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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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_ Titel F: Asi juega una mujer ... (Buenos Aires 1941)

MNIA GRAF
v

I3

EDITORIAL PIATITI - BUEMOS AIRES

_ Titel G: Yo soy Susann von 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
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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
club together with her older brothers, her father was categorically against it: (Picture 3)

: i
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:


https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/CafeStefanie.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/CafeStefanie.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/CafeStefanie.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/GrafBCM1964.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/ZellerSchwestern.jpg

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 M Kr=B3 P—F 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 K=—=B1
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.


https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/DSZ1973.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/DSZ1973.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/SonjaGraf1933Simul.jpg
https://www.kwabc.org/files/kwabc/images/Graf-Artikel/SonjaGraf1933Simul.jpg

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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