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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 16th 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 18th December 1912 – this was mentioned explicitly in a laudatory article on Sonja
Graf in the short-lived Czech weekly Šachový týden (Chess Week) published on 8th April 1937 before the
commencement of the Prague tournament (Text B).
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Texts A and text B:

  

   
Magyar Sakkvilag, April 1934, p. 83
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Magyar Sakkvilag, April 1934, p. 84
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Magyar Sakkvilag, April 1934, p. 85

  

   
Šachový týden, Issue 3, 08.04.1937, p. 11
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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 26th 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 Müller (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 Müller.

The family of the father, Josef Graf (*23rd July 1869; +9th 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 (*8th Mai 1876; + 14th 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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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 29th

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 (*26th May 1904) and Oskar Melchior
(*19th January 1906, + 6th February 1945 in jail in Halle, executed for desertion.) The next child, a son
called Alex, was already born in Bavaria (*7th 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
12th December 1908. At that time the family lived at 22 Ainmiller St. Another three children were later
born in Munich: the daughter Helene (*28th February 1910 in Munich, +29th January 1930) – referred to as
‘Hella’ in Yo Soy Susann on p. 19 – and the sons Cyril (*8th June 1911) and Artur Wolfgang (* 7th October
1912). In January 1915 the big family moved into 45 Elisabeth St. (3rd 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 19th April 1920 – with eight children (the oldest daughter Maria was already twenty years old!).

  

   Text E: 

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 3rd 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)  

  

   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)

  

   
Chronik München 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
München-Thalkirchen (Maria-Einsiedelstrasse 12) on 26th 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 Kirschönbach (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 (Schönfelder, 1894-1973) proved to be authentic. Susanna was officially released from the
Kirchschönbach school on 14th January 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 1st November to March
1931).

  
Text H and I:
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British Chess Magazine 1964, p. 206
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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 27th May 1931 Sonja played the first game of what
was supposed to be a ten-game match against another Munich amazon Johanna Müller. 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 21st /22nd June 1931) says:

 

“We have received the following press release from the Munich Women’s Chess Club: The retreat
of Miss Müller from the Müller – 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. Müller)

  

   
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 26th July 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 (DSBl. 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. Müller) 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. Müller) 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 13th

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 70th 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 12th April 1932 Spielmann gave another simultaneous display in Munich (this time in
Café Gasteig – W. Müller) 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 (+ 13th February1973).
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Deutsche Schachzeitung 1973, Issue 2, p. 59
Text J: Excerpt from Hans Kmoch: Damenschach - Ein kleiner Rückblick 

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 13th Congress of the
Bavarian Chess Federation in her home town from 16th to 23rd 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. Müller), 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 (DSBl. 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 23rd

October 1932, has been called off by the club.” 

  

   
Friese Schaakkoningen, 1995, p. 100
Picture 7: Simultan Leeuwarden 1933 
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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 10th/11th place, scoring 6 out of 15. First came
Zeuner with 11.5 points (DSBl. 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 Schachblätter 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
„Yo soy Susann“). 

  

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

In the zonal qualification tournament of Northern Bavaria (from 15th to 28th 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 21st 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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