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For my mother, who told me to always write down my thoughts, good or bad. She said,‘One day you will read them and realize how beautiful they are.’
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me in the school magazine around 1986–87












‘Regrets, I’ve had a few


But then again, too few to mention


I did what I had to do


And saw it through without exemption.


I planned each charted course


Each careful step along the byway…


Yes, there were times, I’m sure you knew


When I bit off more than I could chew


But through it all, when there was doubt


I ate it up and spit it out


I faced it all and I stood tall


And did it my way…’


‘My Way’, Lyrics by Paul Anka 


Sung by Frank Sinatra in 1969
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the opening


When I was young, I didn’t know that my life was going to be such an adventure. 


I didn’t imagine that it would have kings and queens, knights and bishops, and even the pawns would turn out to be powerful characters in a quest played out on stark black and white squares – again, and again, and once more. That I was going to be the protagonist who would ride to different parts of the world to brave challenging contests, the one who would decide the direction this mission would take, the speed at which it would be completed and whether I would succeed – or end up disappointed. 


That sounds like a fantasy. It became my reality. 


Chess is all that to me, and more. It grew from something I was good at to an overriding passion, and then to a career that has filled my entire life. It was, of course, very different from a regular nine-to-five job. It required me to show up in one or the other country, my chess know-how somehow miraculously packed into my head, my brain sharpened like a pointy pencil, my body trained for hours of stillness, my game wits all about me…to be able to compete with my opponents, who were more often than not the best players of chess in the whole wide world. Those tough matches opened the door to the biggest stage of all – the World Chess Championship. I won it in 2000, and then again in 2007, 2008, 2010 and 2012, holding the undisputed title from 2007 to 2013.


I was known for my rapid playing speed when I was quite young – around 10–11 years old – and that’s why the media nicknamed me ‘Lightning Kid’. I must admit that, like most kids, I was impatient and wanted to get through my competition as quickly as possible, but I had, of course, no awareness of my own ‘lightning-ness’. It was just how it was. 
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 a speedy gonzales. . .of chess





Rapid and blitz chess weren’t a thing then – FIDE, the governing body of international chess competitions, started a championship for those only in 2012, the year I won the World Chess Championship the fifth time around. Speed, of course, is not the only thing that has changed in chess over the years. If one compares today’s chess to the earliest formal tournaments, then one could say a few rules have changed, such as those for draws, stalemates and the movement of pawns. But the biggest difference has been the entry of computers. 


First, the intervention of computers has affected ‘not knowing’. Earlier, when the most accomplished chess players competed, it was a mystery – and a marvel! – to see what move they would conjure up out of their thinking hat. These days, the games may be streamed live on the internet, and you, as the spectator, can run a chess engine on the computer, and it reveals the best moves. An evaluation of these moves can instantly tell us if the player has made an error. 


Sometimes commentators look at these moves to know what would have been the best move for that player and base their comments on that. Many commentators, however, still rely only on ‘human’ inputs – those that the players are making. But the spectators are already on the chess engine…and the word on the ‘mistake’ is soon out there on social media and likely going viral. 


Second, cheating has crept into the game. For instance, in two infamous cases, a player allegedly got help from a computer during his frequent toilet breaks, and another reportedly hid a computer device in his shoe! Because of such incidents, players are now made to go through metal detectors in some tournaments. 


Most importantly, the surge of computers in the game plan has transformed how players prepare for tournaments, and especially their openings. There are zillions of opening options in chess databases, to which more are added daily, and players can prep by testing any number of openings in a chess engine. And this process can show unique, new and potentially successful moves that no one before has ever thought of!


That’s a lot of new changes to make way for.


And that’s not all. Chess has become more of a spectator sport than it ever was. Millions of people around the world watch chess tournaments. And more often than not, they are watching young Indians play. Chennai, where I come from, has long been established as the chess capital of India, and many, many youngsters – several of whom I mentor as part of my work with my WestBridge Anand Chess Academy (WACA) – are winning accolades and titles. 


Yes, the chess universe is shifting, but think about this – the game itself has stayed more or less the same for around 600 years. The board, the pieces, the way they are moved – it’s still the same. Any chess game is still that tight, high-suspense contest it always was, where each move can make or break you. 


That’s why my story, I feel, will make sense to you. This is not an autobiography but the highlights – and many ‘low lights’ too – of my life that I have picked out especially to share with you. 





Here are a few questions I have thought about over the years, and if you too have wondered about them or had them at the back of your mind, then we’re on!


•	Is winning about picking out an option from a vast database of good moves, or is it something more?


•	Does failure teach us something besides telling us that the other person did better that one time?


•	How long should one give oneself to decide if one is good, or really good, or even great at anything?


•	Can success in a game – or in life – be the happy result of instinct, or improvisation, or does it always need a calculated and planned route? 


•	And why does a person like me, who has stored many thousand chess moves in his head, often forget where his keys are? (Haha. Let me know if you know.)


This book is about all those things – a bit about me, a lot about chess, and a whole lot about that vast and exciting common space where chess and I become one.


In the pages that follow, I have shared my roller-coaster adventure with you, my ups and downs – and so much in between – as stories rather than as instruction. I’ll be thrilled if you find in them something that helps you, makes you think or is useful in your life. 


Because yesterday’s game becomes today’s lesson.


And today’s learner becomes tomorrow’s champion. 


Join me in the game!


Love, 


Vishy
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yes, i was just like you!















Ready, Set. . .Chess!


The Basics of the Game


The chessboard has 64 squares: 8 rows, also called ‘ranks’ (numbers 1–8) and 8 columns, also called ‘files’ (letters a–h). Each square has a name, like e4 or c6. That’s how players record their moves.


[image: img]





THE PIECES AND HOW THEY MOVE 


Each player has 16 pieces, either black or white: 1 king, 1 queen, 2 knights, 2 bishops, 2 rooks and 8 pawns. 
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King (K): Value = theoretically infinite, as losing it ends the game.


Moves in any direction (sideways, forward, back, diagonally) but only one square.
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Queen (Q): Value = 9 points


Moves any number of squares in a straight line (sideways, forward, back, diagonally).
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Rook (R): Value = 5 points


Moves any number of squares forward, back or sideways but not diagonally.
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Bishop (B): Value = 3 points


Moves any number of squares forward or backward, but only diagonally. Always stays on the same colour squares.
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Knight (N): Value = 3 points


Moves in a capital L shape. Two squares forward/backward and one sideways OR one square forward/backward and two sideways. Can jump over all other pieces but may not capture them.
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Pawn (No letter assigned): Value = 1 point


Only moves in the forward direction. 
Pa: 1st move: goes 1 or 2 squares.
Pb: After 1st move, goes 1 square.
Pc: Capture: Diagonally 1 square only. 
Pawn Promotion:  Pawn reaching the other end of the board can become a queen, rook, bishop or knight.








UNDERSTANDING MOVES 


White always moves first, then players take turns. The goal is to checkmate the other king – put it in danger so it cannot escape. Moves are written using the letter for the column and the number of the square. For example:


•	1. e4 → White’s pawn moves to e4.


•	1… c5 → Black’s pawn moves to c5.


•	2. Nf3 → White’s knight jumps to f3.


•	2… d6 → Black’s pawn moves to d6.


And that’s how a real chess game begins – step by step, move by move! Here’s the chessboard after the first two moves:
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What about a capture? That is indicated by the letter ‘x’. For instance: 


•	Nxf6: A knight takes a piece on f6.


•	exd5: The pawn from the e-file moves diagonally and captures a piece on d5.


You will find several moves mentioned in the book in this way – look up this board and you will know what happened in the game! 


Titles  


For those who may not know, a chess Grandmaster (GM) is a player awarded the highest title in chess by FIDE (World Chess Federation or the International Chess Federation, known by the acronym of its French name: Fédération Internationale des Échecs), except for the World Champion title, which is a separate championship. To earn the GM title, a player must achieve a FIDE rating of at least 2500 and earn three Grandmaster norms in specific FIDE-sanctioned tournaments that meet rigorous criteria for tournament length, opponent requirements (including other titled players) and performance rating. 


An International Master (IM) is a highly skilled chess player, the second-highest title awarded by FIDE, below Grandmaster. To earn the IM title, a player must achieve a FIDE rating of 2400 or higher and obtain three title norms, which are strong performances in specific international tournaments. These norms require a high-level performance rating (typically 2450+) and must be earned against a mix of titled and non-titled players from different national federations.
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A Small Start

Let me tell you something you don’t know about me – a secret. When I was young, I loathed tennis lessons. I didn’t mind the sport itself, but I was barely seven then, and the sessions started at 5:30 in the morning – hey, even the sun wasn’t fully awake by then!

I was part of the junior programme at the tennis academy run by the noted coach Robin Manfred in Egmore, Madras (now Chennai), less than 5 kilometres away from the Railway bungalows on Sterling Road, where we lived.

The morning began with endless rounds of jogging around the court, meant to serve as warm-ups for the lessons to follow, but I rarely got a chance to hit the ball. We were bunched into groups and got to play just four forehands and four backhands each before it was pack-up time. The next group would troop on to the court right after.

It didn’t seem worth it to me to wake up so early, and I often wondered why my parents were spending good money to have me run around a court. It was disappointing after the dreamy fantasies I had of myself chipping, charging and volleying like my hero, John McEnroe. I idolized the American tennis star, whose bright red sweatband encircled a mop of springy curls, and who threw tantrums with as much style as he did volleys and shots with the racquet, though my own nature was completely the opposite – quiet and laid-back. I didn’t have his ‘swagger’ nor his fast ’n’ furious personality.

Luckily, I had chess.

And I had my teacher, coach and loudest cheerleader all rolled into one – my mother.

Amma belonged to a family of lawyers who played chess at home, and she picked up the sport early. She had introduced chess to my brother, older than me by thirteen years, and my sister, eleven years my senior – and like the youngest child in every family, I was keen to do whatever my older siblings did – and do it better! I moved my first piece on the chessboard when I was six.
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amma was my first chess teacher, and a friend and ally for life





My mother was as good at the game as one could get playing at home without formal training but was soon losing to me at the board. My sister was studying at Stella Maris College at the time. One day, on her way back home, she happened to spot a signboard that read ‘Chess Club’ outside a building and told us excitedly about it. A quick investigation followed, and the place turned out to be the Mikhail Tal Chess Club, named after the former Soviet great and housed at the Soviet Cultural Centre in Alwarpet.

Chess was not a sport in the limelight then, and India didn’t have a Grandmaster (GM) yet. Manuel Aaron, who was the only International Master (IM) in the country when I started out, was one of the founding members of the Tal Chess Club. He was a dedicated champion of the game and had learnt Russian to be able to read (and translate) chess books into English because publications from abroad were very expensive then. The Soviet consulates in India at the time had many collaborations with Indians excelling in sports and culture, and there was also an Indo-Soviet Cultural Exchange Programme.

There was a bigger drama going on in the world at the time – between the USA and Russia, each fighting to be a superpower to foster its ideas and increase its influence on the rest of the world. You may have heard the term ‘Cold War’, and that’s what it was because there was no direct war between them. The fact that the Soviets were establishing such clubs was part of their effort to be ‘leaders’ in the world – and as a spinoff of it, the Tal Club got free chess sets, chess clocks, books and magazines.



The year the Tal Chess Club was set up – 1972 – was also when the city of Reykjavik, on the coast of Iceland, played host to a match between two iconic chess greats – Bobby Fischer, who was American, and Boris Spassky, a Russian. You can imagine how that game became a symbolic tussle between the two wannabe superpowers! (I only learnt this later, of course, because I was only three at the time the match took place and was followed closely by the whole world. But it’s a cool fact to share with you.)

***

Anyhow, it wasn’t long before I became a regular visitor to the Tal Club. I was gawky and restless, and spent the first couple of days there watching older people play. I was very shy and wasn’t sure if I should just sit at a table and start a game or wait for someone to tell me to.

Soon, a friendly gentleman there called Keshavan, who looked after the everyday work of the club, nudged me to join in the games. Amma requested him to have my name included in all the weekend tournaments hosted by the club. Three days after joining the club, I played my first tournament.

Was that a good idea? Probably not, considering I had not played chess outside of my home, but at that time it seemed the natural next step – and way more fun than merely watching others!

I lost my first three games quite quickly. I waited nervously for the fourth opponent as the clock ticked – and he didn’t turn up at all. So, I ended up with my first win in chess. Yes, it was by default, but at that time, a win was a win, and I felt its thrill.

That must have given me the push to go forward and get better at the game, for which I had to know more. There was no internet then. The world was not as closely connected as it is now, with things coming across quickly from other countries. Back then, chess books were hard to find, especially the best ones from other countries. And without strong tournaments or world-class opponents, it was tough for Indian players to improve. At that time, if you wanted information on chess, books were the only way. And where would you get them from? Hmm…you would have to wait for a kind ‘uncle’ or ‘aunty’ who lived abroad or visited foreign countries, to get you a book you wanted.

My sister, who always looked out for me, once picked up a copy of Chess Openings: Theory and Practice by Israel Albert Horowitz (an American IM) for me from a local bookstore. I literally chewed my way through the book – laugh if you like! – from cover to cover and digested every word faithfully. Horowitz was famous for his chess books (he wrote at least 20 of them), and for me, everything that book said was the last and final truth – to be trusted, followed and never questioned.

For many years after that, the collection of openings I depended on all the time was drawn only from the book! Later, in Manila, I got hold of Cuban world champion (the third in history) José Raúl Capablanca’s Chess Fundamentals, American chess master Fred Reinfeld’s How to Win Chess Games Quickly and other books from which I learnt how to avoid getting trapped and scammed on opening.

Manila was a kind of milestone. When I was a little over eight, my father, who worked with the Indian Railways, was asked to go on a special job to Manila, the capital of the Philippines, for a year and a half. Both my brother and my sister was pursuing higher studies, so who was left to go along with the parents?

Yes, yours truly!

The Philippines is well known for its dugongs, peacock-pheasants and cassava cake, but at that time it was famous for something else as well, something that was completely up my alley…
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VISHY SAYS

Once you figure out something you want to do or get better at, how to do it is on you. People can help you, nudge you, guide you and instruct you, but finally, it’s you who must seek, find and absorb the knowledge needed to go forward. Learning is your job.
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Vanilla (Plus Yummies) in Manila

The most thrilling part before I actually got there was the plane ride to the Philippines, which – as most of you might know – is a country made of more than 7,000 islands in the Pacific Ocean.

We landed in Manila in November 1978, a month after an epic World Championship match was played between fellow Russians Anatoly Karpov and Viktor Korchnoi in Baguio City. The clash itself was a bitterly contested one, and weird too – as I found out later. Korchnoi had hired American yoga experts to up his game, while Karpov had a hypnotherapist; a yoghurt sent to Karpov was said to be a code, and whatnot!

My interest in chess was quite clear to everyone now, and it led my parents to take me to the venue where the match had been played. Though the hillside city was as pretty as a postcard, for a boy of my age, the match hall, which now only had empty chairs, was not exciting at all. Even the thought of a World Champion having sat there, playing a blistering game, defeating his equally strong and fiery opponent, and dashing off with the champion’s trophy, failed to excite me at the time. Once I’d seen the chairs, I only wanted to get back to my comics.

That didn’t mean that I was any less into chess than I was in Madras. The amazing thing that was happening in the Philippines was that a chess boom was going on, and I was lucky to be bang in the middle of it. The country was home to Asia’s first GM, Eugenio Torre, and my mother was determined to do whatever she could to encourage my ability and interest in chess.

In her typical way, she persisted in finding ways for my game to improve. One of them was to find the best people to help me – and I mean THE BEST: the Grandmaster himself! She picked up the fat telephone directory (or phonebook, as it was called there) and began to look up every single ‘Torre’ in the country until her search was narrowed down to the most likely Torre. She circled this one.

Would you believe that when she called that number, it turned out that while she’d found the right Torre family, she had got hold of the wrong brother! Fortunately, this sibling of Eugenio Torre was a chess coach and was kind enough to suggest a good chess club for me to go to. Though I ended up not attending chess lessons in Manila, I participated regularly in the weekend tournaments at a nearby club.

Our main mode of commuting in Manila were the brightly painted Jeepneys. They were United States Army jeeps, earlier used for transporting soldiers, that had been abandoned by the troops after World War II, a long-drawn-out conflict that involved many countries. The Jeepneys, with their own iconic art and look, carry 20–25 passengers each. My mother and I would take them to and from the club, and a good game meant that I would be treated to a bucket of ice cream with tiny chunks of jelly and nuts in it at the parlour right next to our house. For sure, that was what I looked forward to the most after a win!

***

In the beginning, a trainer was hired to help me with my game. He ran me through bishop endings – these happen when each side in a chess game has a single bishop on opposite-coloured squares, and no other pieces except pawns and kings. These endings are known for being difficult to win and often result in a draw. However, some factors can make one bishop stronger than the other, which can lead to a win. It soon became clear that I already knew much of what he was trying to teach me, and the sessions were called off.

The unusual thing that happened was that while I was away at school, during the afternoons, my mother would watch an hour-long chess show on television called Chess Today, which analysed the games of leading players. At the end of each episode, the show’s presenter would leave the viewers with a chess position to solve, answers to which had to be sent via post. The winners were mailed a chess book as a prize.

 My mother – so dedicated was she to my cause – would carefully note down every position explained during the show, often even painstakingly writing down all the moves for me to look at and study later. After I was home from school, Amma and I would work on the puzzle together, solve it and post the answer. I began winning so often that the organizers of the show were at their wits’ end. They asked me to visit their library and help myself to as many books as I wanted, on the condition that I wouldn’t send in any more answers!
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happy me after winning the ‘chess today’ puzzle in manila in 1979



It was not just chess that my mother gave me company in. She learnt swimming too, so that she could be with me in the pool at our home in Manila and became something of a lifeguard as I splashed around. She loved me no end and always wanted me to be happy! Once, when I told her about the surprised looks my classmates exchanged upon seeing her pick me up from school in a saree, she bought herself Western clothes so she could wear them when she went about with me in the Philippines.

The year and a half passed quickly, and we prepared to go back home to Madras. But that was not the last time I was in the Philippines. I was going to circle back to this country, and to that very championship hall I had visited, and the importance of that venue was going to hit me smack in my pleased-as-punch face. Because, coincidentally, that’s where I would win my World Junior Championship title, nine years later.

Yet a lot was to happen…before that happened.
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