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Praise for the book

‘I felt very engaged while reading Mind Master. It was almost like chatting with Anand, but at the same time rather than hearing a great champion I saw a very natural, wise and vulnerable man. Writing a deep book is a great accomplishment… My wholehearted congratulations!’ – Levon Aronian, chess Grand Master

‘Mind Master, in chess terms, is a novelty…a whiff of fresh air. It borders on a novel (Anand probably wanted it to read like that) with his life experiences and contains traces of an invisible writer, especially when he talks of himself as the “other”. A collection of moments from his career and life, both serious and silly, which blend into one whole.’ – Open

‘Wonderfully captures the drama and intrigue that can surround chess.’ – Firstpost

‘Several things raise this book well above the norm in terms of sporting biographies. There are other stellar qualities as well. The narrative dips in and out of Anand’s life, pausing to take snapshots of key moments. Somehow, without going through the tedium of chronological description, it gives a pretty complete picture of his life and career…and utterly fascinating descriptions of Anand’s thought processes.’ – Business Standard

‘Many moments in…Mind Master: Winning Lessons from a Champion’s Life…will surprise you. “We didn’t know that about him!” plays out like a refrain in your mind as the five-time World Champion takes you through his phenomenal journey, the highs and the lows of being a champion.’ – Telegraph

‘This is one of those books which you do not want to finish early, you want to savour every essence of it and then reminisce the pleasant as well as some unpleasant memories to treasure all the highs and lows that Vishy Anand went through in his life.’ – ChessBase

‘The book will not only appeal to chess aficionados and sports fans, but can also become a template for any youngster trying to chart out a life path which is somewhat different from the norm.’ – Financial Express

‘In [Mind Master], Viswanathan Anand offers golden words of advice on how young players should make their moves in the competitive world of chess… [The] milestones and roadblocks in a champion’s journey are effectively explained.’ – Sunday Mid-Day
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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.’


‘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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BONN, 2008.

My heart thumps in my ears. My fingernails mock me; over the next few hours, they could be ravaged. A World Championship match can transform its protagonists. You are never the same after it.

My wife, Aruna, manages a benign smile as we wait, wordless and anxious, to leave for the game. It’s the worst time for small talk. I search my mind for a tune to hum, but the nervous energy gushing through me dismisses the idle thought.

I feel Aruna’s hand on mine. It’s what the subarctic tundra must feel like. Time to go, she gestures. I give her a half-kiss and she responds with the customary, ‘All the best, ma.’

As the car zips out of the driveway, it hits me like shrapnel: This is the point of no return. My brain struggles to piece together what now appears at best like a cloudy preparation memory. Seated to my right, Aruna watches me, sees my hands tremble and holds them in a tight clasp.

‘I need to speak to Radek,’ I hear myself say. ‘I can’t recall a thing.’ Radoslaw Wojtaszek, Radek, is one of my four trainers for the match. At 21, he’s the youngest member in the team.

Aruna grapples with the two chunky mobile phones she’s holding, picks one up and dials at a feverish pace. We wait in silence for a voice to come to life at the other end. The phone rings itself out. We look at each other. She tries a second time. Still no answer.

‘Try the others,’ I offer, surprised that I still have some dregs of pragmatism left in me. The three pale-blue-and-silver inclined cones of the Bonn Federal Art Gallery, the match venue, now tower ahead of us. Aruna asks the driver to park a few metres away, thumbs through the contact list on the phone and dials the numbers of the three remaining members of my team – Peter Heine Nielsen, Rustam Kasimdzhanov and Surya Sekhar Ganguly. No one answers. All we hear is the dull ringing and our hearts pounding. I chide myself for scouring for omens, and yet I can’t help but think they weirdly have a way of proving their efficacy.

Oblivious to the doom and gloom behind him, the driver turns on the ignition and pulls up at the gallery with a gentle screech. Aruna climbs out. I stay put, undecided. She throws a mild reprimand my way, ‘Onnum pannamudiyathu, ma… Poi velaiyadu. There’s nothing that can be done now… Go, play.’ On a regular day, the counsel may well have ended in a marital squabble. Today, I know she has a point.

We reach the revolving door of the theatre. It’s locked. We manage a pale smile at each other and wonder why the gods are against us. Someone tries to force open the iron door nearby, but it won’t budge.

‘Use the other entrance,’ Aruna mouths as the security staff spring to their feet.

I decide to look down at my feet. Eye contact is best avoided minutes before a game. I don’t want a stranger, an acquaintance or a fan running up to me with offerings of bravado or luck. As my steps quicken to reach the entrance, Aruna looks hazy in the distance. My opponent, Vladimir Kramnik, assumes form ahead of me. The arbiter wears a polite smile as we take our seats. I adjust my knights to face the enemy forces. It’s a quirk I carry.

Kramnik is hunched over the board, his elbows resting on the table. We’ve known each other since our teens, but for this match we’re nothing other than exacting rivals. Only one of us will go home a World Champion.

Kramnik pushes his queen’s pawn to the centre, with 1.d4.

Que sera sera, I tell myself, as I sip my tea. I mirror his move and nudge my Black queen’s pawn by two squares.


ONE

DITCHING
THE L[image: ]DDER

OF GUT, HEART AND A WINNING IDEA

I SANK INTO THE FLUFFY BED OF THE HOTEL ROOM IN MEXICO city, feeling like a World Champion. Typically, a win keeps me awake, but tonight I’d given up even the pretence of sleep.

It was 30 September 2007, and a few hours since I’d been titled the undisputed World Champion. It was the kind of win that was supposed to get people to shut up; yet I wondered why I wasn’t feeling more unbridled, slightly pompous or a little chaotic in my joy.

I was still stuffed from the Mexican dinner of gambas al pil pil, a Basque dish of shrimps in garlic and chilli oil, with chipotle and guacamole. The organizers of the World Championship tournament, Jorge and Veronica Saggiante, had treated my team and me to a celebratory meal at a fine Mexican restaurant housed in a stately mansion. Aruna, my trainer Nielsen, and my friend Hans-Walter Schmitt were all there – a small, tight group that was pretty much family. I’d cut into a chocolate cake that read ‘Felicidades’, congratulations, in white frosting as the traditional Mexican musical ensemble of Mariachis played outside.

At 37, it was my second World Championship win, I had previously won in Tehran in 2000, but this felt new and validatory. The chess community had been dismissive of my Tehran accomplishment (the theme was essentially, ‘Yes, you’re World Champion, but…’) and an annoying feeling had tailed me since. I wasn’t entirely certain whether they adopted this stance to get me ruffled or they genuinely believed I was undeserving of the distinction. It was almost as if my Tehran World Championship title had been graded, labelled and ranked – and I stood at the bottom of the class. It’s like feeling the tape snap across your chest at the finish line and then being told you still have a few more laps to go.

The split in the chess world lay at the heart of the questions over my status as the World Champion. Since the time that the former champion Garry Kasparov and his challenger to the title, Nigel Short, had broken away from the world governing body of the sport, Fédération Internationale des Échecs, FIDE, in 1993, world chess hadn’t been the same. The two players staged their World Championship match under the aegis of a new body they had cobbled together, the Professional Chess Association (PCA), which would eventually run dry of funds and shut shop after my 1995 match against Kasparov. The standoff, though, continued.

I didn’t feel compelled to pick a side. Those in either clique, I felt, were in it for themselves, and I didn’t want to be the shmuck buying into their story. I was an aberration in an ecosystem where the top players were either Russian-backed, like Kramnik, or buffered and bankrolled by the powers that were, like Bulgaria’s Veselin Topalov. It was only prudent then that I looked out for myself. My rationale for staying out of chess politics was simple: The ones whose side you are on conclude you chose them because you think they are the messiah bringing you to deliverance, while everyone in the rival group hates you passionately – and, unlike many of the others, I didn’t really have an establishment backing me. Of course, I caught some flak for ‘playing it safe’. Personally, though, it was a good decision. I’m not the kind of person who can play well while simultaneously waging three battles off the board. My chess would have flagged had politicking taken up my mind space, and I was very aware that once my performance dropped I would simply become irrelevant to the whole discourse. It made sense to just stick to what I did best: Shut the world out and play chess.

In the beginning, the split came across as a good thing. We had two sets of everything – competitions and champions, primarily. Till 1995, it even seemed to be progressing fairly systematically. But once the PCA disappeared, there was a definite slump in the organization of matches. Slowly, we realized that the two feuding organizations had only tainted the whole sport and turned the chess world into a murky place.

Meanwhile, Kasparov’s search for an opponent and a sponsor continued, and he suggested I play him in a match in June 1999. The proposed match fell through a few months later since no sponsor came on board. In March the following year, the proposition resurfaced. This time I was circumspect, and since its organization and sponsorship details were largely sketchy, I chose to decline. The opportunity then passed on to Kramnik, who agreed to play Kasparov, and in November 2000, a month before I became the FIDE World Champion in Tehran, he beat Kasparov to become the Classical World Champion in a match sponsored by Brain Games.

Soon after Tehran, at a subliminal level, I struggled to prove my worth as champion. There was no big match on the horizon at which I could do so. It was frustrating since the schism in the chess world and its attendant problems weren’t really my fault. Even winning the World Rapid Championship in 2003 through a two-game knockout final against Kramnik had done little to change my story. The ‘but’ that had continued to follow the reference to me as World Champion then switched to ‘Ah, well, it’s only rapid chess.’

Kasparov retired in 2005, while still at No. 1, and, in its efforts to unify the chess world, FIDE turned to the man who’d beaten him: Kramnik. The world body staged an ill-tempered match between its cycle champion, Topalov, and Kramnik in 2006, which the latter went on to win. Kramnik now had FIDE on a leash. He demanded that whoever won the eight-player, double round robin 2007 World Championship tournament in Mexico would play him in a match (best of 12 games) the following year.

Kramnik’s team was antsy right through the Mexico tournament. They attempted to rush me into an agreement for the World Championship lined up for 2008. I was caught in a seemingly lost rook endgame against Alexander Grischuk in the thirteenth and penultimate round when Kramnik’s manager, Carsten Hensel, reached out to Aruna, requesting a meeting with her to discuss and pencil in the contractual terms for a match that was still a year away. I was the sole leader with 8 points up to the penultimate round, certain to win the title, with Boris Gelfand behind me at 7 points, and their offer was one that was dismissive of my impending World Champion status. It was almost as if they were suggesting that I could rightfully stake claim to being a champion of any worth only if I beat Kramnik.

Aruna handled the negotiations by herself, stood her ground and refused to be hustled into any sort of immediate agreement. She even suggested they arrange a match with Gelfand instead, if they were in such a hurry. It was already a rottenly unfair deal. I’d won FIDE World Championship titles in both the knockout and tournament formats in Tehran and Mexico respectively, but still had to offer proof of my worth in a match against a player who had finished behind me in a World Championship tournament. More bizarrely, Kramnik’s team proposed that I should ‘under no circumstances’ speak in German during the entire duration of the championship. I owned a house in the German town of Bad Soden, was a regular at the chess Bundesliga and made a clutch of appearances on local television channels there, so my ability to hold a conversation in the language was fairly above average. Kramnik spoke only Russian and English, so I could see why my communicating in the language of the local press would upset him. Of course, we found no logic in acceding to their request. There was a certain firmness we had to employ to mark our territory and to convey that they couldn’t talk away my World Champion status.

It wasn’t just the Russian player’s squad giving us a hard time. At the press conference that followed my win in Mexico, a journalist, who appeared to have been deputed to accentuate my doubts, asked me if I was ready for the match in Bonn. It was almost like the title I’d won minutes ago meant nothing. Though I had a good mind to wave him aside, I gritted my teeth and managed a fairly civil response.

Later that night, as I sat at the table in our hotel suite, mildly relieved that I wouldn’t have to wake up to a high-pitched alarm and a game the next day, I was smacked by the thought that in exactly 12 months I would have to play Kramnik. It wasn’t a particularly comforting idea. In over 50 classical games, from our first duel in 1989 up until Mexico, I had stacked up four wins and six losses against him. The remaining 40 games were drawn. If I lost in Bonn, the title of World Champion would slip away from me and it would soon be forgotten that I had ever earned it. There are players you hate losing to. For me, Kramnik was one of them. I’d flog myself mentally whenever I lost to him.

Our playing styles were in wild contrast. I was primarily a 1.e4 player, while he was known to be a 1.d4 exponent. Both are initial White pawn moves. The king’s pawn opening, or 1.e4, is usually chosen by dynamic players looking for initiative early in the game, as opposed to the positional player’s delight of 1.d4, or the queen’s pawn opening, preferred by those who thrive on long, strategic warfare. My idea was to pursue sharp lines, where every move can tip the balance, and hunt for novelties. To labour and amble my way through 1.e4 also heightened the possibility of not finding open variations and running into the roadblocks that Kasparov had found himself confronted with during his match against Kramnik in 2000. With 1.d4, I would also be averting his favourite drawing weapons for 1.e4 – the Petroff Defence, a symmetrical opening for Black, which can be tough to crack, and the Berlin Variation of the Spanish opening, a solid yet underestimated opening for Black that had gone into cold storage until Kramnik had revived it with a host of new ideas, one of his greatest creative achievements, to hold Kasparov to four draws during their World Championship match.

I wasn’t as dogmatic about 1.e4 as the former great Bobby Fischer was quoted as saying about his own stance on that position and I had dabbled in the queen’s pawn opening in my earlier games. Though such efforts were largely pooled in rapid and blitz, I had employed the opening roughly 85 times from the White side.

The king’s pawn opening, though, was closely entwined with my insignia as a player. It’s also the square I autographed when fans at tournaments laid out their chessboards before me. It’s where my opponents would hope to find me. I had no doubt that Kramnik too was likely to anticipate the same.

I wondered if I wanted to thrash around with preparations in an opening I’d wrung dry with use. It would be an effort, like squeezing water out of a rock. I could feel a buzz of energy at the mere thought of veering off the usual path. Almost like an epiphany, it struck me that I could in fact play Kramnik’s own pet opening, the 1.d4, against him. It was a gut feeling, an impulse, accompanied by no pangs of guilt. I was eager to try something different and felt ready to face the risks that playing the move would entail. In my excitement, I would say I was almost flippant about the consequences.

My train of unspoken thoughts was interrupted when the door swung open and Nielsen walked in. Nielsen and I had first met when we played each other in the second round of the 2001 World Championship, which I won with Black. I noticed then that he had a sound opening preparation. He seemed remarkably warm, friendly and unaffected for someone who had just lost a game. We got talking and when, in 2005, I sought his assistance for the World Championship in San Luis, he readily agreed. He had stuck by my side since, uncomplaining of endless travels for tournaments and relishing the curd rice and paneer butter masala that Aruna cooked for him at home. He was my sounding board, the guy who posed unending questions till I concluded that a plan was flawed or became convinced of its perfection.

‘Why don’t I open with the 1.d4 against Kramnik?’ I said, in a half-soliloquy, half-statement directed to my tiny audience. Aruna and Neilsen exchanged glances and waited in silence for me to provide a rationale. I didn’t offer one right away. Even if my declaration had surprised him, Neilsen, his large frame now leaning over the table, didn’t shoot down the idea or dismiss it summarily. He suggested we methodically run a check of its pros and cons. Seated at the foot of the bed, Aruna probably thought I was blabbering in my sleep-deprived state, an excess a chess player may be allowed after a fortnight of continuous play. She was perhaps certain that the radical idea would be forgotten at the breakfast table the next morning.

But that was not how it turned out.

As I stood on the podium at the closing ceremony of the Mexico championship the following day, a bright-pink serape draped over my right shoulder, a gold medal and laurel wreath suspended around my neck, aware of Kramnik in attendance in the audience, I told myself I had to cling to my impulse, climb up the imaginary ladder, then push it away and continue climbing without its support. This technique is an excellent antidote to indecision and the only way you can make sure that you keep moving forward. It’s what I often do when faced with challenging scenarios or when I yearn to switch back from a difficult but beneficial plan to a fairly simple though unreasonable one – I keep putting off taking a decision till it’s too late and I’m so far down the path that going back is no longer an option.

No matter what I did, I knew I’d go into the match with Kramnik as the slightly ill-equipped player because, well, I was entering the combat zone using my opponent’s weapon of choice. While there was sufficient time for me to wade into the preparations for the surprise plan, it was in no way enough to catch up on a lifetime’s worth of experience playing it. After all, this was not an opening that I was thoroughly familiar with and I could play blind. A certain amount of evolution is built into chess as a sport – it requires you to constantly keep up with new moves and lines of play because each new game played is published and converted into common knowledge. To remain in competitive mode, it then becomes imperative to learn new pathways and append them to the existing cluster. Yet, players often linger in their favourite openings and counters, which is also fair since they might prefer to stick to known paths because they are perhaps good at them or have positive memories associated with them.

It wasn’t so much the study of an underused opening that was my concern here as all the little angles to playing it that hadn’t been explored, the many answers I didn’t know that existed, or its various consequences. If the plan went awry, I would come across as pea-brained and half-witted.

As a long-term strategy, though, predictability is clearly among the worst. And, in all of this, your attitude should trump the decision itself. I assumed full responsibility for the decision, right from the time it occurred to me, and resolved to live with the fallout, good or ugly. I decided not to let the thought of possible negative outcomes bother me. The way I saw it, if I was thrown into an unfamiliar position, there was a good chance I would be able to improvise since I’d be free of the burden of precedents set by previous games I’d played. The primary allure for me was to be able to approach the match with a measure of excitement and the thrill of having taken a risk. I found it massively liberating. Sometimes it’s wonderful to want to do things for the art, for the sport, rather than overthink and plan it down to the last detail. In general, it’s also harder to be forgetful in areas that are fresh, new and rousing than those that are staid and everyday. Even if I were to be stuck, at least I’d be stuck in new, boring positions instead of old, boring ones. Deep within, I knew if I didn’t bring myself to stick by this decision and wound up my career without taking risks, I’d hate myself – and I’d hate chess.

As the felicitations wound to a close in Mexico, my mind raced to the white kitchen in our home in Collado Mediano, a small, tranquil town 50 kilometres away from Madrid. Sometime in mid-2006, our friend Frederic Friedel, who co-founded and ran ChessBase, a firm that dealt in chess software and news, called to brief me about Kramnik dictating the terms for the Bonn match. I’d just towelled off after a workout at home and was irked by the discriminatory nature of the agreement. I joined Aruna in the kitchen and relayed the news to her. We both agreed that it was downright unjust that one player got to strut around with his privileges on display in such a brazen fashion. My sympathies then had been in earnest with whoever ended up winning in Mexico and had to play another match in a year’s time to be counted as a fitting champion. ‘Imagine the plight of that guy,’ I had said then. ‘The good thing is I don’t need to worry about it right now. It’s not my problem till it’s my problem.’

Turns out I was that guy.

Viswanathan Anand v. Vladimir Kramnik (½–½)

(White)     (Black)

Game 2, 2008 World Championship, Bonn

DRAW
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When I finally executed the queen’s pawn opening, the surprise I’d kept under wraps, I did so with a hint of trepidation, wondering how the risk would pay off. I had decided to ditch the ladder and take the proverbial leap over a year ago, assumed responsibility for its consequences, and my team and I had worked very hard to make it happen. Now, I could finally play the kind of game I wanted.

[image: ]

As a long-term strategy, being predictable is not of much advantage – for your career or business or even for yourself. Once in a while, you’ve got to take the counter-intuitive path, but not without owning responsibility for the consequences – and certainly not without preparation. In such situations, your attitude should trump the decision itself. When you focus on previously unconsidered solutions to reach your end goal, don’t let your mind wallow in indecision or imagined negative outcomes. Instead, push through with execution.
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