The Last Viking

If we think of a Viking as someone who was not afraid of a fight at any
opportunity, then Bent Larsen was the last Viking. Magnus Carlsen's
Danish trainer Peter Heine Nielsen once asked me how a defeat affected
Bent. — It didn't affect him. There was a new game tomorrow. Okay, the
answer is not 100 percent correct. He was very sad after the Fischer
match. But he came back. It didn't even take a year before he was winning
tournaments again.

On the way to the stars

He won the championship in Holstebro, Aalborg, Copenhagen and
Denmark. He started in a chess club at the age of 12, seven years later he
was the best in the country. With out any doubt the best. Two years later
he became a grandmaster.

Red Army Theatre

1956 a game against world champion Botvinnik in the Red Army Theatre
in Moscow. Almost a Danish win, but the world champion escaped with
luck.

At the prize ceremony, Bent was named grandmaster. A sensation.
Probably bigger in Denmark than in the chess world.

Now | had to go home and study, said the new grandmaster. He couldn’t
believe, that he could make a living of chess.

Innovative and experimental

After his failure in the 1958 interzonal, Bent sharpened his game without
regard to the results. He wanted to get better. He wanted to be world
champion. In Skakbladet 1959 he wrote: | am not interested in the results



| am achieving now, but in the result in the long term. Larsen believed that
many young grandmasters did not develop any longer because they were
satisfied with what they had achieved and therefore became cautious and
looked after their reputation.

Student and soldier

For many years Larsen could not decide whether he should graduate as an
engineer. In reality, he made a living from chess. It went on for ten years
before he dropped out of engineering. After that, he wanted to study
Russian at university. He had learned Russian while he was a sergeant in
the Danish army. But then he entered the candidate tournament. He
became a professional chess master, but back home in Aalborg his mother
was not happy. She had the head to get a higher education herself, but
her parents never allowed her to pursue her dreams of becoming a
teacher.

Breakthrough

1964 he won the interzonal tournament in Amsterdam in a tie with Tal,
Smyslov and Spassky. Eight years passed from Larsen becoming a
grandmaster until he became a candidate for the world championship. A
long period, you might think. But if you look at Boris Spassky and Bobby
Fischer, they also had eight years in the shadow.

New style — playing with the rook pawns

It was the Soviet grandmaster Lev Polugayevsky who first became
decisively aware that Larsen extraordinarily pushed his rook pawns two
steps forward. When Bent played these moves in the 1960s, they were
considered unaesthetic. But then Alpha Zero started doing it over 50 years
later. Magnus Carlsen has done it. And now it is normal. Playing with the



rook pawns is probably Bent's most important contribution to chess on
the board.

The tournament winner

Larsen's long string of tournament victories began in 1966 with a victory
in Le Havre ahead of two Soviet grandmasters. This was followed by a long
string of victories in some of the strongest tournaments. Major defeats
Larsen was badly beaten by both Spassky and Fischer. It was taken as he
was a bad match player. He was not. He won matches against Olafsson,
Donner, Ivkov, Geller, Portisch, Tal and Uhlmann. That's not so bad for a
bad match player.

The journalist

Along with his active career at the board, Larsen worked as a journalist all
these years. He played and wrote at the same time. No one has been able
to do this before or since. Most people play chess. And then they write.
Bent could do both. Play good chess and write good articles at the same
time in Danish, Swedish and Spanish newspapers. Bent wrote excellently
in English and Spanish. But he was even better in Danish.



