It is difficult to write an adequate introduction to H. R. Wakefield's neg-
lected classic. It is mot only superlative fantasy writing, bur a supevlative
chess fantasy. (And how many, or few, such can you name off-hand?) To
its devotees, chess is not only a game, it is a way of life. We believe it was
this knowledge that enabled Mr. Wakefiold to creave his masterpiece of evil,
little Professor Pownall, to whose warped soul chess was life jtself . . . and
destruction. This account of the Professor’s ervor is taken from Mr. Wake-
field's first and most important book, THEY RETURN AT EVENING (Apple-
ton, 1928).

Professor Pownall’s Oversight

by H. R. WAKEFIELD

A note by J. C. Cary, M.D.:

About sixteen years ago I received one morning by post a parcel, which,
when I opened, I found to contain a letter and a packet. The latter was
inscribed, “To be opened and published fifteen years from this date”; the
letter read as follows:

Dzear Sir,

Forgive me for troubling you, but I have decided to entrust the en-
closed narrative to your keeping. As I state, I wish it to be opened by
you, and that you should arrange for it to be published in the Chess
Magazme. 1 enclose five ten-pound notes, which sum is to be used,
partly to remunerate you, and partly to cover the cost of publication,
if such expenditure should be found necessary. About the time you
receive this, I shall disappear. The contents of the enclosed packet,
though to some extent revealing the cause of my disappearance, give
no index as to its method.

E.P.
The receipt of this eccentric document occasioned me considerable sur-
prise. I had attended Professor Pownall (I have altered all names, for obvious
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reasons) in my professional capacity four or five times for minor ailments.
He struck me as a man of extreme intellectual brilliance, but his personality
was repulsive to me. He had a virulent and brutal wit which he made no
scruple of exercising at my and everyone else’s expense. He apparently
possessed not one single friend in the world, and I can only conclude that I
came nearer to fulfilling this role than anyone else.

I kept this packet by me for safe keeping for the fifteen years, and then
T opened it, about a year ago. The contents ran as follows:

The date of my birth is of complete unimportance, for my life began when
1 first met Hubert Morisson at the age of twelve and a half at Flamborough
College. It will end to-morrow at six forty-five p.m.

I doubt if ever in the history of the human intellect there has been so
continuous, so close, so exhausting a rivalry as that between Morisson and
myself. I will chronicle its bare outline. We joined the same form at Flam-
borough — two forms higher, I may say, than that in which even the most
promising new boys are usually placed. We were promoted every term till
we reached the Upper Sixth at the age of sixteen. Morisson was always top,
I was always second, a few hundred marks behind him. We both got scholar-
ships at Oxford, Morisson just beating me for Balliol. Before I left Flam-
borough, the Head Master sent for me and told me that he considered I had
the best brain of any boy who had passed through his hands. I thought of
asking him, if that were so, why I had been so consistently second to Moris-
son all through school; but even then I thought I knew the answer.

He beat me, by a few marks, for all the great University prizes for which
we entered. I remember one of the examiners, impressed by my papers,
asking me to lunch with him. “Pownall,” he said, “Morisson and you are
the most brilliant undergraduates who have been at Oxford in my time.
I am not quite sure why, but I am convinced of two things; firstly, that he
will always finish above you, and secondly, that you have the better brain.”

By the time we left Oxford, both with the highest degrees, I had had
remorselessly impressed upon me the fact that my superiority of intelligence
had been and always would be neutralised by some constituent in Moris-
son’s mind which defied and dominated that superiority — save in one
respect: we both took avidly to chess, and very soon there was no one in
the University in our class, but I became, and remained, his master.
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Chess has been the one great love of my life. Mankind I detest and
despise. Far from growing wiser, men seem to me, decade by decade, to
grow more inane as the means for revealing their ineptitude become more
numerous, more varied and more complex. Women do not exist for me —
they are merely variants from a bad model: but for chess, that superb, cold,
infinitely satisfying anodyne to life, I feel the ardour of a lover, the humility
of a disciple. Chess, that greatest of all games, greater than any game! It is,
in my opinion, one of the few supreme products of the human intellect, if,
as I often doubt, it is of human origin.

Morisson’s success, I realise, was partly due to his social gifts; he possessed
that shameless flair for making people do what he wanted, which is summed
up in the word “‘charm,” a gift from the gods, no doubt, but one of which
I have never had the least wish to be the recipient.

Did I like Morisson? More to the point, perhaps, did I hate him? Neither,
I believe. I simply grew profoundly and terribly used to him. His success
fascinated me. I had sometimes short and violent paroxysms of jealousy,
but these I fought, and on the whole conquered.

He became a Moral Philosophy Don at Oxford: I obtained a similar but
inevitably inferior appointment in a Midland University. We used to meet
during vacations and play chess at the City of London Club. We both im-
proved rapidly, but still I kept ahead of him. After ten years of drudgery,
I inherited a considerable sum, more than enough to satisfy all my wants.
If one avoids all contact with women one can live marvellously cheaply: I
am continuously astounded at men’s inability to grasp this great and simple
truth.

I have had few moments of elation in my life, but when I got into the
train for London on leaving that cesspool in Warwickshire, I had a fierce
feeling of release. No more should I have to ram useless and rudimentary
speculation into the heads of oafs, who hated me as much as I despised them.

Directly I arrived in London I experienced one of those irresistible im-
pulses which I could never control, and I went down to Oxford. Morisson
was married by then, so I refused to stay in his house, but I spent hours
every day with him. The louts into whom he attempted to force elementary
ethics scemed rather less dingy but even more mentally costive than my
Midland half-wits, and so far as that went, I envied him not at all. I had
meant to stay one week; I was in Oxford for six, for I rapidly came to the
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conclusion that I ranked first and Morisson second among the chess players
of Great Britain. I can say that because T have no vanity: vanity cannot
breathe and live in rarefied intellectual altitudes. In chess the master sur-
veys his skill impersonally, he criticises it impartially. He is great; he knows
it; he can prove it, that is all.

I persuaded Morisson to enter for the British Championship six months
later, and I returned to my rooms in Bloomsbury to perfect my game. Day
after day I spent in the most intensive study, and succeeded in curing my
onc weakness. I just mention this point briefly for the benefit of chess
players. I had a certain lethargy when forced to analyse intricate end-game
positions. This, as I say, I overcame. A few games at the City Club convinced
me that I was, at last, worthy to be called master. Except for these occa-
sional visits I spent those six months entirely alone: it was the happiest
period of my life. T had complete freedom from human contacts, excellent
health and unlimited time to move thirty-two pieces of the finest ivory over
a charming chequered board.

I took a house at Bournemouth for the fortnight of the Championship,
and I asked Morisson to stay with me. I felt T had to have him near me.
He arrived the night before play began. When he came into my study I
had one of those agonising paroxysms of jealousy to which I have alluded.
I conquered it, but the reaction, as ever, took the form of a loathsome feeling
of inferiority, almost servility.

Morisson was six foot two in height; I am five foot one. He had, as I im-
partially recognise, a face of great dignity and beauty, a mind at once of
the greatest profundity and the most exquisite flippancy. My face is a per-
fect index to my character; it is angular, sallow, and its expression is one
of seething distaste. As I say, I know my mind to be the greater of the two,
but I express myself with an inevitable and blasting brutality, which dis-
gusts and repels all who sample it. Nevertheless, it is that brutality which
attracted Morisson, at times it fascinated him. I believe he realised, as I do,
how implacably our destinies were interwoven.

Arriving next morning at the hall in which the Championship was to be
held, I learned two things which affected me profoundly. The first, that by
the accident of the pairing I should not meet Morisson until the last round,
secondly, that the winner of the Championship would be selected to play
in the forthcoming Masters’ Tournament at Budapesth.



PROFESSOR POWNALL’S OVERSIGHT 115

I will pass quickly over the story of this Championship. It fully justified
my conviction. When I sat down opposite Morisson in the last round we
were precisely level, each of us having defeated all his opponents, though I
had shown the greater mastery and certainty. I began this game with the
greatest confidence. I outplayed him from the start, and by the fifteenth
move I felt convinced I had won game. I was just about to make my
sixteenth move when Morisson looked across at me with that curious smile
on his face, half superior, half admiring, which he had given me so often
before, when after a terrific struggle he had proved his superiority in every
other test but chess. The smile that I was to see again. At once I hesitated.
I felt again that sense of almost cringing subservience. No doubt I was tired,
the strain of that fortnight had told, but it was, as it always had been, some-
thing deeper, something more virulent, than anything fatigue could pro-
duce. My brain simply refused to concentrate. The long and subtle combina-
tion which I had analysed so certainly seemed suddenly full of flaws. My
time was passing dangerously quickly. I made one last effort to force my
brain to work, and then desperately moved a piece. How clearly I remember
the look of amazement on Morisson’s face. For a moment he scented a trap,
and then, seeing none, for there was none, he moved and I was myself again.
I saw I must lose a piece and the game. After losing a knight, I fought with
a concentrated brilliance I had never attained before, with the result that
I kept the game alive till the adjournment and indeed recovered some
ground, but I knew when I left the hall with Morisson that on the next
morning only a miracle could save me, and that once again, in the test of all
tests in which I longed to beat him, he would, as ever at great crises, be
revealed as my master. As I trotted back to my house beside him the words
“only a miracle” throbbed in my brain insinuatingly. Was there no other
possibility? Of a sudden I came to the definite, unalterable decision that I
would kill Morisson that night, and my brain began, like the perfectly
trained machine it is, to plan the means by which I could kill him certainly
and safely. The speed of this decision may sound incredible, but here I must
be allowed a short digression. It has long been a theory of mine that there
are two distinct if remotely connected processes operating in the human
mind. I term these the “surface” and the “‘sub-surface” processes. I am not
entirely satisfied with these terms, and I have thought of substituting for
them the terms “‘conscious” and “‘sub-conscious.” However, that is a some-
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what academic distinction. I believe that my sub-surface mind had con-
sidered this destruction of Morisson many times before, and that these
paroxysms of jealousy, the outcome as they were of consistent and unjust
frustration, were the minatory symptoms that the content of my sub-
surface would one day become the impulse of my surface mind, forcing me
to plan and execute the death of Morisson.

When we arrived at the house I went first to my bedroom to fetch a most
potent, swift-working, and tasteless narcotic which a German doctor had
once prescribed for me in Munich when I was suffering from insomnia. I
then went to the dining-room, mixed two whiskies and soda, put a heavy
dose of the drug into Morisson’s tumbler, and went back to the study. I
had hoped he would drink it quickly; instead he put it by his side and began
a long monologue on luck. Possibly my fatal move had suggested it. He said
that he had always regarded himself as an extremely lucky man, in his
work, his friends, his wife. He supposed that his rigidly rational mind de-
manded for its relief some such inconsistency, some such sop. “About four
months ago,” he said, “I had an equally irrational experience, a sharp pre-
monition of death, which lingered with me. I told my wife — you will never
agree, Pownall, but there is something to be said for matrimony: if I were
dying I should like Marie to be with me, gross sentimentality, of course —
I told my wife, who is of a distinctly psychic, superstitious if you like, turn
of mind, and she persuaded me to go to a clairvoyant of whom she had a
high opinion. I went sceptically, partly to please her, partly for the amuse-
ment of sampling one of this tribe. She was a curious, dingy female, slightly
disconcerting. She stared at me remotely and then remarked, ‘It was always
destined that he should do it.” I plied her with questions, but she would say
nothing more. I think you will agree, Pownall, that this was a typically
nebulous two-guineas’” worth.” And then he drained his glass. Shortly after-
wards he began to yawn repeatedly, and went to bed. He staggered slightly
on entering his room. “Good night, Pownall,” he said, as he closed the door,
“let’s hope somehow or other we may both be at Budapesth.”

Half an hour later I went into his room. He had just managed to undress
before the drug had overwhelmed him. I shut the window, turned on the
gas, and went out. I spent the next hour playing over that fatal game. I
quickly discovered the right line I had missed, then with a wet towel over
my face, I re-entered his room. He was dead. I turned off the gas, opened
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all the windows, waited till the gas had cleared, and then went to bed, to
sleep as soundly as ever in my life, though I had a curiously vivid dream.
I may say I dream but seldom, and never before realised how sharp and con-
vincing these silly images could be, for I saw Morisson running through the
dark and deserted streets of Oxford till he reached his house, and then he
hammered with his fists on the door, and as he did so he gave a great cry,
“Marie! Marie!” and then he fell rolling down the steps, and I awoke. This
dream recurred for some time after, and always left a somewhat unpleasant
impression on my mind.

The events of the next day were not pleasant. They composed a testing
ordeal which remains very vividly in my mind. I had to act, and act very
carefully, to deceive my maid, who came screaming into my room in the
morning, to fool the half-witted local constable, the self-important local
doctor, and carry through the farce generally in a convincing mode. I suc-
cessfully suggested that as Morisson had suffered from heart weakness for
some years, his own Oxford doctor should be sent for. Of course I had to
wire to his wife. She arrived in the afternoon — and altogether I did not
spend an uneventful day. However, all went well. The verdict at the in-
quest was “natural causes,” and a day or two afterwards I was notified that
I was British Chess Champion and had been selected for Budapesth. I
received some medal or other, which I threw into the sea.

Four months intervened before the tournament at Budapesth; I spent
them entirely alone, perfecting my game. At the end of that period I can
say with absolute certainty that I was the greatest player in the world; my
swift unimpeded growth of power is, I believe, unprecedented in the history
of chess. There was, I remember, during this time, a curious little incident.
One evening after a long profound analysis of a position, I felt stale and
tired, and went out for a walk. When I got back I noticed a piece had been
moved, and that the move constituted the one perfect answer to the com-
bination I had been working out. I asked my landlady if anybody had been
to my room: she said not, and I let the subject drop.

The Masters” Tournament at Budapesth was perhaps the greatest ever
held. All the most famous players in the world were gathered there, yet I,
a practically unknown person, faced the terrific task of engaging them, one
by one, day after day, with supreme confidence. I felt they could have no
surprises for me, but that I should have many for them. Were I writing for
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chess players only, I would explain technically the grounds for this confi-
dence. As it is, I will merely state that I had worked out the most subtle
and daring variants from existing practice. I was a century ahead of my time.

In my first round I was paired with the great Russian Master, Osvensky.
When I met him he looked at me as if he wondered what I was doing there.
He repeated my name as though it came as a complete surprise to him. I
gave him a look which I have employed before when I have suspected
insolence, and he altered his manner. We sat down. Having the white pieces,
I employed that most subtle of all openings, the queen’s bishop’s pawn
gambit. He chose an orthodox defence, and for ten moves the game took a
normal course. Then at my eleventh move I offered the sacrifice of a knight,
the first of the tremendous surprises I sprang upon my opponents in this
tournament. I can see him now, the quick searching glance he gave me, and
his great and growing agitation. Every chess player reveals great strain by
much the same symptoms, by nervous movements, hurried glances at the
clock, uneasy shufflings of the body, and so forth: my opponent in this way
completely betrayed his astonishment and dismay. Time ran on, sweat burst
out on his forchead. Elated as I was, the spectacle became repulsive, so I
looked around the room. And then, as my eyes reached the door, they met
those of Morisson sauntering in. He gave me the slightest look of recogni-
tion, then strolled along to our table and took his stand behind my oppo-
nent’s chair. At first I had no doubt that it was an hallucination due to the
great strain to which I had subjected myself during the preceding months:
I was therefore surprised when I noticed the Russian glance uneasily behind
him. Morisson put his hand over my opponent’s shoulder, guided his hand
to a piece, and placed it down with that slight screwing movement so char-
acteristic of him. It was the one move which I had dreaded, though I had
felt it could never be discovered in play over the board, and then Morisson
gave me that curious searching smile to which I have alluded. I braced my-
self, rallied all my will power, and for the next four hours played what I
believe to be the finest game in the record of Masters’ play. Osvensky’s
agitation was terrible, he was white to the lips, on the point of collapse, but
the Thing at his back — Morisson — guided his hand move after move,
hour after hour, to the one perfect square. I resigned on move sixty-four,
and Osvensky immediately fainted. Somewhat ironically he was awarded
the first Brilliancy Prize for the finest game played in the tournament. As



PROFESSOR POWNALL'S OVERSIGHT 119

soon as it was over Morisson turned away, walked slowly out of the door.

That night after dinner I went to my room and faced the situation. I
eventually persuaded myself, firstly, that Morisson’s appearance had cer-
tainly been an hallucination, secondly, that my opponent’s performance
had been due to telepathy. Most people, I suppose, would regard this as
pure superstition, but to me it seemed a tenable theory that my mind, in
its concentration, had communicated its content to the mind of Osvensky.
I determined that for the future I would break this contact, whenever pos-
sible, by getting up and walking around the room.

Consequently on the next day I faced my second opponent, Seltz, the
champion of Germany, with comparative equanimity. This time I de-
fended a Ruy Lopez with the black pieces. I made the second of my stu-
pendous surprises on the seventh move, and once again had the satisfaction
of seeing consternation and intense astonishment leap to the German’s face.
I got up and walked round the room watching the other games. After a
time I looked round and saw the back of my opponent’s head buried in his
hands, which were passing feverishly through his hair, but I also saw Moris-
son come in and take his stand behind him.

I need not dwell on the next twelve days. It was always the same story.
I lost every game, yet each time giving what I know to be absolute proof
that I was the greatest player in the world. My opponents did not enjoy
themselves. Their play was acclaimed as the perfection of perfection, but
more than one told me that he had no recollection after the early stages of
making a single move, and that he suffered from a sensation of great de-
pression and malaise. I could see they regarded me with some awe and sus-
picion, and shunned my company.

When I got back to London I was in a state of extreme nervous exhaustion,
but there was something I had to know for certain, so I went to the City
Chess Club and started a game with a member. Morisson came in after a
short time — so I excused myself and went home. I had learnt what I had
sought to learn. I should never play chess again.

The idea of suicide then became urgent. This happened three months ago.
I have spent that pericd partly in writing this narrative, chiefly in an-
notating my games at Budapesth. I found that every one of my opponents
played an absolutely flawless game, that their combinations had been of a
profundity and complexity unique in the history of chess. Their play had
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been literally super-human. I found I had myself given the greatest human
performance ever known. 1 think I can claim a certain reputation for will
power when I say the shortest game lasted fifty-four moves, even with
Morisson there, and that I was only guilty of most minute errors due to the
frightful and protracted strain. I leave these games to posterity, having no
doubt of its verdict. To the last I had fought Morisson to a finish.

I feel no remorse. My destruction of Morisson was an act of common sense
and justice. All his life he had had the rewards which were rightly mine;
as he said at a somewhat ironical moment, he had always been a lucky man.
If I had known him to be my intellectual superior I would have accepted
him as such, and become reconciled, but to be the greater and always to be
branded as the inferior eventually becomes intolerable, and justice demands
retribution. Budapesth proved that I had made an “oversight,” as we say
in chess, but I could not have foreseen that, and, as it is, I shall leave behind
me these games as a memorial of me. Had I not killed Morisson I should
never have played them, for he inspired me while he overthrew me.

I have planned my disappearance with great care. I think 1 saw Morisson
in my bedroom again last night, and, as I am terribly tired of him, it will be
tomorrow. I have no wish to be ogled by asinine jurymen nor drooled over by
fatuous coroners and parsons, so my body will never be found. I have just
destroyed my chessmen and my board, for no one else shall ever touch
them. Téars came into my eyesas I did so. I never remember this happening
before. Morisson has just come in —

A further note by J. C. Cary, M.D.:

Here the narrative breaks off abruptly. While I felt a certain moral
obligation to arrange for the publication, if possible, of this document, it ail
sounded excessively improbable. I am no chess player myself, but I had had
as a patient a famous Polish Master who became a good friend of mine before
he returned to Warsaw. I decided to send him the narrative and the games
so that he might give me his opinion of the first, and his criticism of the
latter. About three months later I had my first letter from him:

My Frienp,
I have a curious tale to tell you. When I had read through that docu-
ment which you sent me I made some enquiries. Let me tell you the
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result of them. Let me tell you no one of the name of your Professor
ever competed in a British Chess Championship, there was no tourna-
ment held at Pesth that year which he states, and no one of that name
has ever played in a tournament in that city. When I learnt these facts,
my friend, I regarded your Professor as a practical joker or a lunatic,
and was just about to send back to you all these papers, when quite to
satisfy my mind, I thought I would just discover what manner of chess
player this joker or madman had been. I sobetly declare to you that
those few pages revealed to me, as a Chess Master, one of the few su-
.preme triumphs of the human mind. It is incredible to me that such
games were ever played over the board. You are no player, I know,
and, therefore, you must take my word for it that, if your professor
ever played them, he was one of the world’s greatest geniuses, the
Master of Masters, and that, if he lost them his opponents, perhaps
I might say his Opponent, was not of this world. As he says, he lost
every game, but his struggles against this Thing were superb, in-
credible. I salute his shade. His notes upon these games say all that is to
be said. They are supreme, they are final. It is a terrifying speculation,
my friend, this drama, this murder, this agony, this suicide, did they
ever happen? As one reads his pages and studies this quiet, this — how
shall we say? — this so deadly tale, its truth seems to flash from it.
Or is it some dream of genius? It terrifies me, as I say, this uncertainty,
for what other flaming and dreadful visions have come to the minds of
men and have been buried with them! I am, as you know, besides a
Chess Master, a mathematician and philosopher; my mind lives an
abstract life, and it is therefore a haunted mind, it is subject to pos-
session, it is sometimes not master in its house. Enough of this, such
thinking leads too far, unless it leads back again quickly on its own
tracks, back to everyday things—1I express myself not too well, I
know — otherwise, it leads to that dim borderland in which the minds
of men like myself had better never trespass.

I have studied these games, until I have absorbed their mighty teach-
ing. I feel a sense of supremacy, an insolence, I feel as your Professor did,
that I am the greatest player in the world. I am due to play in the
great Masters’ tournament at Lodz. I will write you when it is over.

SERGE
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Three months later I received another letter from him.

J. C. Cary, M.D.
My Frienp,

I am writing under the impulse of a strong excitement, I am un-
happy, I am — but let me tell you. I went to Lodz with a song in my
brain, for I felt I should achieve the aim of my life. I should be the
Master of Masters. Why then am I in this distress? I will tell you.
I was matched in the first round with the great Cuban, Primavera. I
had the white pieces. I opened as your Professor had opened in that
phantom tourney. All went well. I played my tenth move. Primavera
settled himself to analyse. I looked around the rcom. I saw, at first
with little interest, a stranger, tall, debonair, enter the big swing door,
and come towards my table. And then I remembered your Professor’s
tale, and I trembled. The stranger came up behind my opponent’s
chair and gave me just that look. A moment later Primavera made his
move, and I put out my hand and offered that sacrifice, but, my friend,
the hand that made that move was not my own. Trembling and in-
finitely distressed, I saw the stranger put his arm over Primavera’s
shoulder, take his hand, guide it to a piece, and thereby make that one
complete answer to my move. I saw my opponent go white, turn and
glance behind him, and then he said, “I feel unwell. I resign.” “Mon-
sieur,” said I, “I do not like this game either. Let us consider it a draw.”

* And as I put out my hand to shake his, it was my own hand again, and
the stranger was not there.

My friend, I rushed from the room back to my hotel, and I hurled
those games of supreme genius into the fire. Fora time the paper seemed
as if it would not burn, and as if the lights went dim: two shadows that
were watching from the wall near the door grew vast and filled the
room. Then suddenly great flames shot up and roared the chimney high,
they blazed it seemed for hours, then as suddenly died, and the fire,
I saw, was out. And then I discovered that I had forgotten every move
in every one of those games, the recollection of them had passed from
me utterly. I felt a sense of infinite relief, I was free again. Pray God,
I never play them in my dreams!

-SERGE



