraiben Ihr Zelchan
emgel. am 180205

Schachspielerin Sonja Graf
Anlage: 9 Kaopien

Aktanzaichen (bel Antworl Bale angebeny: 394/32/12005

Sehr geehrter Herr Schattmann,

(=]

Landeshauptstadt
Minchen

Direktorium

Stadtarchiv

Winzemarsir. GE
BOTET MOnchan

Telefon (089) 233 - 30302
Tebefax (088) 233 - 308 30
Zimmer: 105

Sachbearoafung
Herr Lotalmdiser
anlon keatlelmeen@muenchen de

Datum
22.02.2005

das Ratsel um die Abstammung der Schachspielerin Sonja Graf ist nun gelost, wobei sie sel-
er wohl auch sinen Teil zur Verunklarung dieser Geschichie beigetragen hat. Sonja Graf hielt
mit Geburisnamen Susanna und ist am 16.12.1908 hier in Manchen als finfies Kind von Josef
und Susanna Graf geboren. Die Namen ihrer vier Broder stimmen und kommen auch in den
Meldeunterlagen der Eltern vor. Diese sind tatsachlich in Russland geboren und kaman als
Rilckwanderer nach Deutschland, wobei sie sich offenbar bereits vor ihrem standigen Aufent-
halt in Minchen hier aufhielten (5. Geburt der Tochter Maria im Jahr 1200 in Munchen).

Fir eine T4tigkeit des Vaters als Priester in Russland, liefern die Meldeunterlagen keine ges:-
cherten Angaben. Josef Graf starb am 9.10.1935 in Minchen, Der Sohn Alexander, geboren
am 7.00.1907 in Dachau und ebenfalls als Kunstmaler 1atig, wanderte im Jahr 1956 nach
Australien aus. Nahere Angaben kénnen Sie den in Kopie beigelegten Meldeunterlagen ent-

nehmen.

Die Kosten for die Kopien werden Ihnen mit getrennter Post in Rechnung gestellt.

Mit freundhichan Griken
i,

L-'ﬁﬂelmeier

Archivamisral

Cfinungscesten i Lesesanty LB Linss 2
Mo, O, O B 90 - 18.00 Uike Bt Linsen &3, 154
WL Fr 8040 - 12 00 Uhr Stnbenbahn’ Lifesh 12, 237
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From September 1906 the young couple lived in Munich, where, according to the register of birth, the
oldest daughter Marie (called Emilie; later married Michael Birkenbihl) was born as early as 29"
November 1900 (reportedly upon arrival at the Munich main station). The family probably went back to
Russia later and lived in the seaport Taganrog at the Sea of Azov (part of the Black Sea). Another two
children were born before the family moved to Bavaria: Valeria (*26™ May 1904) and Oskar Melchior
(19" J anuary 1906, + 6™ February 1945 in jail in Halle, executed for desertion.) The next child, a son
called Alex, was already born in Bavaria (7™ September 1907, +1983) — in Dachau near Munich.
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The Munich documents prove without dispute that Susanna (Sonja) Graf was born as Grafs’s fifth child on
12™ December 1908. At that time the family lived at 22 Ainmiller St. Another three children were later
born in Munich: the daughter Helene (28" February 1910 in Munich, +29™" January 1930) — referred to as
‘Hella’ in Yo Soy Susann on p. 19 — and the sons Cyril (*8" June 1911) and Artur Wolfgang (* 7" October
1912). In January 1915 the big family moved into 45 Elisabeth St. (3" floor). Officially, the father is
referred to as an artist (painter) and catholic priest, later on as magnetopath. On 14th June he and his
family, as so called Volga remigrants, were granted the German (Bavarian) citizenship and the parents got
married on 19" April 1920 — with eight children (the oldest daughter Maria was already twenty years old!).

_TextE:

Highly interesting is Susanna’s entry in the registration file (Text E): In the section ‘occupation’ it says
‘nanny’ and ‘art entrepreneur’; later she was listed as ‘chess master’.

The motives that brought Sonja Graf to chess are described by her in a great depth in two books that were
published in Argentina in 1940’s but remained largely unnoticed in Europe. In the first of the two books
“Asi juega una mujer ...” (Buenos Aires, 1941) (Titel F) the author comes across as more or less objective
narrator. This book is a cross between a chess handbook, an autobiography and a game collection — it
contains 50 commented games by Sonja Graf played between 1932 and 1940. On the other hand, when
reading her second book — an autobiographical novel “Yo soy Susann” (Buenos Aires, 1946) (Titel G)
written in the 3™ person - I often found it difficult, and I believe not only because my Spanish is not
perfect, to differentiate between fiction and reality.
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" _ Asi juega una mugjer ... (Buenos Aires 1941)

~ SONJA GRAF
3

fy

EDITORIAL PIATII - BUEMOS AIRES

_ Yo soy Susann from 1946

In this book, Sonja explains that her father was a Russian orthodox priest when he fell in love with her
mother, who came from a Belarusian family, and therefore he decided to abdicate his office. As the family
of the mother was against this relationship, the young couple left Russia and emigrated to Germany. In
Munich, the Bohemian father, who cared very little about the mundane tasks of every-day life, did not
always earn enough money to support his large family — first he made a living as a painter, later as a
hypnotist and magnetizer. Reportedly, Sonja’s mother gave birth to 14 children but only eight of them
survived early childhood.

Sonja learned to play chess in her family when she was only five or six years old; her father had a
reputation of being a keen chess player. However, years later, when she wanted to visit the Munich chess
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club together with her older brothers, her father was categorically against it: (Picture 3)

—
Chronik Miinchen 1936
Picture 3: Café Stefanie

“A young girl who wants to play chess against men — impossible!”

Sonja, however, regarded chess as a unique chance to rebel against the social conventions imposed on a
young woman and, at the same time, an opportunity to escape the rather unfortunate family circumstances.
An article by Beth Cassidy published in the British Chess Magazine 1964, p. 206 gives very colourful
details of this (Text H).

The story of her escape from her family home when she was 16 (?) and the background of a possible trial
against the father of one of her girlfriends (on incest charges), which is mentioned in ,,Yo soy Susann®, has
not been clarified yet. Apparently, the young Susanna, who was often seen in the bohemian and
amusement suburb Schwabing, was charged with perjury or possibly another criminal act that she might
have committed as a minor. There is a written proof of Susanna’s placement in a catholic relief centre
Miinchen-Thalkirchen (Maria-Einsiedelstrasse 12) on 26" November 1926, which means when she was
almost 18 years old (Text I).

In September 1927 Susana Graf was placed in the approved school of “Zeller Sisters”, an affiliated order
of Oberzeller Grey Friars, which was located in the baroque castle Kirschonbach (by Kitzingen) from
1923. The time spent by the nuns is described in great detail in ,,Yo soy Susann® — even the names of the
“good” and “bad” sisters, Gunthildis (Leykauf, 1897-1976) and Chrysologa — in the book referred to as
Grisologa (Schonfelder, 1894-1973) proved to be authentic. Susanna was officially released from the
Kirchschénbach school on 14" J anuary 1930, which was shortly before the death of her sister Helene. But
even before her release Susanna was registered at her parent’s address again (from 1* November to March
1931).

Text H and I:
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Game Mo. 13,612, —CQueen's Indian Defence,
White: Sonja Graff Stevens. Black: M. Karff.

1 P—Q 4 Ki—HK B3 14 K P 1 Ki—HK 5§ T P—B 4 AR—a 1l
2 Ki—K B3 P—K 1 15 Kt Kt P Kt 28 Ki—B 3 B—@1
3IB—B4 PaeiZh K 3 16 Be=R & &—0F % A—RS Pl It 3
4 PHK 1 Bl T 17 Bx B = B 30 Ke—H 4 PB=—B1
£ QK= B—K2 18 Kt—B 4 B=K1 H Ke=B 1 P—R 4
L L= P—ia 4 1% P—R I P @ Kt 4 31 P=FK Kt G—HEB2
T a—Ki P—B 4 20 Ke—anl P—B 5 33 P—Kt5 @R

3 FP—B1 & Ke—@a 2 M P=—031 PFxP M4 PR a—l
? =0 Ke=mR 4 1 PP Q—B12 s PxpP =59

10 Bt X KexB 31 @—A2 P—B4 36 @—=A1 H==5T
i1 R PxHe O—i M H—B1 R ¥ A7 A==l Ki1 A—R1
12 G R—a& 1 Ke—B X 15 K=K R 1 R—F ¥ 38 Kt—Kt 5 ¢h  Raodigns
I3 Br—k & L= | 146 @—Htl R—HKe 3

The winner, Mres. Senja Graff Scevens is delightfully Bohemian, Barn in Germany, she
learned chess from her father and brethers. Ar sixteen she ran away from home. Her
flight across Munich was arresced by the sight of people inside a cafe club playing chess. She
watched threugh the window for an hour or so—having nothing more pressing to do at the
time, and then she was invited in for a game. 3onja was pitched against one of the stronger
players in the club and fascinated che lot of them by playing P—HK 4, P—Q 4 simultancously
as her first mave. YWhen the ene pawn at a time rule was explained te her she gat under way
again and beat her opponent soundly, She played until the club closed at midnight and then
left “ta meet her brother.” When the [ase player had lefo the club, she slipped back in and
slept on the floor where she was discovered next morning by the kindly housckeeper wha,
taking a fancy to hor, supplicd her with a blanker and pillew. For nine meonths Sonja lived
as the unsuspecced guest of the club, leaving it every morning at 9 o'clock and returning
when the club officially apened accen. She played fourteen hours of chess a day and survived
on the cofiees and cakes supplicd by her apponents, leaving always at midnight to meet tho
brather! It was in this club thac she met Tarrasch who constantly urged her to study che
game, but his encouragement fell an deal ears—Sonja would not give up valuable playing time
to boaks, Hewever, ene thing he said remained with her always: “If you cannot see a goad
maove—you are bound to make a mistake.'’

Then Sanja wan a major competition which netted her enough to rent a room. This win
alse resulted in her being invited hither and yan to play and she became one of the only
women ever ta beeome a professional chess-player, She eventvally finished up in Argentina
at the Chess Olympiad in 1939, Because she was all the chings a good little MNazi was not,
Hitler teck time out to sign an order saying that Senja did not represent Germany. “'Ton-
terias!” roplied the Argentinians, which is a polite way of saying **Muts to that!"" and chey
insisced thar she play under the flag of “Libercy”” which she did taking second place to Vera
Menchilk in the tournament. She then gave a fifty-board simultancous there, winning 49
of the 50 sames.,

Sonja has a very fine tournament record, having beaten Gidean Stihlberg once and twice
drawn with him; she hat alse beazen Palau, Rossetto, Czermialk, and Luckis and drew with
Roberta Grau, Sonja lived in Argentina wntil she mareled and earme to the U5 Here she
won the WS, Women's Open Championship four times and drew for first place in the 1957
YWamen's Zonal Tournamaent.

Mow York is a great place for private matches. Somcbody says “Anything you can do

British Chess Magazine 1964, p. 206
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DIENERINNEN DER HL. KINDHEIT JESU

Diznarinnen d. bl Kindheit Jeou * Flooter Oberzall 1 * 57238 2ol a, Main

Herrn Alfred Schattmann
Triester Str. 7

81669 Miinchen

29, Juli 2005

Susanne (Sonja) Graf-Stevenson
Sehr gechrter Herr Schattmann,

aus dem Urlaub zurtickgekehrt fand ich Thren Brief vor. Sie suchen nach Unterlagen von Frau
Sonja Graf Stevenson, die in unserem ehemaligen Flirsorgeheim Kirchschénbach war.,

Im allgemeinen besitzen wir aus dieser Zeit wenige Unterlagen. Ich habe einige Eintragungen
{iber Frau Graf gefunden, die ich Ihnen mitteilen méchte.

Susanne Graf, geb. 16.12.1908 in Miinchen, war die Tochter der Kunstmalers-Eheleute Josef und
Susanne Graf, geb. Zimmermann.

Susanne Graf kam am 26.11.1926 in das Fiirsorgeheim Miinchen-Thalkirchen. Am 13. (15.7) Sep-
tember 1927 wurde sie in das Marienheim Kirchschinbach verlegt und am 14. Januar 1930 zu
ihren Eltern nach Miinchen entlassen.

Auf einer nicht unterschriebenen Abschrift stand folgender Bericht:

Bestitigung
Graf Susanne, geb. 16.XI1 1908, weilte vom 15.1X.1927 bis 14.1 1930 in unserem Hause. Weéthrend
diasar Zeit nalm siz an allen prakicchen und theoretischorn, housswivtsehaitlicken Unterrichis-
stunden teil. Sie erwarb sich gute Kenntnisse in allen genannten Zweigen und zeigte besonderes
Interesse fiir schriftliche Arbeiten. Graf Susanne zeichnete sich im Besonderen durch opferwillige
Leistungen und grofien anhaltenden Fleif} aus.
Marienhaus Kirchschinbach, den 15. Januar 1930

Die Leitung

Weitere Angaben kann ich Thnen nicht machen.

Mit freundlichen Griilen

X (fé’f,w ¢ ,"J'{rl a.Lf_:“’ At }%'3{ :’f( ?;-'J-,_/ {/l,.r../

It is not known when exactly Sonja took a serious interest in chess. It is not surprising that the male world
became soon aware of the attractive young lady. On 27" May 1931 Sonja played the first game of what
was supposed to be a ten-game match against another Munich amazon Johanna Miiller. The match,
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however, ended prematurely with retreat of Sonja’s opponent who was losing 0-3. Sonja thought it was
because she felt mentally exhausted but the official version that was published in the Bayerische
Schachzeitung (in Bayerischer Staatsanzeiger of 21 /22" June 1931) says:

“We have received the following press release from the Munich Women’s Chess Club: The retreat
of Miss Miiller from the Miiller — Graf match was the result of the initiative of the women’s chess
club who still holds the opinion that a Munich women’s champion match should not be organized
by private individuals...” (contributed by W. Miiller)

Tarraschs Schachzeitung, March 1934
Picture 4: Siegbert Tarrasch

During the year of 1931 Sonja was also introduced to the “teacher of the chess world”, Dr Siegbert
Tarrasch (Picture 4). At that time Tarrasch could be found almost every afternoon in Café Rats that was
located in the hotel Peterhof in Marienplat (from 1923 on called “Tarrasch-Club”). Very soon, Sonja
became a member of the renowned circle of chess youths, who had the privilege, along with the professor
Hermann Geist and Dr Eduard Dyckhoff to join the chess table of the seventy-year old grandmaster for
group analyses. This is also reported in the Chronicle of the Munich Chess Club from 1961.

In his last years (+ 17.02.1934) Tarrasch acted as one of the mentors (the main being Dr Dyckhoff) of this
exceptionally talented young lady. Apparently, he was so impressed by Sonja’s combinative talent that he
repeatedly published examples of nice tactics from her games in Tarraschs Schachzeitung. In the first year
(1933) puzzles no 75, 121, and 137, and in the second (and last) year puzzles no 3, 15, and 27.

At an early stage of her chess career, on 26" uly 1931, Sonja Graf was given the opportunity to read
Dyckhoff’s essay on “women’s chess” on Bavarian Radio. The text was also published in the Deutsche
Schachzeitung (DSZ) 1932, pp 33-37. Around the same time she got involved in the project “Spiritual Aid,
Department of Chess” whose aim was to fight the spiritual poverty of unemployment (DSBI. 1931, p.
331-2); in his report “Social Chess” (Tarraschs SZ no.5, 1932, p.67 ) Dyckhoff says:
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“... What patience and devotion does Miss Graf demonstrate at the Cenovis Works (a food factory
— W. Miiller) every Wednesday, explaining chess theory and showing beautiful games on the
display board for full three hours!”

There is also a proof (found by W. Miiller) that Sonja Graf took part in the open division III of the Munich
championship as a representative of the Munich Chess Club in autumn 1931.

DSZ 1930
Picture 5: Rudolf Spielmann

Another public appearance of Sonja’s turned into a great spectacle for Munich chess players: on 13"
February 1932 the Austrian grandmaster Rudolf Speilmann (Picture 5) gave a simultaneous display on 31
boards (+14, -5, = 12); Sonja, who played with White, defeated him convincingly. This made such a
profound impression on Spielmann that when he, shortly afterwards, wrote a laudatory article on the
occasion of Tarrasch’s 70" birthday (published in Tijdschrift van den Koninklijken Nederlandschen
Schaakbond, March 1932), he also gave credit to Tarrasch for the growing strength of amateur players,
highlighting his own defeat by the female chess star, which was anything but a demonstration of his
gallantry.

After this, Sonja Graf did not take long to prove her exceptional talent when compared to her female
competitors. On 12" April 1932 Spielmann gave another simultaneous display in Munich (this time in
Café Gasteig — W. Miiller) and although he obviously wanted to get revenge for his defeat earlier that year,
he ended up losing the second game as well. What followed was an invitation for the young Munich chess
player — initiated by Sonja’s mentor Tarrasch — to the Paula Wolf-Kalmar Memorial tournament in Vienna.

Sonja won this women’s tournament in an impressive way with 6.5 points out of 8 ahead of the Austrian
Gisela Harum (Picture 6). The Wiener Schachzeitung (p. 219) reported enthusiastically:
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WSZ 1932 p. 220
Picture 6: Paula Wolf-Kalmar Gedenkturnier 1932

“The most remarkable phenomenon of the women’s tournament held in the chess club Hietzing was
the character of the winner, Miss Sonja Graf. From Russia by origin, Sonja Graf lives in Munich
now where she has, under the guidance of her tutors Dr. Tarrasch and Dr. Dyckhoff, developed
into a respected player. In Vienna, she showed beyond doubt that the fame which preceded her was
well-deserved. True, she does not compare with the women’s world champion Vera Menchik yet,
but the chess development of Miss Graf is by no means completed and given her good dispositions,
it is quite possible that in the foreseeable future she will achieve the high level of the present
women’s world champion. ...”

Sonja’s first appearance in Vienna is also captured with a lot of details in Hans Kmoch’s “brief
retrospection” on women’s chess (Text J) in the Deutsche Schachzeitung 1973 (issue 2, pp 56-59), which
came out almost on the same day as the Vienna master died in New York (+ 13" February1973).
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Deutsche Schachzeitung 1973, Issue 2, p. 59
Text J: Excerpt from Hans Kmoch: Damenschach - Ein kleiner Riickblick

Later on, we will get back to the predictions made by the Wiener Schachzeitung concerning Sonja’s future
chess career. Shortly after winning the Vienna tournament, she failed to live up to the high expectations
and only came second in the women’s tournament that was held on the occasion of the 13" Congress of the
Bavarian Chess Federation in her home town from 16" to 23 July 1932. Sonja scored 6.5 point out of 8,
a half a point less than the winner Mrs Maja Maintzer (1899-1960, née Sappel, later Schlemmer, German
women’s vice champion in 1943 — W. Miiller), which must have been quite disappointing for her. The first
two players were followed by the “field of defeated” who scored 4.5 points, lead by Friedl Benyinger (after
her marriage Rinder), who later became one of the German top players (DSBI. 1932, p. 248).

This setback could no longer change Sonja’s decision to become the first women’s professional chess
player in Germany. Soon afterwards, she dabbled with success as a simultaneous player although for
obvious reasons, her market value never reached the one of a grandmaster. This is well illustrated by the
following note found in the chronicle of the Starnberg Chess Club: “The simultaneous display of Miss
Sonja Graf who offered to play against 10 amateur players for 15-20 reichsmarks, scheduled for 23™
October 1932, has been called off by the club.”

100
Picture 7: Simultan Leeuwarden 1933

Friese Schaakkoningen, 1995, p.
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In the summer of 1933 she was given the opportunity to go on a tour of northern Germany and Holland
(Vienna Chess Journal 1933, p. 300). In Holland, which had a lot of chess fans even before Euwe won the
world champion’s title, Sonja played an exhibition match against Dr. Adolf Olland (1-1) and she gave 7
simultaneous displays. In total, Sonja won 84 games, lost 42, and drew 37, scoring almost 63%. But it
wasn’t just the remarkable results, achieved against purely male opponents, that impressed the public
(Picture 7). In Hamburg she played another 3 simultaneous displays (+42, -14, =12; which is nearly 73%)
and at the end of the year she convincingly defeated the Hamburg women’s top player Mrs Ehlers-
Giesecke 5.5-0.5, after the first match ended with a draw 2-2 (Schach-Echo, December 1933, p.15).

After this match Sonja Graf came to be regarded as Germany’s strongest women’s player — an official
women’s championship was not held at that time. But she also liked to demonstrate her skills in games
against the “stronger sex” — in ,,Asi juega una mujer ...“ she devoted a whole chapter to the intellectual
dispute of genders on the board. Quite a few of her winning games from Munich tournaments can be
found in German-language chess journals, such as her game against Pesserl (Wiener SZ 1934, p. 34)
played in the Candidate Master tournament at the chess club Andersson-Bavaria where Sonja Graf, the
only women in the tournament, finished second with 6.5 points out of 9. Dr. Dyckhoff commented on her
performance with the following words: “Her style is brave and masculine, at times still too aggressive, but
it is getting more solid and sound.”

In the Munich City Championship 1933/34 Sonja achieved 10"/11™ place, scoring 6 out of 15. First came
Zeuner with 11.5 points (DSBI. 1934, p. 77). This result may look rather modest but one should not forget
that apart from Vera Menchik, no other women’s chess player of that time was strong enough to be
regarded as a decent opponent for the Bavarian chess elite who participated in the tournament. Sonja’s
brilliant winning game against Kohler, commented by Dyckoff, was published in Schach-Echo 1934 (p.
201), as well as in above-mentioned Magyar Sakkvilag.

Alfred Brinckmann devoted a lot of attention to the achievements of the young woman in the chess journal
Deutsche Schachblitter 1933 (p. 327) where he also attempted to characterise her playing style:

“ ... she has made a rapid progress and nowadays can be regarded as Germany’s undisputed top
female player. ...

She has a solid yet active style and can rely on good knowledge of the opening theory. The games
we have seen so far show strength and an adventurous spirit that could be envied by many
representatives of the stronger sex.”

After this Brinckmann made an attempt to provide a general evaluation of women’s chess, which might
also be interesting for the reader:

“...it has been sufficiently proved that if women are given enough time to develop their skills and
if they are motivated, they can achieve a lot. And the fact that they have not reached and will not
reach the same level as their male colleagues should not be regarded as some kind of defect but
rather as a logical consequence of their mild and tender nature, which was given to them by God as
a beautiful present.”
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What followed was a detailed analysis of a winning game against Rother that Sonja played in a team event
in Hamburg.

From late 1933 Sonja spent a lot of time in this Hansa city, apparently feeling more attracted to the liberal
and cosmopolitan life style of the north after Munich had become the so called “capital of the Nazi
Movement”. She also got acquainted with the Hamburg chess patron Frierich Ladendorf who became her
sponsor and manager, providing her with a place to stay and helping her with the organisation of matches
and simultaneous displays. In Hamburg she also found a lover called Wilhelm (referred to as Guillermo in
,» Y0 soy Susann®).

from the collection Mdler, about 1933/34
Picture 8: Sonja Graf and Max Euwe

In the zonal qualification tournament of Northern Bavaria (from 15" to 28" February 1934) Sonja
finished last with only half a point from 11 games, which was definitely one of the reasons why she
disappeared abroad for some time.

In March 1934, rather unexpectedly and to a great degree thanks to Dr Max Euwe (Picture 8), Sonja was
given a chance to play a 4-game unofficial match against the then women’s world champion Vera
Menchik. Menchik had received a thorough chess education from the Hungarian grand master Geza
Marocz and was well respected even among her male opponents (Picture 9).

On 21% March 1934 Sonja sensationally won the first game with Black in a convincing manner; it is quite
likely that the world champion had completely underestimated her opponent. Max Euwe annotated the first
two games of this match in Tidschrift van den Koninklijken Nederlandschen Schaakbond, April 1934:
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Alt om Skak 1943, p. 99
Picture 9: Vera Menchik with Géza Mardczy, London 1932

However, the success Sonja achieved in the first game turned out to be very short-lived. In the second
game, a very sharp and messy position arose, with opposite side castling, in which Sonja playing with
White failed to generate any serious threats, finding herself in a hopeless position. In desperate time
trouble Vera Menchik, who was obviously shocked, chose to play safe and offered an exchange of queens
instead of launching a decisive attack. In the heat of the battle, Sonja missed a drawing chance shortly
afterwards and, weakened by a feverish cold, was forced to acknowledge her opponent’s clear advantage.

In the third game Sonja got into time trouble and in a fully equal position oversaw an exchange, and in the
fourth game she lost without any resistance. Despite this, the short match was a clear message to the chess
world that the Czech-English women’s world champion had found a serious rival in Sonja. Shortly
thereafter plans for an official match in London began to be formed. After recovering from her illness,
Sonja proved in the next tournament that these plans were justified — in an Easter chess event organized by
V.A.S. (Vereenigd Amsterdamsch Schaakgenootschap) she played in the main tournament where she
encountered the top Dutch players but remained undefeated (2/3), finishing second after N. Cortlever
(2.5/3). Vera Menchik scored only 50%, after missing a mate in two in a won position.

Full of impressions and plans, Sonja returned to Hamburg, but very soon experienced bitter
disillusionment: the match that she had organized herself against Paul Heuaecker, a “chess artist” travelling
around Germany in 1930’s, ended in a disaster for her. Sonja’s crushing defeat 0-6 appeared in all the
German chess journals — a result that made any comments superfluous (e.g. DSZ 1934 p. 262).

This greatly decreased Sonja’s marketing value in Germany, even more so because Heuaecker was by no
means regarded as one of the Germany’s top chess players. However, his relaxed attitude towards life
together with his physical fitness made him resistant against any sort of psychological pressure resulting
from this “mixed-gender fight”. This way he was able to rely on his greater experience and combined
playing and mental strength.

At that time it was becoming increasingly more difficult for Sonja to lead a decent life in Germany. The
Nazi bosses had taken control over the organization of chess events, and due to her Slavic origin — Sonja
often referred to herself as a gipsy — and her emancipated lifestyle she did not fit with the image of an
ideal woman which was advocated by the members of the National Socialist party and therefore could not
expect any official support in her chess career. Besides, her own cosmopolitan views were inconsistent
with the political movement that prevailed in Germany at the time; with great anxiety, she watched the
ostracism against once highly respected Jewish chess players and officials in chess clubs which was felt
from 1933 onwards.
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BCM, 1935 p. 50
Picture 10: Sonja Graf

At the end of 1934 Sonja went to London where, judging from the tournament reports and her own
accounts, she must have led a very nomadic life, moving from hotel to hotel, with her suitcases half-
unpacked, for the next four years. Sonja loved travelling and she was practically always on tour, like an
actress from a travelling theatre.

She made her London debut at the New Year’s tournament in Hastings 1934/35 where she caused quite a
sensation just because she was there — wearing her typical outfit Sonja’s photo was published on the same
page of the venerable British Chess Magazine as the one of Michail Botvinnik (Picture 10).

Her result in the Major A-tournament was not exactly spectacular (3.5/9, rank 8-9; the first place was
taken by Dr Adolf Seitz who scored 7 points) but she did much better at the Easter Congress 1935 in the
seaside resort of Margate where she qualified from the Primary B section of the Reserves tournament (she
came equal second with F. van Seters after scoring 3/5) for section A. Here she gained a respectable fourth
place with 2.5/5 behind A. Eva and G. Koltanowski (Picture 11, text K), scoring the same number of
points as the young Latvian A. Koblenz. In my opinion, this was the best result Sonja Graf ever achieved in
a men’s tournament — demonstrating a playing strength of a master.

Picture 11 and text K:
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BCM, 1935 p. 267
Game with George Koltanowski

174 Deutsche Behnchzeitung.

Neonzigeter Jabrgang.

Vom Schachkongrell zu Margate.

11832, |
Abgelehntes Damengrmbit, |

Koltanowski-SonjoGraf 1.d4,
df 2. ed, af 3. Bed, eb 4 od, ed 6.
8f8, Sob 6. g8, 86 7. Le2, Lo7 &
0—=0, =0 9. hd, LS 10 do, dd 11,
Bnd, d3 12, Bel, de 13, Ded;, 244
14, Ddl, D7 15, La8, Tad8 16. b,
Lld: 17. Dad4:, Dd4: 18, Ldd:, Lg:
19, Lft: LEG: 20, 822;, Lal: 21. Tals,
TAZ 22, Se3, 6 23, Sod, Te2 24, |
S8, TdZ 25. TAl, Tdl¥ 26. Bdl:, f4
o7, gf, Tf4: 28, Se8, K7 29, 88,
Keb 30, Bed, T 41, Jed, Kds 32,
Sedf, Tghi 38, Kb, Th5H 34, g3,
Koh: 85 Sb7H, b4 36, 3hd6, Thi
7. Bed, Kad 38, 8L5%, Ka2: 39, 5a7:,

Kb3:. Unentsehieden, M. I
118338,
Zweispringerspiel im Nachzuge,
Lzan SoxTa Grar
Weill, Behwars.

1. e2—ad e7—ch

2, Bgl—f3 Shi—cl

3. Lil—cd Sps—iG |
4, S[3—gh di—db

5. od—idb: Bob—alb

6. Led—NLb6t o7 —of

7.  db—et: bT—ch:

8. Lbb—ad

Gilt sls minderwortig. Am boeston
ish Lod.

B. .. hT-<h!
9. 3gi-—13 eb—od
10, Ddl—e?2 Lis—d6

Dps Handbueh fithrt Leb und Leb
sum Vorteil von Schwarz aus.  Ziigo,

dio sehon um 1865 wohlbelannk waren, .

11,
12

d2—d3
A8 —ed:

0—0
Bi6—ed:

123, Liel—ed LeS—gd

Echwarz hat filr den geopforten
Bauera ]iﬂﬂ:i.EDl‘l Angriff erhalten und
fithet ihn trefilich durch.

14, a2—ad?

In solch einer Stellang mul man
doch wnbedingt versuchen, ssine Ent-
wickluog 2o vellandan., (SkA2L)

14. e TiR—e8
15, b2—hd? Lid6—ent

16. Tal—a2

Bed-—cd
17, Bhil—e3: Lof—o3 4
18, Kel—f1 Lgd—ef!
19. bd—ab: L —ca!
20. 58 —el Dds—d1l
Aulgegaben.

Eine schreckliche Niedorlnge! M. T

11834,
Abgelehntes Damengambit.
Aehte Hunde, 2, Mai 1585,

E EKrem JR.Carannawoca
Wb, Selwars.
1. d2—dd - Bpd—f0
2, cE—cd cT—och
4. 8bl—cB A7 —d
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DSZ 1935 p. 174
Margate, Games with Koltanowski and Lean

The Fajarowitz-Gral incident at Yarmouth
(zee the game on po 20) reminded vs of the
Iate Edgard Colle's exploit when he accident-
ally knocked his king off the board, replaced it
on he wrong square and  ultimately weon
the pame with
a  combination
which, bad the
King been on its
correct square,
would have been 3
impossilble, T4 \ a ﬁ
Wils i IosL Sports

f
[

ing action on the
part of the Ger- ||
man lady Cham-
poa (here she is)

=
e

toragree Lo let the
result stand. She
wotild have heen
quite within her rights in insisting on a replay
from the correct position.

CHESS, August 1935
Picture 12: Sonja Graf

Unlike Vera Menchik, whose results in England (she usually played in master’s tournaments) were very
solid, Sonja’s form tended to fluctuate. In July 1935 they both played in the Major Open in Great
Yarmouth — Vera Menchik won in the mutual encounter, and with 7/11 she finished third behind S.
Reshevsky and A. Seitz. Sonja scored 5 points and came equal seventh with B.H. Wood. A curious
incident that occurred in this tournament later appeared in several chess magazines (e.g. DSZ 1935, p.
228-229) and earned Sonja a reputation for exceptional fairness. In her game against Sammi Fajarowicz
from Leipzig (Picture 12, text L) the adjourned position had been noted incorrectly so when the game was
resumed, White’s a-pawn landed on a2 instead of a3. Sonja, playing with Black, did not notice it, and after
she also missed a hidden winning line, the game eventually ended in a draw. Later on, the spectators
discovered the mistake; according to the valid rules, the game should have been replayed from the
adjourned position. However, Sonja decided not to take up the second chance as she did not want to take
an unfair advantage of the fact that her opponent had showed plenty of variations in the post-game analysis
that he believed were winning for Black.
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CHESS, August 1935
Text L: Game with Sammi Fajarowicz

The New Year’s tournament in Hastings 1935/36 where Sonja played in group 2 of the Premier Reserves
section turned out to be too strong for her — she scored 2.5 points from 9 and tied for last place; although
one has to say that the playing field was very even, with the first five players (Prins, Senton, Mieses, Rilton
Morry and Rey Ardid) all scoring 5.5 points.

At the beginning of 1936, after playing in a great number of tournaments in Great Britain and giving
numerous simultaneous displays, Sonja’s ambition to finally compete for the world championship title was
at its highest. She regretted that, for political reasons, the German Chess Federation decided not to take
part in the Chess Olympiad in Warsaw 1935, meaning that Sonja lost a chance to once again encounter
Vera Menchik in a women’s tournament. But at the same time she must have realised that she still needed
more practice if she wanted to successfully compete with the world champion.

In the spring of 1936 Sonja went to Spain to have training sessions with the Belgian master George
Koltanowski who lived there. In Mollet, she won a short match against the Catalan female chess pioneer
Montserrat Puigcercos with 3-1 (Picture 13), and after that she went on a great simultaneous display tour
around Spanish cities.

Sonja was not only a sociable and open minded young lady, who was open to flirts and amours, but she was
also well aware of her charisma. In her own account of the Spanish journey she describes her experiences
from Spain with bright colours.

As Koltanowski reveals in the April (1936) edition of CHESS (p. 301), while in Spain, Sonja had a navy
uniform made at the tailor’s which she wore for a fancy ball. Sonja herself describes with humour how she,
dressed up as a young man with a moustache, won several (female) admirers, but later caused quite a
commotion when she started dancing with a gentleman.

When considering the numerous amusements in the company of Mr and Mrs Koltanowski, along with
Sonja‘s fascination with Spanish night life, one has certain doubts as to whether chess really was the focus
of her Spanish journey.
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Els Escacs a Catalunya, April 1936
Picture 13: Competition with Montserat Puigcercos

In April 1936, somewhat reluctantly, she returned to the old, conservative England and once again
achieved a solid tournament result when scoring 4 points out of 9 in the B-group of the Master-Reserves.
The first three places were taken by V. Buerger, E. Klein und A. Koblenz who all scored 7.5 points.

Sonja’s intensive, but at the same time exhausting, occupation with chess bore rich fruit in the international
women’s tournament at Semmering 8"—15"7 uly 1936 in Panhans Hotel) where she was at the peak of
her chess career and clearly demonstrated her superiority over her female competitors. Sonja achieved
10.5/11, several points more than the second Italian C. Benini (7 points) who was followed by G. Harum
from Austria and C. Roodzant from the Netherlands (boths 6.5). Only in one game, against the Pole
Gerlecka, she had a lost position. It is a great shame that Vera Menchik had cancelled her participation in
this event shortly before the tournament. (Picture 14, text M)

Picture 14 and text M:

FRI. SONJA GHRAF (DEUTSCHLAND)

irit2 |a Semmed 1997 |= Fanbasa-botel pus Kampf um dle
Weli=ehrerschaR geges Fel, Masachlk an,

_ Sonja Graf (1936)
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PAS DAMEN-TURNIER
AUF DEM SEMNMERING

Im ,Internationalen Dramen-Schachturnier® des
Grand Hotels Panhans auf dem Semmering, das
von Frl. Sonja Graf (Deutschland) iberlegen
gewonnen, wurde, war eing der spannendsten
und schéinsten Partien das Splel Gerlecka—
Graf. Die olympische Vertreterin Polens brachte
ein préchtiges Springeropfer, wonach die Dentsch-
landmeisterin in Verlusistellung geriet end nur
mit Gliick einer Niederlage entging. Regine
Cierlecka, die begabte und sympathische Schach-
vorkéimpferin Polens, hat durch die nachstehende
Fartie ihre hohe Klasse im europiischen Damen-
Schach erwiesen.

Spanische Partle £, e
Weib: Gerlecka Schwarz: Graf
{Polen) {Deutschland)

1.e2—ed e7—e5 2.5b1-—c3 ShB—c 3. 871 -43
d7—db 4. Lfl—b5 LcS—pd4 5 h2—=h3 Lg4—d7
6. d2—ddebxdd 7. Si3xdd Sci—eb 8 Ddl—
e2 ¢7—=c5? 9 LboSxd7+ DdBxd7 10, Sd4—
o 0—0—0.

Sonja Graf wihlt eine scharfe Partieaniage und
versucht offenbar, die Parinerin au verwirren,
11. Lel—d2 (Lf4) g7—eb 12, 55—g3 {115
13 273 Sef—ch 14, 0—0—0Lf8—g7 15 Sc3—
d5 Sch—d4 16, De2—d3 Dd7—a4 17, Kel—bl
Lp7—e5 18.Lo2—f4 Lebfxfd 19, Sd5xfid Sgi—
e 20, Sg3—e2 fixed 21, B3xed Sdixel

FRI. GERLECHKA (POLEN)

FRL. SONJA GERATX (DEUTSCHLAND}

tritt im Sommer 1937 im Fanhars-Hatel zum Kampf um die
Weltmelsterschalt gegen Frl. Menschik an,

22, 5f4xe2 SeT—cb 23, Se2—c3 Dad—di
24, Dd3—p3 Ddi-e5 25 Dg3xed dbGxed
26, Se3—d5 Th8—8  27. Thl—fl ScH—dd
28 SdS—c3 Tdd—f4! 20, TH x4 ebxi4
30, Tdl—f1 gh—pd 31. a2—ad Ke8—dT 32 h3
—h4 h7—h6 33. ed—ebh? KdT7—ch 34. hdxgh
b6 gh 35.5c3—ed Sdd—eb 36. Tfl—eb TdB—d4
27. b2—b3 bT—ba.

Schwarz will die Bauernkette am Damenflligel
sprengen, ibersieht jedoch den folgenden feinen
Zwischenzug.

38, ¢2—¢3! Td4—d5? 39, adwbbi Hob—bb

Watiirlich nicht 89 ... Kx b5 40. c4+ 40. Sed g5l
eln interessantes Figurenopfer.

gf Bebxgh 41. e5—eb Td5—dB 42. Tel—
Seizt den schwarzen Springer auler Gefecht!
42... Sgh—hT 43. e6—e7 Td8—eB 44, ¢3—cd
Sh7—I[6 45. TeS—eb+ Kbho—ab? 46, Tebx 167
In Zeitnot beeilt sich Friulein Gerlecka, das
materlelle Gieichgewicht herzusiellen. Sonst
hiitte sie wohl nicht das hiibsche Matt iber-
sehen: 46. Th6+ Kbdi 47. Kb2 nebsi 48. Tad4
matt. ‘

46.... TeBxeT 47. Kbl—c2 Kab—bd 48, Ke2—
di TeT—g? 40 Ti6xfd TeTxg2 50. TH—7
Kbdxb3 51, Tfixal Kbdxad Remis.
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BCM 1936 before p. 481
Picture 15: Nottingham 1936 Group with Graf and Menchik

Following her great ambition and eagerness to compete, Sonja did not allow herself any time to relax — in
August she participated in the Major Open Section A in Nottingham that was organized alongside the very
strong Masters’ tournament. This time Sonja finished fifth with 5 points out of 10 games; among others
she beat was the Vienna master Ernst Klein once again. First came S. Landau (7.5/10) followed by E.
Klein (7). Vera Menchik played in section B and achieved merely 4.5 points out of 11 games, which meant
eighth place. The winner of section B was J. Cukierman together with A. Reynolds (both 8.5/11).
Although not playing in the same section, in an indirect encounter Menchik definitely suffered a minor
defeat (Picture 15).

Gradually, it became clear that the two chess rivals, Menchik and Graf, could not be described as “good
friends”. Besides, one gets the impression that at the end of 1936, Sonja Graf was no longer very popular
with the English chess press. It was especially Baruch H. Wood who, in the June edition of CHESS 1937
(p-348), commented Sonja’s previous results and behaviour with open criticism. Below, you will find an
extract from his extensive commentary:

“... she (Sonja Graf) is simply not able to play calmly. Even when she can transfer into an endgame
with two extra pawns, she still feels an urge to complicate the position and she takes unnecessary
risks, giving her opponent a chance to fight back.”

Also the direct comparison with the women’s world champion was rather unfavourable for the challenger:
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CHESS, August 1936 p. 438
Picture 16: Drawing by NOSS

“... When following Menchik’s games, one usually finds a closed position with material balance
that requires patient strategic maneuvering. On the other hand, a look at Miss Graf’s board often
reveals a position with a rather unusual material constellation, such as a queen and a rook vs. four
minor pieces or something similarly bizarre. As far as their temperaments goes — the difference
could hardly be more pronounced: Sonja Graf is the perfect embodiment of lust for life and
agitation, whereas Miss Menchik is the embodiment of calm and domesticity. Sonja Graf is a chain
smoker and in the rare breaks between two cigarettes, she keeps sucking on candies. When it is her
opponent’s move, she flutters around the tournament hall, exchanging a few words with everybody;
at the board she rumples her hair and her face looks worn-out and worried. (Picture 16) Her whole
appearance gives the impression of a person who is in pain. She makes blunders — or plays
beautiful games. Miss Menchik, on the other hand, can sit still at the board for hours, without
moving a muscle, relaxed and healthy-looking, with her arms crossed in front of her. She has never
been seen smoking and her play seldom deviates from her usual, solid, standard...”

Nevertheless, B. H. Wood did not regard Sonja Graf as a complete outsider in the forthcoming match — his
prognosis was that the match would end with 3:2 for Menchik. However, the actual result was far less
complimentary for Sonja.

But we should go back to what happened in 1937. Sonja’s result in the New Year’s tournament in Hastings
1936/37 in group A of the Premier Reserves was not outstanding - she scored 3.5/9 which meant a rank of
7"-9™_ First came L. Prins (7 points) followed by another Dutch player, A. de Groot (6.5 points). Sonja
achieved a lucky draw against Groot, and also a nerve-racking win against Belgian Sapira.

Meanwhile Sonja, who was never opposed to the pleasures of life, felt no longer attracted to what the cold
English people had to offer her, and in Hastings she felt bored in the stifling atmosphere of the dusty
hotels — no dancing and too early “last orders’ in bars... (Tijdschrift van den Koninklijken Nederlandschen
Schaakbond January 1937, p. 11). Her decision to leave England for some time might have also been
influenced by an unhappy relationship with a married (?) man.
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CHESS, August 1937
Picture 17: Signing of the contract Menchik - Graf 1937

In February 1937 Sonja easily won a short match against the Dutch chess player Catharina Roodzant in
Rotterdam (3.5-0.5), and after that she went to Vienna to participate in the S.R. Wolf Memorial
Tournament. She finished in the 7" place with 5 out of 11 which could hardly be regarded as great success.
The clear winner of the tournament was Ezra Glass who scored 10.5 points; on the whole, the playing field
was rather third-class (Wiener SZ 1937, p. 97-87). As only two games per week were played, Sonja used
the remaining time to prepare for the world championship match against Vera Menchik that had been
arranged for the summer 1937 (Picture 17).

As her mentor she had chosen Rudolf Spielmann, a loyal supporter of hers, but the question is whether this
ailing Vienna grandmaster, who was in a very bad financial situation, was the right person to help Sonja to
eliminate her deficiencies in both positional play and opening theory and prepare her for such a tough
match.

At any rate, it would have done Sonja good, had she reduced her regular tournament load before this
important match. Instead of that, she competed at the Easter Congress in Margate at the end of March
(Master Reserves, group B — Sonja scored 3.5/9; the two winners, Sieger S. Landau and H. Golomber,
scored both 7 points) and she also accepted an invitation to a strong tournament in Prague that started at
the beginning of April (Picture 18). In this tournament she only achieved 2.5 points from 11 games and
finished second to last. The winner of the tournament, Paul Keres, who displayed top form by scoring 10
points, allowed Sonja a draw in the last game. In Wiener SZ 1937, p. 133, he commented her result in an
encouraging way: “This tournament was for Sonja Graf the first real test at an international level; she
played very resourcefully, but sometimes a little carelessly.

Objectively speaking, she had a disastrous start after losing the first seven games. In the game again Karl
Gilg she first threw away a full point and later on also a draw when she missed a perpetual check. Still, she
managed to score some points in the last few rounds and for her splendid win against Prokop she was
awarded a beauty prize. A contemporary caricature in Sachovy tyden 1937 (issue 9, 20" May) shows Sonja
Graf surrounded by her eleven male opponents (Picture 19).
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Picture 18 and 19:

Mezinarodni misirousky turnaj
»oachouého tjdne” zahdjen

OD LEVE STRANY ¥ PRAVE — Sadici: pluk. HROMADKA, KERES, SONA

GRAFOVA, stareats UJCE. min. mdn PENIZKA, pladseda Profakd Supy mjr VANICER.

Stojlel: L mistostorosta UJCS, de. KAUDER, 11 mistostarostn UICE. prof. ZMATLIE,

PELIKAN, rod FRIC, FOLTY 5, ZINNER, rakousky Surnnlistn dr, HANMAK, GILG,

PROKOP, ELISKASES, jiheslovansky fummalista peal SVALINA, DOBIAS, peo
fndntel BENES, dr. TRIFUNOVIC, OPOCENSETY.

Sachovy tyden, Issue 6, 1937-04-29, p. 29
Group picture Prague 1937
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 mezindrodniho furnaje
_Sachouého tjdne” u Praze

a L] ]
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] & L] L] =
o PSR Fall,
Dohids Frafoud ETizRiisss ol Trifunovic
L] - ] ]
trilsy Hramddhs Kerea Enner

CEMA ZA BRILANCL

BEhery mezindrodnibe tumaje | Sechoeviho thdne® vinowal nojnimevany dares 300 KE jakedto
ilddini cenu za T nollopdi partin twrnale. —  Kemigs, v nid 2aecdnll nslstfl Proked, dr. Ska-
ltka a Frant, Treyhal, recdilila tuto Ssthe slejnpm dilem Korosowi ra jeho  partii
| & Hromddhou (sir. 35 nafoko listu) o Sond Grafov @ ra partil @ Prokopem (Sir, 43).

Karikaturista ndm wykrestll pesni z obou partli: Keres hraje 5 Hromddkouw — a pa obou

sirandch prillife]i, pinl obdivu, astatnl miatf,

I _
Sachovy tyden, Issue 9, 1937-05-20, p. 45
Cartoon Prague 1937

BACHOYY TYOEN nr 1

Mencikoud obhdjila championdt suéta

L pedig
Lot Vi MEXCIHOVA
Sk ,.. Nkl 25 del e 3T Dedb ooansdl by
viois Gerf AN VAL Jes T e
il g, KEAT Tmdnl Jas produiarll by vialn i,
ey phiresend Brd s daliiem 2., Al 34 Jded, Vel 30 M Dyl 35
WS, S, T, Self, Vil 35, Suel, Halr, T
Nals, Kal?® iy sl drenf mom wl doled
whtany prolods ool Rrox,

35 D4, Kol B [eeli Dol 3, Wad,
o Bl L Vil bl 35 P b M. HEE, B3,
S Dbl De?, 11, De3? qpe rfmded dm M. Vel b ML R, Vel IE mht L Hell, S8
dmbl bS CHOEY oB0d Memieeend clidad ) e farnf vadak

Sachovy tyden, Issue 18, 22.07.1937, p. 97
Bild 20: Report and picture Vera Menchik

The story of the eagerly awaited women’s championship match (26" June — 16" J uly 1937) in Panhans
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Grand Hotel at Semmering near Vienna will not fill too much space (Picture 20) — unfortunately, it
confirmed the predictions of those experts who expected a clear victory of Vera Menchik. Sonja Graf lost
the match by a large margin +2 =5 -9 (i.e. 4% to 112). With White she scored 4:4 but her result with
Black 2 to 7%2 was an absolute debacle.

The most glaring example of Sonja’s playing deficiencies seems to me game 14 — Sonja’s inadequate
attempts to make up for her mistakes in the opening phase with purely tactical maneuvers allowed her
observant opponent a beautiful final blow:

/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/Menchik-Graf_1937_en.pgn

PGN Viewer powered by chesstempo.com

@ Menchik-Graf 1937 en.pgn (528.0 Byte)

It is not difficult to imagine how Sonja must have felt when she, straight after this crushing defeat,
returned once again to her home town of Munich from where she left for the women’s tournament in the
Swedish capital city of Stockholm.

The tournament system in Stockholm, approved by FIDE, was criticised by many: the difference in
playing strength between the 26 players who competed in a 14-round Swiss tournament was far too great.
It was organised along with the chess olympiade from 31* July to 14" August 1937. Vera Menchik, who
won all 14 games, dominated the tournament from the very first round. The second place was taken, a little
surprisingly, by an Italian Clarice Benini who scored 10 points.

Sonja, exhausted from so many tournaments, tied for the third place with the young Latvian player Milda
Lauberte after scoring 9 points. According to contemporary reports in the Swedish press, Sonja looked
nervous and unfocused — as if she wanted to make up for the poor result from Semmering as quickly as
possible. In some games she tried to achieve a full point by brute force. Below you will find her complete
results, starting with round 1:

¢ Graf - Olga Menchik 1-0;

e Graf - Bain 1-0;

¢ Lauberte - Graf 0,5 (In this game, Sonja had an inferior position at adjournment, however, the
young Latvian sealed a weak move that would instantly lose the game. Therefore Milda begged for
a draw, with tears in her eyes and spurious arguments. Sonja accepted the offer without resuming
the game, but in ,,Asi juega una mujer ...“ she describes this case of ,,unfair conduct® with a great
deal of detail.);

¢ Graf - Vera Menchik 0-1 (In a good position, Sonja sacrificed a piece for no good reason, and the
world champion had an easy job to refute this sacrifice.);

e St. John - Graf 0-1;

® Roodzant - Graf 1-0 (A key game, typical of Sonja’s overambitious play. In a slightly better
endgame, she tried to force a win with unsound moves, but instead ended up losing against a clearly
inferior opponent.);

e Graf - Gilchrist 1-0;

¢ I. Andersson - Graf 0-1;

¢ Graf - Benini 0-1 (After throwing away a win against Vera Menchik, the surprisingly strong Italian
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was determined to fight for second place.);
Thomson - Graf 0,5;
¢ Harum - Graf 0-1;

¢ Graf - May Karff 0-1 (This defeat meant that Sonja no longer had a chance at the silver medal.);
¢ Farago - Graf 0-1;
®

Graf - Florow-Bulhak 1-0

(Tournament table: Picture 21).
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Bild 21: Table women's tournament Stockholm 1937

While Clarice Benini demonstratively raised her arm in the fascist greeting at the final ceremony, Sonja

Graf, as usual, avoided the Hitler greeting, which drew much friendlier applause from the audience than in
the case of the Italian who finished ahead of her.

After these deep disappointments Sonja withdrew from the tournament life for several months — according
to ,,Yo soy Susann® she spent five months in Sweden and did not compete in any tournaments until her

comeback in the Master-Reserves at the Margate Easter Congress in April 1938. Here she played in one of
the weaker groups (group III) and with 5 points out of 9, she achieved quite a decent place in the middle of

the field. This group was won by the Dutch players G. Meyer and G. van Doesburgh who both scored 6.5
points.
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After this her life path becomes less transparent. Apparently, at the beginning of June she left England
again to live in Warsaw. (Her stay in Warsaw is recorded in detailed in Tomasz Lissowski’s article in
Quarterly for Chess History No. 8, p. 223-204, 2003.) (Text N....). In Warsaw Sonja took part in a
tournament of the 1st and 2™ categories, however, 6 points out of 11 were not enough to get her a prize.
Her original plan was to stay until the end of July, but she decided to delay her departure - it seems that she
quite enjoyed the busy life in the capital, at least judging from her accounts in ,,Asi juega una mujer ...«
where she explicitly mentions the enormous consumption of vodka, which was not so uncommon in those

days.

Text N:

SONIA GRAF IN WARSAW
By Tomase Lissowski

wWorld  chess  wvice-champion
Soniz  Graf (Germany) came 1o
Warsaw. She will spend cirea ane
menth in the capitol, taking part in a
towrnament of Warsaw Chess Club,
The event started on Friday 13, June
in the evening. Twelve plavers,
including two ladies: Sonia Graf and
Dr  Hermanews, are  among
panticipants. Games are to be played
on  Mondays, Wednesdoys and
Fridays., Leon Kremer acts as a
tournament director,”

With these words editors of
chess monthly | Seachisia” (Lvory,
1938, v. 6, p. 36) informed their
readers ahout unexpected presence of
German  clumpionessa in Peland.
Visiting this country for the first and
lagt time, Sonia Graf wasn't unknown
for Polish female chessplayers; they
fought with her, less or more
successfully, not only in Olympia
tournament Stockholm 1937, but also
in Semmering 1936, where the
following zame (which lacks, for

example, in Data-Base' excellent
products) had been plaved.
78. Cdn

R. Gerlecka = 5, Graf

Semmering 1936

1. 24 5 2, &3 &1c8 3, S43 df
4. £b5 894 5. h3 Rd7 6. d4
exdd 7. Dixdd $ies 8. We2 o5 9,
Sxd7 Yxd7 10. &5 0-0-0 11,

£.d2 g6 12. $g3 15 13. 13 Sice
14. 0-0-0 fig7 15, Hds Sida
16. ¥d3 Wad 17. b1 £e5 18,
Li4 B4 19, Bwl4 e7 20,
Fige? fxed 21. fxed fwe? 22,
Hixe2 ok 23, Hied Wad 24,
g3 Wes5 25. Wxe5 dxe5 26.
$ids Enfg 27. Enf1 &id4 28,
£1c3 14 29, Bt exfa 30. Bf1
a5 31. a4 &d7 32. hd b6 33, e5
&ch 34. hxg5s hwgs 35. Ded
o6 36. De1 Ed4 37. b3 b5 38.
c3 Ed5 38, axbs b6

40. Dixg5 Swxgs 41, e6 Eds 42,
Ee5 &h7 (Better 42...5we6
43.Exe6+ b5 44.&c2 Hos
45 He2=) 43 o7 De8 44, ca
&6 (44,507 or 44...&c7 was
relative better.) 45. Bes &as57?
46, Dx1677 (Time trouble. After
46.Rab+ Kbd 47 .Kc?2 White
mates.) 46, Hxe7 47. drc? b

223
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48. sd1 Bg7 49. Bxf4 Exg2
50. Ef7 &xb3 51. Exa7 &xcd
172

More details on Fraulein Graf
was pgiven in the weekly chess
column by colonel Marian Siwifer,
man of influence in Folish Chess
Federation, always very well
informed = to no surprise; as Steifer
during years was a high rank officer
in Polish secret service.

“Miss Somia Graf, a female
chess  player  inferor  only 1o
Menchik-Stevenson,  has  been
enteriained in Warsaw for 2 weeks,
She originates from Munich, though
her name would suggest provenande
more orienial. Present on ihe stage of
German chess sinee 1932, she hardly
finds concurtence among players of
her sex. Therefors she participates in
male toummments, scoring a5 A
mdnimwm 50 points (maybe percent?
— T. L) Well known masters Dr
Diyekhof and Dr Tamrasch had been
her teachers.

in 1935 she made o several
months”  toumnes  around  Holland,
playing simuls, ussally against men,
with good tesults. Later she visited
Spain and England, coming there 10
stay. Her greatest achievement was
the first place in the Semmering
female toumnament in 1936, scoring
10,5 points, while the second prize
winner, well known Benini, scored 7
points, In 1937 she played a match
with Vera Menchik, though with
negative resull; she can not stand

224
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playing 8 lours a day. She will be
hosted in Warsaw 111l 31 July, and
afterwards she poss fo Lithuania to
play a tournament, with Flohr, Keres,
Sehmidy, Mikenas and  other 5
Lithuanian players,

She tends o win a world
clampionship. Her chances, apart
from remarkable talent, are vouth and
siamina. Here she plays  with
combatanis of 1. category, sometimes
with masters, scoring well in frieadly
games' - M. Steifer in . Polska
Zhrojra”, reprinted by | Szachista”
1938, v. 7-8, p. 120.

The =ame issue of the magazine
brought a short repori from the
tourmanent held in Warsaw.

*On the 3. June iraining
wumament with cash pnzes, for
plavers of 1. and 2. category started.
The cvent was organised by Warsaw
Chess Club, which offered his space
for games. Sonia Graf, championessa
of Germany and second female chess
player of the world after Vera
Menchik, was ameng parficipants.
The results are followinz: 1. L.
Trokenheim 9 p., 24, Gadelinski,
Terski and Margolin — T p. each (all
prize — winners), 5. Nowinski 6,3, 6.
Sonia Graf 6, 7-8. Asterblum and
Dannemman = both 3 p., 9. Damanski
4, 10, Rabinski 35, 11-12. Dr
Hemmanowa and Chojnowski — bath
3 points.

(...} Sonta Graf brought e lot of
einotions o the tournament. She is
undoubtedly  very talemied, plays

8/2003, p. 224
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combinative, spectacular chess, with
preat invention”™"

70, (i)
&, Graf - I Danneman

WESz tournament

Warzaw, Junce 1938

1, ed 86 2, d4 d5 3. §c3 deed 4,
Fuwed $d7 5. D3 Digls 6. Dixis
GwtB 7. MeS a6 8. Ad3 o5 9.
dwcS ExeS 10, 0-0 0-0 11.
fins fra7 12, @3 £1d5 13. Eha
5 14, 242 2146 15, Efel &g5
16. fxps Wxgs 17. Bp3 @he
18. a3 g5 19. Ead £it4 20. 241
b5 21. @ice W7 22. Wed &by
23, &id4 &d5 24, 3 EadB 25,
M3 hE 26, Fes Higb 27. Sxgh
Bixn6 28. Wb hS 29 ¥hat ha
30, f1xh5 h3 31. Exds Exds 32,
HBecd Hide 33, fixds Exds 34
grh3 &7 35. Wa7 &6 36. Wi
W 27, o4 Bd3 38 Wes 1:0

B, AD3
S.Gral = Terski

WE Sz tournament

Warsaw, 06,1936,

1, f4 d5 2. i3 6 3. &3 g6 4.
b3 fg7 5 Lb20-06.c4c57.
exdS Tixd5 8. Lxg7 EwgT 9.
Hea Hie6 10, 0-0 bE 11, Bxds
W5 12, el o3 13, Wed
Sab 14, Bha Bd7 15 B2 16
16. g4 he 17. ¥pg3 Eads 18
Gih4 Bd3 19. Bg2 &5 20. 15 g5

" Srachista™ 1938, v. 7-§, p. 109,

21. figh Efed 22. h4 $ie7 23,
hxgs hxgs

24. Fixes fe5 25. Wxes &g
26. W5 Wet (Better 26...50c8 -
T. L) 27. Bixg5 <18 28. {6 g6
29, Eh2 &7 30, Eh7 &eb 31.
ed fived 32, Hot Hda 33
Wxnt £db 34, Bixed Eexed 35.
f71:0

It 15 difficult to say, why Sonia
Graf - after she had left Germany -
landed just in Poland. Close friends?
Famly relations?

Anyway, her  residence  in
Warsaw was much  longer  1lan
expected, Ambiticus plans 1o visil
Lithwanta and play o toumament,
with  Flohr, Keres and  others,
remained  unrealised. She  rather
would not achieved there a great
success, as may be judacd, taking
into account the result of her maich
with Henryk Miynek, who hardly

35
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was classified in the top fiftcen of
Polish players”

“In August Sonia Graf, the
female champion of Germany, ployed
a maleh in Warsaw Chess Club with
Henryk Mlynek, the player of 1.
category. The later won 7,5:2.5 (+6,
=3, -1} thanks fo his good self-
control. Strange, but nobody from
eminent local femele players, like
M.Zc. Gerlecks, Dr. Hermanowa or
Flogrow — Bulbak, avempted to
challenge Ms Sonia Groff (sic - T.
L.}, who belongs to the extra-class
and occupics second position in the
world, afier Viera Menchik. ™.

81, D54
5. Graf - H. Miynck [D54]

Mateh Miynek - Graf (game 10)
Warsaw, July 1938

1. d4 &¥i6 2, cd e 3. fic3 d5 4.
figs fie7 5. e3 0-0 6, Hei1
&Dbd7 7. £d3 b6 B. cxd5 exds
(B...00xd5 9. & xd5 exd5 10.4xe7
Wxe? 11.Exc7.) 9. W3 4b7
10. Hge2 c5 11. £44 c4 12
Bh1 (12 Sxcal dxcs 13.%x07.)
12... af 13. g3 Ze8 14. &5
&8 (White pieces occupy
extremely aggressive positions.)
15, g3 &Hgs (15..8h5
16.58006+ bh8 17.8x7+ g8

" See H. Miynek's biogram in:
Tadeusz  Wolsza,  “Biographical
Dictionary of Polish Chessplayers”,
v 2 p. F1-74.

" Szachista, 1938, v, 10, p. 111

26

18.W13+-.) 16. &c7 Wa7 17.
a7 Wxe7 1B, Lxb6 Whe
(Unlucky excursion done for a
pawn regaining.) 19. fic5 Bxb2
20. Ee2 (The queen was
trapped’)  20... Wai 21. 00
ScB 22. 8a3 445 23. 82027
{after 23.Eb2 Black might have
resigned.) 23... b1 24, Exb1
fixc2 25. He1 £d3 26. &a3
Zes 27. hd Ect 28. W3 Hds
29, Wd1 Hh4 30, Wad Hed
(Trying to attack. White with a
cold blood brought his queen
into action on another flank,)
31. Was Edef (The pawn on d5
cannot escapd its fate.) 32
fwds h6 33. D4 B 34, Be7
E15 35. Wc7 @g6 36. Wd7 Ebs
37. Wwis &ig3 (Threatening
38504 and 39, .&e2+) 38,
WxgB! (Excellent. White takes
two pieces and the game.) 38...
fugh 39, fxg3 fed 40. hd &7
41, £a3 EcB 42. 8¢5 g5 43.
hxg3 hxg5 44. Sh3  (The pame
dezerves aiention. White, playing
very well in the opening, pained
quickly an advantage and exploited it
in a position difficult and full of
danger.) 1:0

Somia’s wvisit in Warmsaw was
pralonged, and she decided to take
part in another tournament.

“In the Warsaw Society of
Chess Amateurs the tournament in

Quarterly for Chess History, No. 8/2003, p. 226
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In the first grouwp participate: Dr.
Hermanows, Dr. Foonczymnski,
Trokenheim, Damneman, ing. Piltz,

Jagielski, Siarkiewice, D
Stueckpold, Seapire, Sonia Graf,
Count Platcr, Preepiorka,

Sobolewski, Berlacki, Pytlakowski,
Terski. The best forces of the capitol,
exeept masters P. Frydman, Kremer
and Lowcki, took part in the event.
(...} In the very last moment the field
was strengthencd by registration of
M. Majdorf, the champion of
Warsaw, therefore the towmament
became truly much more attractive.
The duel for the first prize, as may be
expected, will be played betwesn
masters Majdorf and Przepiorka.

Four rounds were compleled
{number of unfinished games = in
brackets): Przepidrka 3,3, Sonin Graf
2,5 Mypdorf 2 (2), Danneman and
Kierst - 2 (1), Dr. Konczynski, ing.
Piltz, Jagiclski, Dr. Smeckpgold - 2,
Szapiro and Count Plater - 1,5,
Zupnicki 1 (2), Pytlakowski 0 (2),
Berlacki, Dr. Henmanowa,
Sobolewski and Siarkiewicz - 07,

The toumament wasn't played
extremcly quickly, with 2 rounds per
week, and one month later only a
“half-way mark™ was reached. After
tenth round the standing was as
follows: MNajdoer 7,5 (1), Kierst & (2),
Szapiro 6 (2), Jagielski 6, Preepiorka
5,5 (3}, Danneman and Pilez - 5 (1),
Pytlakewski 4 (1), Sonia Graf 3.5 (5),

" Seachista, 1938, v, 11, 5 168

Deutsche Schachzeitung 1931
Picture 22: David Przepiorka

Dr. Stueckpold 5, Zupnicki 2,5 (1),
Berlacks 2.5 (1), Dr. Hermanowa - 1
and Sobolewski -0. Due to his illness
Dr. Konczyaski left the battle Geld.

Sonia Gral did not finish the
tounament. She lefi Poland before
February 1939, In Auvpust she again
met Warsaw's duo M. Najdorf and P,
Frydman, this time in Buenos Aires,
on the occasion of chess alympiad in
Arpenting. Graf took clear second
place, afier ber Nemezis Vera
Menchik.

W, Litmanowicz and J. Gizyeki
in their chess encyelopaedia “Seachy
od A do Z7 inform on po 311, tia
SO Gral published Wi
sutohiographical books: Asi juego
tores mpefer (1941 ) araz Yo soy Susann
(1946 during her stay in Argenting.
Unfortunately, both are unavaifable
in Poland, Tt would be interesting 1o
know, how Sonin described her six-
months long visit in Warsaw.

B2, o7
Salomon — 5. Graf [(777]

Margate A™ 1939

1. ed4e5 2, 843 &ic6 3. £b5 ab
4. Bag &6 5. We? b5 6. &b3
£c57. a4 EbB 8. axb5 axb5 9.
g3 0-0 10, Sxbs Swed 11,
Wxeq Exb5 12. Weda Exb3 13.
b3 ed 14, d4?! exf3 15. ducs
Bes 16. &f1 &dd 17. Wds
@ixc2 18. fig5 fa6 19. gl
Siwal 20, gui3 &b7 21, Hxdd
Sxd5 22, Hg2 Hxds 041
{Szachista, 1930, v. 5, p. BB).
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Next she played a match against Hanryk Mylnek, a player of the 1* category who could hardly be ranked
among the Polish elite. Nevertheless, Sonja lost comprehensively 2.5-7.5. The Polish press attributed this
result primarily to the good self-control of her male opponent.

In the autumn of 1938 Sonja participated in a local competition (played at a very leisurely pace of 2 games
per week) whose prestige was increased by the participation of the grand masters Najdorf and Przepiorka
(Picture 22). After round 7, Sonja had 5 points (after achieving a draw against Przepiorka) and was doing
well, but in November she was unexpectedly forced to leave Warsaw.

Due to the growing political tensions between Greater Germany and Poland (the direct stimulus was the so-
called “Polenaktion”, an expulsion of about 17 000 Polish citizens of Jewish faith from the Nazi Germany
in October 1938) Sonja’s residence permit was not renewed, despite converse statements by the president
of the chess club. Sonja was bitterly disappointed for she regarded herself as an apolitical cosmopolitan
rather than a citizen of Greater Germany. Completely penniless — she had to surrender her Polish valuta
while crossing the border — she arrived via Posen in Berlin. She sent a cable to England asking for some
money, but she also found some support among the Berlin chess players. She stayed in the glamorous
metropolis for three months, enjoying the exuberant night life and chess games for money allowing contra
and re-contra bets that often attracted more than sixty spectators.

She might have also tried to get an entry into the 1* Women’s Championship organised by the Chess
Federation of Greater Germany. (This event took place over Pentecost of 1939 and was won by Friedl
Rindrer). According to the official regulations, the tournament was only open to players who had been
members of the Chess Federation of Greater Germany since 1st of November or longer. Sonja’s
application was turned down — she had fallen in disgrace with the rulers and they did not want her to
represent Greater Germany. Later in the USA, Sonja spread the version that it was Josef Goebbels himself
who had pronounced against her nomination for the women’s tournament in Buenos Aires 1939.

In her desperate situation Sonja remembered her Dutch friends and turned her back on Germany for good.
In February 1939 she played a match against the young female player Fenny Heemskerk in Amsterdam,
which she won clearly 4-0. After that she participated at the same place in a six-match — this was won
convincingly by Salo Landau (4.5 points) ahead of Fritz Saemisch (3 points). Sonja lost against Saemisch
and drew the rest of her games. In March 1939 she played a second match against Catharina Roodzant,
which she won again — this time 3:1. After this match she played one more time at the Margate Easter
Congress — her last tournament in Western Europe — and achieved a very respectable result: in Master
Reserves, section C, she scored 6 points from 11 games. The winner of her section was the old master
Jacques Mieses who achieved 9.5 points.

Her return to England was connected with another case of personal misfortune — her London friend was no
longer alive...

_ Picture 23: Highland Patriot
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In this seemingly hopeless situation, Sonja was nominated — thanks to the intervention of the Dutch FIDE
president Alexander Rueb — for the Women’s World Championship in Buenos Aires. Alone and with very
mixed feelings, Sonja set out on a long crossing to the Southern America on the British Royal Mail line
Highland Patriot (Picture 23). She got there in the middle of August and then eagerly awaited the arrival of
the Olympic teams from Europe, including her rival Vera Menchik, who all travelled on the Belgian liner
Piriapolis.

In CHESS, October 1939, p. 18, B.H. Wood describes the surprised reactions of the European chess
players when they encountered the “indomitable” Sonja Graf in Buenos Aires. This encounter gave
immediate rise to speculations about the outcome of the game between Menchik and Graf as it was clear
that, given the relatively weak playing strength of the remaining 20 participants, this one game could
determine the winner of the tournament.

Picture 24 to 28:

Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Sonja Graf (1939)
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Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Vera Menchik

Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Dora Trepat vs. Sonja Graf
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Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Postural studies - Vera Menchik and Sonja Graf
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Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Vera Menchik and Sonja Graf (1939)
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= _ Picture 29: Scan of the original notation Menchik-Graf, Buenos Aires
1939 Round 12

What happened was the expected neck-and-neck race: both Sonja Graf (Picture 24), a “stateless” player
playing under the flag of a fictional country “Libre”, and Vera Menchik (Picture 25) started with 4 out of
4; only the Chilean Berna Carrasco managed to keep pace with them. (Dora Trepat vs Graf: Picture 26;
Portraits: Picture 27). In round 5 Menchik beat the Chilean whereas Graf lost to May Karff from the USA
— and things seemed to have been decided. Then came September 1st 1939 and war broke out in Europe.
After some thinking the tournament was continued, and with this also the duel between Menchik and Graf
(Picture 28).

In round 11 the world champion dropped the first half point to the Latvian Lauberte, which meant that
before the direct encounter of the two rivals, the standing was as follows: Menchik 10.5, Graf 10, followed
by Carrasco and Rinder (both 9).

The decisive game could have hardly been more dramatic and (from Sonja’s point of view) tragic. Sonja
(with Black) outplayed the world champion who was playing very passively, but later missed the best
continuation. However, at the point of adjournment her position was still slightly better thanks to a passed
pawn on the third rank. Sonja refused the draw offer and after the game was resumed, she consequently
built up her advantage. Unfortunately, she then missed twice an easy win, and her third terrible mistake
turned out to be losing.

Below you will find this fatal game of Sonja’s, as well as the second part of her score sheet (Picture 29),
revealing the nervous tension she must have suffered from during the decisive phase of the game.
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Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Picture 30: Vera Menchik with the cup (1939)

“Never in my chess career did I experience a greater pain” wrote Sonja in ,,Asi juega una mujer ...“. This
sentence provoked the chess player and psychologist Adrian de Groot to comment at length on Sonja’s
emotionality and her chess ethics in his book ,,Thought and Choice in Chess®, 1965 (footnote p. 342-343).
Is it possible for a player who views chess as a fight to comprehend her moral scruples concerning draw
offers in a lost position or her despair after defeat verging on self-hatred?

But let us go back to the tournament. It is admirable that immediately after this game, Sonja found enough
energy to beat the representative of Great Germany, Friedl Rinder, who was equal on points, and thus
moved to the second place along with Carrasco. At that point Vera Menchik was the sole leader after
giving away only a draw, however, the fight for the title of the vice-champion went on.

After round 17 Sonja got a half point ahead of the Chilean but in the following round she lost in the direct
encounter. Yet, this time lady luck smiled at Sonja: Friedl Rinder defeated Berna Carrasco in the last
round and Sonja Graf finished second after scoring 16 points, two points behind the extraordinary Vera
Menchik (Picture 30). The German team (in the photo you can see Albert Becker, Erich Eliskases, Ludwig
Engels and Paul Michel) came first in the team competition; all players remained in South America
(Picture 31).
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Chess Olympiad in Buenos Aires 1939
Picture 31: Olympic champion Germany - Albert Becker, Erich Eliskases, Ludwig Engels and Paul Michel

Sonja Graf took the plunge and stayed in Argentina to avoid the world war — after all, she had no reason to
go back to Europe. In Buenos Aires she found sufficient support to be able to make her living as a chess
player (Pictures 32, 33, 34 and 35). She was a regular participant of the frequent masters’ tournaments
although she did not achieve any significant results - due to the great number of male Olympiade-
participants who decided to stay, most of the tournaments fielded a very strong line-up.

Below you will find a possibly incomplete list of the Argentinean tournaments in which Sonja took part in
the years 1939-1946.

Shortly after the olympiade she participated in the international tournament Circulo de Ajedrez (Buenos
Aires, October 1939) where she scored 2.5 points and finished second to last. She had an excellent start
but later threw away a very good position against Czerniak and against Stahlberg. Two players, M. Najdorf
and P. Keres, tied for the first place after scoring 8.5 out of 11.

In 1940 she played in the main section of the tournament organised by the Argentinean Chess Federation,
but the final results are not known. In the 4™ International Tournament in Mar del Plata in March 1941,
which showed a very strong line-up, Sonja came last out of 18 players after scoring 2.5/17. (1* Stahlberg
13; 2™ Najdorf 12.5, 3" Eliskases 11.5.) (Picture 36)

Pictures 32 to 36:
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BESE Sonja Graf in Argentina

e _In Argentina (40s)

from the tournament book by Luis Palau
Mar del Plata 1941
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Asi juega una mujer ... (1941)
Picture 37: Sonja Graf

Also the 5" International Tournament Mar del Plata in March 1942 turned out to be too strong for Sonja.
This time she tied for the last place after scoring 3.5/17. In first place was Najdorf with 13.5 and equal
second Pilnik and Stahlberg with 13 points.

In September 1942 Sonja participated in another tournament in Cordoba, but again with little success.
Najdorf and Stahlberg (both 7.5) tied for the first place, Michel and Pilnik (both 6) for the third. Fifth
place was Czerniak with 5.5 points ahead of some local players. Sonja had to make do with ot place after
scoring a modest 1.5 points.

After that Sonja probably did not play in any tournaments for over two years. The first event in which she
took place after the long break seems to have been the strong 8th International Tournament in Mar del
Plata 1945. First place went to Najdorf (13.5) who was closely followed by Stahlberg (13). All players who
finished among the first twelve were either international or top national players. Sonja tied for 15-16th
with 4.5 points (4 wins and 1 draw). In round 1 Stahlberg (Picture 38) lost a clearly won position against
Sonja, which later cost him first place.

Picture 38 and 39:
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_ Gideon Stahlberg (1942)

11 1_Roberto Grau (1942)

In the 40 anniversary tournament of the Argentino de Ajedrez Buenos Aires Chess Club in May 1945,
Sonja finished 16™ after scoring 6.5/19. First place went to H. Pilnik who achieved 15 points.

The last chess event in her interim homeland was the tournament Sonja played in Parana in January 1946.
She scored 4.5/13 and tied for 9-10" place. First place was taken by G. Stahlberg with 12 points, ahead of
H. Pilnik (11.5) and R. Letelier (10).

Although Sonja finished near the bottom of the tournament table in most of these tournaments, she still
made a deep impression on the Argentinean chess world, with both her play and her charisma. Her draw
against Roberto Grau (Picture 39) was even included in Guillermo Puiggros’s book ,,Brillantes Partidas
Argentinas® (1977).
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S0OMJA GRAF

Compacas Mendial de Ajedees

Yo soy Susann (1946)
Picture 40: Sonja Graf

Curiously enough, it was Max Euwe who gave a decisive turn to Sonja’s life, which was becoming
increasingly difficult in the Peronist Argentina. The following incident (along with some others) is
narrated in the book “Caissas Weltreich“(1956) by Max Euwe and Bob Spaak. We regard the former
Dutch world champion as a reliable source:

On his South America tour in the spring of 1947 Euwe made a stopover in Buenos Aires where he, due to
a misdirected phone call in the hotel, got into conversation with a steward of the U.S. Merchant Marine,
Vernon Stevenson. It turned out that Stevenson was a great chess fan and insisted on making a personal
acquaintance with Euwe. Since Euwe was always short of time, he offered his new friend to join him in his
afternoon meeting with Sonja Graf. This gave rise to a stormy love affair. Both Sonja and her “sailor” soon
came to the conclusion that this was the right thing and, in Sonja’s own words, “steered the boat directly to
the safe harbour of marriage.”

Apparently, Vernon Stevenson had no doubts about their relationship and paid little attention to what some
other chess players were saying. As an example Euwe mentions an incident that happened during a
tournament in Buenos Aires where Stevenson was invited to a standing reception. He got into conversation
with Hermann Pilnik and after some time the topic of women’s chess came up. According to Euwe, Pilnik
said something along those lines:
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_ Picture 41: Herman Pilnik

“Chess is nothing for women. Let’s take Sonja Graf as an example. She’s standing over there. Can you see
her? The famous Sonja Graf, a chess player. I mean, if you ask me: she’s neither man nor woman.”
Reportedly, Vernon Stevenson replied dryly: “Thank you for the compliment; that lady is my fiancée.”
Euwe doesn’t mention in his book how Pilnik got around this faux pas, but in any case, Sonja’s photo from
1946 (Picture 40) published next to this little anecdote shows that he (Picture 41) must have had a very
unusual taste as far as female beauty goes.

From the summer of 1947 Sonja Graf lived in sunny South California (Los Angeles, later Palm Springs) as
Mrs. Stevenson which might be called an irony of destiny. After the tragic death of Vera Menchik-
Stevenson on 27" June 1944 during an air raid (Picture 42, text O) Sonja called herself a “women’s chess
world champion”, however, for reasons that are unknown to me, did not participate in the World
Championship Tournament in Moscow 1949. (A possible explanation might be that her son Alexander was
born around this time.)

In his tournament book ,, Wereldkampioenschap Schaken Dames”(1950), Max Euwe expressed explicitly
his regret at her non-participation in this event. Euwe also put forward a claim to FIDE to organize a match
between Ludmila Rudenko and Sonja Graf-Stevenson who he regarded as the unofficial women’s world
champion of the years 1944-1950.

Picture 42 and text O:
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Lord Brabazon Sums Up

Title CHESS 1944
Vera Menchik

Pera Menchik Dead

All sther news this manth it svershadowed by the
death of Wera Menchik, cur Games Editer and YWoman
Chess Champion of the World, tegether with hee
mather and sister, 45 3 result of 2 diregt ki by a " liying
bemb " on Tuesday night, June 3th, The house, in
which they were sheleering in the basement, was razed
to the grownd, By sad ireny, their Anderson shelier
in the garden remained intact, a5 also did 2 street shelier
acrodd the rosd,

5o passed xway ane of the most beloved chess-players
whio ever lived, a woman who towered over ochers of
hes st like 2 Colotius and earned enduring fame as the
first waman chest-player 19 hold her own with inters
nationzl masters. We have received from our readers
5o many expressiens of appreciation that it Is quite
imposiale to acknowledge them all. They run into
kundreds, and pracsigally all testify to the unspoilt
friendliness and approachableness that na amount of
sucpeis could mar. Few chessplapers of the opposite
sex have carried sush honours with such grace as Vera
Menchik.

Her death thus following within 3 few manths of that
of her pepular husband, Mr. B, H. 5. Stevenson. it SEEms
inevitable thac the Stevensen memorial Tund, 3o enthi-
siastically promaoted by Mr. Dixzson, shall becorme the
Menehik-Stevenzon fund, and we appeal to you all o
deuble your concributions to this cause, with the Jim
ef raising a truly fitting memarizl toa pair whe ennobled
British and World chess by their effores and, throughout
theie liver, to friend and stranger alike, were—what
it i $o grext to be—a lady, 2nd a gentlemin. .

{Concributions envelope-marked * Memarial Fund
and addressed ¢fo. CHESS, Sutzon Coldfield, will be for-
warded on te Me. Dixson.)

All our premised LS, Championihip and ather game-
soores wera with Yera Menchik when she died and
perished with her, but readers will pot miss them, for
we give instead a collection of her mast famous games.
By next month, we hope to be able v make up the lee-
way. We have also a few pages from her pen in hand
which readers will enjoy with an unusual poignancy.

A TRIBUTE FROM THOMAS OLSEM

When, In 1934, | searched an 2 het summer’s day
far ghe Cluy of Londan Chess Clubk in the quiet cowrts
of Doctor's Commons, | was imbued with desive &
improve my chess.  Later. in a dark, quict roam wich
boards 2nd men positiored round the walls, |. H. Blake
gave me two pieces of advice, One wai 2 jaln the
Metropolitan Chess Cluk and the other was e hawe
lessons from Miss Vera Menchik. )

I hawe never repretted taking that advice. although
bath the elub z2nd the player are nosw, alas, no more.

CHESS, 1944
Obituary Vera Menchik

A CHARACTERISTIC PHOTOGRAFH OF VERA MENCHIF

Taken st Hargacs,

The Metrepelitan may resume (15 activities when peace
earmes but Viara Meachik will never again grage 2 convers
satien or congress with her quick, ponetrating humour,
her rich brown eyes and neat, shingled head, That
she whe fazed the blitz undauneed should now, in the
last days of the war, be struck down, is a caastrophe Tar
British chess and a heavy blew to her Triends, Her
plage was unlque in the world and it was this country’™s
pood feriune thar her home was here. Mot anly was
she a player of the firse rank who had mare than once
beazen Euwe and more than held her own with the
first English players; she had a special gife for teaching,

Before her marriage to M. Stevensan the lived wit
her mother 2nd sister inaflat in Bayswater. |remember
wery clearly my early wisits there that led o friendship
with my wile and myself, A steep, narrow stair palnted
green led up o the landing where, hands clasped before
her, Wera Menchik would be waiting. | was usually a
few minutes late and was firmly seslded and chen we
went inte her roam with the board set on 2 table and the
gas fire popping in the corner,  After less than a dazen
lessan: with ker my playing abilicy had doubled itself.

Bur Miss Menchik's conversation was as entrancing
a5 her chess play.  She was widely read and widely travel-
led, Her favouerite avthars were Bathersine Masifield
and Chekov. “Whatewer turnm the talk toak she had
sameching Interesting and enlightening to siy,  And
she never forgot her friends. From Austria and ehe-
where aocasional pastcards wauld arrive 1o report her
progress. At congresies, where ihe rmet many Triends
frem this country and abroad, she mever neg eceed o
have a word with each.  She had a juit appreciation of
her own position in the chets warld but she was always
modest. | never heard her make any malicieus remarks
abaout her opporents. 4 thing that ¢ould nec be said of
all the mateers. At the Matienal Chess Centre in its
setting of warm lighes, salt carpers and beautiful baards
and preces she was the perfect hostess. WWhen it was
last through enemy actlon she bore che disuster bravely
and leoked forward to it rebirch.

Ske had perfected che art of living. Chets penius
a5 she was she did ot 2llow the game oo rule out every-
thing else and her intersits were extensive,  Her life
had ot zlways been easy but she newer pave wiy and
her Incegricy was always maintained.  Her erample was
a goad ane,  |n the records of her games, in the memary
al those wha played with her and learnt fram ber she
will live on. It i$ to be haped that a memarial welumes
of her games may be praduced ard the lesked for revival
of the Mational Chess Centre will net be complete withs
cut soeme special cribute there to one who, like her
huzband, did sz much fer Briclsh and world chess.

W shall give » bipgraphical sketch of Vera Menchik’s
career im our nexg ssue,  She was 33 when the died,
hawing been Women's Warld Champion since 1927,
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Californian Chess Reporter, September 1952
Picture 43: Game with Isaac Kashdan

The fact is that before 1952, Sonja had no ambition to return to the world of chess; besides, women’s chess
didn’t enjoy very high prestige in post-war America. Sonja’s participation in the international tournament
in Hollywood in April 1952 came therefore as a great surprise. This short chess event (with 10 participants
which included S. Gligoric, A. Pomar, H. Steiner, 1. Kashdan (Picture 43), A. Dake, as well as some local
Californian masters) was held in Mama Weiss’ Czardas Restaurant in Beverly Hills. The man who initiated
the whole thing was Herman Steiner, and Sonja obviously belonged to his chess circle. However, her come-
back attempt turned into a bitter disappointment — she finished last by a wide margin after achieving a
mere half-point against Arthur Dake. (1% Gligoric 7,5; 2" Pomar 7; 3" H. Steiner 6).

Californian Chess Reporter. September 1952
Picture 44: Group photo Hollywood 1952

After the tournament Sonja’s invitation to the event received a harsh criticism in the Californian chess
press although the tournament photos (Picture 44) clearly show that her male opponents did not mind her
company at all. Still, Sonja must have realized that her playing strength was not sufficient to compete
against such strong opponents and when she, after another two-year break, returned to tournament chess,
she participated either in open tournaments or in women’s competitions. This she did with great success, as
the following, possibly incomplete, list shows.

While Sonja’s clear victory (8-0) in the Californian women’s championship in 1954 was viewed as a mere
formality, her participation in the US-Open in New Orleans in the same year was more of a challenge. The
ladies competed in a round-robin tournament in which Sonja tied for second place with May Karff after
scoring 8.5 points. First place was taken by Gisela Gresser who achieved 9 points. This result qualified
Sonja to play in the Candidates Tournament in Moscow 1955. This was her last attempt to become
women’s world champion.
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Her chances looked good, especially after she achieved 6 points out of 11 (+5, =2, -4) in the US-Open in
1955 (Long Beach, California) and became women’s US champion ahead of Kathryn Slater (Picture 45).
That year both women and men competed together in one Swiss system tournament.

Chess Review, August 1955 p. 229
Picture 45: Sonja Graf-Stevenson

In Moscow, however, it turned out that her opponents, who were mostly younger than Sonja, were too
strong for her. She started well, with two short wins against May Karff (USA) and Berna Carrasco (Chile)
and a draw against Gisela Gresser (USA). But already her next game, against the Yugoslavian, Lazarevic,

revealed that Sonja’s knowledge of opening theory was inferior to that of the young European women’s
masters.

However, she quickly recovered from this unnecessary defeat and after 3 consecutive wins, her running
score 5.5/8 gave Sonja a very good chance.

The Soviet organisers showed the former Vice-Champion a great respect (Picture 46) and in bulletin no. 3
her chess career was described in detail. In the interview that appeared in the same issue, Sonja sounds
optimistic:

Bulletin Nr. 3, Moscow 1955
Picture 46: Analysis with Grigory Lowenfisch
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“... T admit that under the influence of my latest success in the US tournaments I started the
Moscow championship too aggressively. However, the encounter with Lazarevic, which ended
bitterly for me, sounded a note of caution. There are no weak opponents in this tournament. The
first few rounds revealed the real playing strength of the Soviet and Yugoslav players. Also C.
Chaudé de Silans, E. Keller-Hermann and F. Heemskerk have been well known in the chess world
for quite a while. So far, I have been quite pleased with my results (at that point Sonja was on 3/5).
I expect to do well in this tournament since every game I have played here seems like a preparation
for the following one.”

KX

Bulletin, Moscow 1955
Picture 47: Game with Fenny Heemskerk

However, Sonja’s expectations turned out to be too optimistic. Four losses against Ivanova, Keller-
Hermann, Heemskerk (Picture 47), and Borisenko (all four games were adjourned and after resumption
went on for a very long time), meant that Sonja no longer had a chance of becoming the champion.

The journalists reported on Sonja’s impressive “fashion shows” during this tournament: when expecting a
win she turned up dressed up as a cowgirl or Caucasian, when she thought it might be a draw she would
wear a French female suit and when fearing a defeat she put on an outfit of a Spanish torero.

Like an aging actress, Sonja enjoyed being in the limelight once again, although it was also the Russian
vodka which she couldn’t get enough of, as Salo Flohr didn’t fail to mention.

e ."'. : 1"".
Bulletin Nr. 3, Moscow 1955
Picture 48: Analysis with Olga Rubtsova
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Looked at objectively, Sonja could have been happy with her result; given the long break her final score
reflected her actual playing strength. After all, she achieved 2.5 points against the strong Russian players:
she defeated Gurfinkel and the USSR women’s champion Sworjikina, drew against Ignatjewa, and lost to
Borisenko, Wolpert, and the tournament winner Olga Rubzowa (Picture 48). Her final score 9.5 points out
of 19 secured her rank 10-13, along with Gresser, Ignatjewa and Chaudé de Silans. Interestingly enough,
Sonja won all her games against players who scored less than 50% and lost all her games (with the
exception of Sworjikina) against those who scored more than 50%.

After returning from Moscow, Sonja changed her mind about her participation in the US Women’s
Championship, however, she continued competing in other tournaments in the USA. In 1956 she did very
well in the US-Open in Oklahoma City where she finished first among women. A year later she achieved
the same success in the US-Open in Clevend, Ohio. Needless to say, that these mixed gender events suited
her temperament down to the ground.

In the same year she took part in the Women’s California Championship organized by the Herman Steiner
Chess Club in Los Angeles. Her score 6.5 out of 7 secured her the first place ahead of Lena Grumette and
Jacqueline Piatigorski, but it can hardly be described as a great success. Much more notable are her results
in the US Women’s Championship of 1957 in Los Angeles in which she tied for the first place with Gisela
Gresser after scoring the impressive 9.5/11. She lost (once again) to May Karff and drew against Gresser.
After this tournament both Sonja and Gisela Gresser were nominated for the 1st Women’s Team World
Championship in Emmen, Netherlands, in September 1957. However, Sonja did not go back to the country
in which her chess career started; in the end, the US team had J. Piatigorski playing on board two.

Chess Life, May 1964 p. 110
Picture 49: Sonja Graf-Stevenson

For almost two years, Sonja disappeared from tournament life. She didn’t compete in any events until the
US-Open in Omaha in 1959 where she became the best woman again. This was, however, her last
tournament for many years to come as she did not accept the nomination for the Women’s Candidates
Tournament in Plovdiv, Bulagaria, in 1959.

In December 1959 she did not turn up at the Women’s US Championship in New York (organized by Log
Cabin Club, West Orange) although she had sent a binding registration.

For years there was no mention of Sonja in the American chess press; as if she had been forgotten. Her
successful comeback in May 1964, at the US Women’s championship in New York (where she moved with
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her family after her husband retired), caused therefore a great sensation. After an initial defeat to G.
Gresser, she achieved 8.5 points out of 10 and finished first with a one point lead. Her glorious victory felt
like the last glow of a dying light; by then her fondness for alcohol had noticeably undermined her health
(Picture 49).

On 6™ March 1965, at the age of only 56 years, Sonja-Graf Stevenson died of a liver disease (more details
were given by Hans Kmoch). A once burning start was extinct forever. The further destinies of her family
(especially the ones of her son Alexander Hadley Stevenson *04.01.1951) could not be clarified although
contact was made with Sonja’s sister-in-law, Mrs. Joyce Graf from Hildenborough, Kent, in England (she
was Alex Graf’s second wife).

Sonja’s life, dominated by her passionate enthusiasm for chess, may look fascinating at first sight;
however, her biography reveals a great number of tragic moments that were full of loneliness. A joyless
childhood, with her parents favouring their children according to the colour of their hair and complexion.

Her father was a very dominant figure with questionable morals who did not stop short of physically
abusing his children. His son Alex described him as a “good-for-nothing genius” with a tendency towards
brutality. The mother, who partially lost her hearing due to an illness, did not pay too much attention to
these incidents.

As a young girl, Sonja fell down the stairs while playing with her wild brothers (it probably happened in
their house in Elisabeth St.) and for weeks it was not clear whether she would ever recover from her
injuries. She repeatedly experienced bitter disappointments, feeling lonely und and misunderstood. In her
book “Yo soy Susann” she writes very openly about these experiences. For Sonja chess was a way of
liberating herself from the pressure and violence of her parental home, and in mental contest she sought to
boost her self-esteem. However, the price she paid for this was high as during all those years she always
expected the best results from herself, ignoring her physical and mental condition. Very soon alcohol and
cigarettes became her daily bread and her fondness of parties and socialising, most likely driven by fear of
being lonely again, left her no time to rest.

Her deliberately masculine demeanor, the aggressiveness of her play, and her movie-star-charisma — that
was all nice but she had to pay a high price for it. There were, without doubt, happy spells during her life
in the USA, but her failure to achieve what she wanted the most — to gain the title of the women’s chess
champion — caused her a lot of pain.
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First and foremost I must mention Alfred Schattmann and Willibald Miiller (both from Munich) who
continue working on the clarification of the ,,destinies of the Graf family*. Without Mr Schattmann’s
meticulous detective work in the spring of 2005 Sonja Graf’s youth would have remained a mystery. A few
months later (in July 2005) Mr Miiller, an excellent linguist, who had carried out his research on three
different continents, helped me to correct several misinterpretations of important passages from the
Spanish books written by Sonja Graf (particularly in ,,Yo soy Susann®). And I should also mention Mr
Anton Loffelmeier, the director of the Munich Archive, who was extremely helpful when it came to
searching documents.

Next, I would like to express my thanks to the members of the Ken Whyld Association: Josep Alid
(Spain), Andy Ansel (USA), Bert Corneth (Netherlands), John Donaldson (San Francisco); Hans-Jiirgen
Fresen (Bochum), Tim Harding (Dublin), Peter Holmgren (Sweden), Tomasz Lissowski (Poland), Manfred
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Midler (Dresden), and Alessandro Sanvito (Italy) who helped me a great deal with my research - whether
with advice, translations or provision of important documents. And I must not forget Jurgen Stigter
(Amsterdam), a rich source of priceless documents and photos, and Juan Morgado (Buenos Aires) who
helped me to obtain a copy of ,,Yo soy Susann®. The translations from the Russian Bulletin were provided
by Thomas Lemanczyk (Solingen) and the translations from the Czech Sachovy tyden by Vlastimil Fiala
(Olomouc).

I am also indebted to Wolfgang Unzicker (+), Wolfgang Kamm (Munich), Edward Winter (Satigny, CH),
and Siegfried Schonle (Kassel) who assisted me in clarifying Sonja Graf’s biographical data. Georg Boller
(Hirschau), another of my chess friends, called my attention to an article by Hans Kmoch, which I am very
grateful for. And I am also obliged to Manuel Fruth (Unterhaching) who sent me a number of Sonja’s
game records.

I was extremely pleased with the exchange of information with Jennifer Shahade (New York City) who
wrote an article about Sonja Graf for the New in Chess Magazine No. 7/2004, as well as a longer article
which appeared in her book Chess Bitch Women in the ultimate intellectual sport (Siles Press, Los Angeles
2005, ISBN 1-890085-09-X, S.28-39).

Last but not least, I would like to thank Ralf Binnewirtz who inserted links to pictures and various
documents in the text, thus making this article Internet-friendly.
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