
JOHN R. WILLIAMS – BUDAPEST, HUNGARY 

INTERNATIONAL CHESS TOURNAMENT, SUMMER 2000   

 [1]  

In the summer of 2000, I arranged to meet John at the “Budapesti Nyar Agro Hotel 

Sakkfesztival” or the Budapest (Summer) Chess Festival at the AGRO hotel. The AGRO 

hotel is (was) located in the foothills just outside the Budapest city center. This hotel 

housed the tournament hall, the dining area, and of course, our sleeping quarters.  

I had come from another European tournament, so I had arrived the day before John. I 

believe John arrived on Tuesday, July 18, 2000, the day before the tournament was to 

start. I recall John looking a bit disheveled and quite tired. This was John’s first visit to 

Europe. The train system in Europe takes a little getting used to, especially if you don’t 

speak the language of the country you’re in. John shared with me his travel adventures 

just to get to Budapest. His plane either landed in Prague, Czech Republic, or Vienna, 

Austria. He then traveled by train to Budapest, Hungary. 

 



John may have dozed off a bit on the train, and when he awoke, he panicked and 

thought he had missed his train stop. John quickly gathered his belongings and literally 

hopped off the train at the next available stop. However, this was nowhere close to the 

upcoming intermediate train stop that he needed to have taken in order to eventually 

arrive in Budapest. John ended up walking a very long distance along the train tracks 

until he finally came to the next train stop. I would imagine this was quite disheartening 

for John, and probably a bit frightening. Of course, he also encountered rain while he 

was outside the train. Anyway, he arrived safe and sound, albeit a bit worn out, but in 

good spirits. I do recall going to grab something to eat that day and he literally fell asleep 

at the table, he was so exhausted (and a bit jet/train lagged). I’m not sure if John shared 

this story with many people.  

John and I shared a room at the AGRO hotel where the tournament was being played. 

This hotel was located in a mountainous region just outside the Budapest city center. See 

the pictures of us standing on the balcony of our room. In one direction, the view was 

towards the mountains, and looking the other way gave us a view of the city. These were 

great accommodations, very peaceful. 

  [2]    

           

I recall sitting on a bench just in front of the AGRO hotel studying some variations that I 

may have intended to play during the tournament. John actually liked doing this with 

me. Maybe this escape to Europe allowed John to view chess in a slightly different 

fashion - maybe he became more somewhat scientific in his approach[3]?   

 



 

This picture is one of my favorites from the trip. It shows John surrounded by his newly 

acquired Hungarian chess playing friends. John sits at the dining table, beer in hand, 

feeling right at home with his fellow chess players. It didn’t matter where John was, his 

sense of humor and wit were appreciated by many. Notice the genuine smiles at the 

table. Speaks volumes about John.  

 

John was a big hit amongst these chess players. This is a great picture. Look closely and 

you can see what John is doing. (zoomed in below).     



 

John’s character and sense of humor attracted many of the club players that were 

competing in the tournament. John would often play blitz chess with these players.  

 

Above is a picture of the player that John played many blitz games against. (I wish I 

knew the name of this player.)  

John’s pleasant banter during these blitz games was also appreciated and enjoyed by 

these players. Though English was not the native language for the majority of these 

opponents, I’m sure they found John’s side comments during these blitz games quite 

humorous. I would usually not play very many blitz games, but I did thoroughly enjoy 

watching John battle against these players. John’s unique personality and style of play 

were appreciated worldwide! 



   

This is the view from the balcony outside the dining hall at the AGRO hotel. Quite 

spectacular!   

   

Budapest is famously known for its spa, the largest medicinal bath in Europe (Széchenyi 

Medicinal Bath). John and I visited this one on our day off. Note, I didn’t have my 

camera with me, so these pictures are borrowed from various websites.  

The Széchenyi Baths are one of the largest bathing complexes in all Europe, and the only 

"old" medicinal baths to be found in the Pest side of the city. The indoor medicinal baths 

date from 1913 and the outdoor pools from 1927. There is an atmosphere of grandeur 

about the whole place with the bright, largest pools resembling aspects associated with 

Roman baths, the smaller bathtubs reminding one of the bathing culture of the Greeks, 

and the saunas and diving pools borrowed from traditions emanating from northern 

Europe. The three outdoor pools (one of which is a fun pool) are open all year, including 

winter. Indoors there are over ten separate pools, and a whole host of medical 

treatments is also available. The Szécheny Baths are built in modern Renaissance style. 

(Wikipedia 2022)  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_baths
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sz%C3%A9chenyi_Medicinal_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sz%C3%A9chenyi_Medicinal_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sz%C3%A9chenyi_Baths


 

Here is a great picture of John (and me?!) enjoying a beer. These pictures were taken 

with a cheap “instamatic” camera. Of course, there were no iPhones back then, so there 

are no “selfie” pics with the both of us! Only my beer is in the foreground. We are 

probably in a Budapest local pub/bar. These outside street patio areas are quite common 

in Europe. It’s a very nice environment to enjoy a drink with a friend. Hopefully this was 

after the game that we played that day, not before!! 

 



    

John and I took various excursions throughout the city of Budapest.  

 

 

 

 

 



   

Here is a picture of both John and me at the beginning of the 9th and last round of the 

tournament. Unfortunately, my opponent never showed up!  

 

 

I had to do quite a bit of research to find the image above. I dug through the online 

archives of Hungarian Chess tournaments and eventually discovered this. The image 

contains the actual dates of the tournament, the location, a list of the top finishers, and 

the official seal of the tournament! The Grandmaster section was won by Zoltan Varga 

and Robert Ruck. The Open section, where John and I both competed, was won by Sergei 

Krivoshey from Ukraine.    

  



Here are a few games played by John during this tournament. If I rely only on the 

ChessBase online database for John‘s games in this Hungarian tournament, 

unfortunately none of the games are dated and I don’t recall which game was played in 

which round. I believe John finished on 4.5/9, a very respectable result! (I think I 

finished on 4/9). I’ve supplied a few light notes.  

 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Here is a list of most of the competitors from the OPEN section of the Hungarian Summer 

Chess Festival 2000 held at the AGRO hotel. The score contains only submitted games to 

ChessBase. (I really didn’t finish in last place!!)  

 

 

 

 

Magnus Carlsen (World Chess Champion, 2013-present) on the meaning of life: “I think 

we are here by accident. There is no meaning, it ends at some point, but it’s still a great 

thing. You can still have fun, you can try to pursue your goals whatever they may be, but 

I’m pretty sure there’s no special meaning and trying to find it does not make a whole lot 

of sense to me. For me, life is both meaningless and meaningful, for just being here 

trying to make not necessarily the most of it, the things to make you happy, both the 

short term and the long term. It certainly does (to be full of cool stuff to enjoy).”  

– Lex Fridman Podcast #315, August, 2022    



[1] This is one of my favorite pictures of John. In the background it is the Danube river, 

which flows through Budapest. This river actually separates the “Buda” section from the 

“Pest” section of Budapest. (These two sections were united in 1873 to become 

“Budapest”.) The picture of course shows John wearing one of his hats! 

 

 

[2] Since the tournament location was nicely nestled in this mountainous region of 

Budapest, John and I would go on short hikes through the mountains between rounds to 

clear our heads. I think at one point we may have hiked to that tower that you see in the 

distance in the picture. 

                                            

 

 

 

[3] This reminds me of a game that I played in Los Angeles in the last round of a 

tournament. I had been doing very well and I was playing Harry Akopyan, a young Los 

Angeles master. Just out of the opening I had an opportunity to sacrifice the exchange 

for what apparently became an overwhelming advantage. After the game John came to 

my house and analyzed this position with me for quite some time and we came to the 

conclusion essentially that I had a forced win after the exchange sacrifice. This, I recall, 

was quite a bit of wonderful analysis by John. I later showed the analysis to 

international Master Jack Peters and he agreed with our assessment. Unfortunately, I 

was not brave enough in the game to play the exchange sacrifice and I went on to lose. 

 

Matthew G. Robertson     September 12, 2022  

Edited by Larry Smith  


