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Foreword

The game of chess has, over the centuries, brought great joy to countless people. In the last 40 years it has been a central part of my life – I founded and ran a chess software company. Apart from this meaningful professional aspect chess has given me a beautiful gift: the association with so many incredibly interesting and profound individuals. I have met and helped bring up numerous future World Champions in their early teens. Their talent for the game is beyond human comprehension. Encouraging them has added value to my own life.

Abhimanyu Mishra has a special place in the ranks of the chess super-talents I came to know. I watched him strive to become a grandmaster when he was barely twelve years old – a seemingly impossible task. Decades ago a friend did a doctorate in algebraic topology and secured his grandmaster title, both at the age of 23. I asked him which was more difficult, and he replied: ‘Are you serious? Grandmaster was infinitely harder.’ There are more doctorates per year in individual countries than chess grandmasters world-wide in the history of the game. And here was a young lad, essentially still a child, playing in tournaments with experienced title-holders on his way to obtaining the title.

I first got to know about Abhimanyu in the middle of the pandemic. He was playing tournament after tournament in Budapest, in an effort to achieve his final grandmaster norms. On my newspage I reported enthusiastically on his progress, on the possibility of his becoming the youngest grandmaster in the history of the game. Encouraging messages poured in from famous players all over the world. But there were also expressions of concern: was the boy being ‘driven’, was he missing out on normal childhood?

To find out, I started conversing with him, in Zoom video chats. I discovered that Abhimanyu was indeed driven – by his own desire to achieve his goal. When I asked him he said he hoped he was not putting too much pressure on his family, on his father, who was looking after him in Hungary! It was a perfectly normal, affable young lad I was talking to, interested in all kinds of subjects, with a keen sense of humor. It became clear to me that he knew, like no other, exactly how strong he was, and how deeply he understood the game. And he clearly savored the progress he was making.


When Abhi finally completed his title, on June 30, 2021, he became the youngest grandmaster in the history of the game. He was 12 years, 4 months and 25 days old, breaking a record that had stood for almost twenty years. It was scarcely believable. I tried to explain it to non-chess readers with an analogy: it was like pointing to a child and saying: ‘He’s twelve, and has just completed his doctorate in quantum physics.’

In conversation I discovered that Abhi-Baba, as I fondly started calling him, was not just a born prodigy. He had achieved his goal with a tremendous amount of determination and hard work. The manner in which he talks about chess shows you of his love for the game and the focus he has developed over the years. He genuinely believes that nothing is impossible, that when the time is right he can achieve exactly what he set out to achieve. Boundless optimism. What also struck me was his modesty and playful self-deprecation, in spite of his great achievements and the many records he has broken.

This book is a precious collection of anecdotes, with insight into some of his best games. It is an opportunity to get to know a unique chess talent who is on his way to the very top.

Frederic Friedel

Hamburg, May 2022






CHAPTER 1

Out of the cradle, onto the board

My story begins not in 2009, when I was born, but when my parents emigrated to the USA and started their new life. They had big dreams for themselves and their kids, who were yet to come. They always wanted better than the best for their family. And they knew that working hard for it was the key. My father Hemant is a chess aficionado. He looks at life through the lens of chess. He says that it gives him a perspective for everything that there is to life. His love for chess is infectious and you see that’s where my passion for the game comes from. As for my mom, Swati, chess is just black and white pieces moving across 64 squares. However much of a mute spectator she may be while I play, she is my biggest cheerleader and support. While my dad believes in installing in me everything he has learnt in life, my mom believes in keeping hugs ready after a long, exhausting game. My parents, who are two sides of the same coin, are the backbone of our family. They had already decided they’d name their son – if they ever had any – Abhimanyu, back when they got married in 2007.

Abhimanyu was a warrior who fought bravely in the epic battle of Mahabharta. He penetrated the Chakravyuh, the military formation of the enemies that resembles a labyrinth. Even when his chariot was broken and his weapons were laid to waste, he fearlessly continued to fight. While he succumbed to the enemies’ trick, he is one of the greatest warriors of all times. Abhimanyu is synonymous to bravery, courage, persistence and resilience – all that makes a warrior great. My parents made it a point to instill these qualities in me since the day I was born. What is rather fascinating to me is that Abhimanyu knew how to enter the formation but did not know how to get out. My dad believes that there is no Chakravyuh that cannot be demolished through perseverance. And that is the Abhimanyu he meant me to be. An Abhimanyu who can as skillfully navigate a labyrinth as he can penetrate it.

In my family, we’re all equals. Even as a child, I was never treated like a baby. My parents made it a point to answer my questions about the game, about the world around me, with as much logic as humanly possible, always. No question was ever too big or too small. No question was ever off limits. If there was a question, there was always an answer. It has become a trademark of our family dynamics now, as has transparency. You know I can be the most vulnerable with my family. And you know how? Well, there are no hierarchies in my family. There are no secrets. My parents believe that both my sister and I should be able to talk to them openly. We should be able to talk to them without fear or shame about anything and everything under the sun. In fact, we get the space to express our disappointments with the same fervor, even if the disappointment pertains to our parents. In most families it can be a risky business, but we embrace it with open arms.

Once I was struggling with an assignment at school, the deadline of which was near. My father noticed and came up to me. While I was prepared for a pep talk believing that all that I lacked was motivation, he politely said, ‘You should have started a week ago. You can finish in time and submit for sure, but it won’t be a quality assignment.’ I felt confused. Here I was in a state of panic, and that’s all that he had to say. It was only later that I realized that he is not one to pamper me, especially at a time when it is crucial that I learn from my mistakes. That doesn’t mean that my parents are not proud of me or would rather have me suffer. But they understand the importance of being straightforward. Once when I asked them why they don’t admire me and praise me profusely like other parents, my dad promptly said, ‘That’s not how things work in the real world.’ He is of the belief that it is important for him to not mollycoddle us. He says that it is his responsibility to create an awareness of ground realities for me and my sister, to make sure we understand that no miracles happen in the real world, success comes with passion and hard work.

It was the fall of 2011, the time of the year when the air becomes cool and crisp and outdoor activities begin to recede. I was around 2 years 8 months old, and my parents noticed a surge in the screen time in the kids of my age and older. Now here’s the thing – they are software professionals. They know the world of computer screens too well for them to let it affect their family. They just did not approve of the idea of kids being glued to the screen all the time. And can you blame them? They grew up running across the length and breadth of their large Indian homes until they were out of breath. And look how amazing they turned out. So, this was the turning point of my journey into the world of Chess. It was with the intent of getting me interested in indoor activities while going out to play was not an option that my father introduced me to chess. He has a special talent for using unconventional methods to learn, always taking the path not trodden. You will be amazed to know that when he decided to teach me chess, it was through the eyes and mind of a toddler. If I was the one teaching a game as complex to my kid, would I do the same? Not in a million years. Like I said, my dad has a special talent for it.


So when I started, the knight was not a knight but a horse for me. I fondly called it ‘horsie’, who had the ability to jump over the pieces and could neigh while doing so. What a brilliant horse, isn’t it? The bishop was never a guarding piece but a camel for me and the rook, oh my, was the elephant without the trunk. I would feel I am in the middle of some kind of wonderland, watching the action happen around me. And I still remember my dad telling me the position of the King and the Queen on the board. It is still one of the most logical things I know of, and oh how funny. He said, ‘Men, you see, are not that particular about anything. They are happy with what they get. Women, however, are quite the opposite. So, the initial placement of the King and Queen adhere to this policy. Black Queen on the black square and white Queen on the white square and next to the Queen is the King, happy he got a place to stand.’ My initial training in chess was filled with stories. And believe me, it was so much fun and the pull was so strong that I just couldn’t stay away from it.

My dad, whom I fondly call ‘Bapu’, is a meticulous person. Given his affinity for chess, he calculates at least 15 moves ahead of time (as I like to say in terms of chess) and then makes a decision as to what step he must take. Bapu has a habit that comes handy both in chess and in life. He always looks for impediments that could be. So tackling them during the journey becomes an easier process. And that is exactly the lesson he has consistently given me. Chess practically runs through his veins. It is Knights and Rooks and Kings and Queens that make up his blood. White and red blood cells are not for him, you see. Bapu was my first teacher and the brain behind my success. Not mentioning every little thing he has done throughout my journey, would be a disservice to my game. I owe him everything. He has taken upon himself to help me to become the best in the world. We are a team. A team that is not afraid to take on challenges. Not one bit.

When my training in chess had just begun, I was still a toddler. My parents had to keep a toddler engaged and manage to make him sit at one place for at least half an hour without getting bored or distracted. As a toddler I had the energy of five people combined. A herculean task was ahead of my parents. But they’re professionals at overcoming obstacles. I wouldn’t be exaggerating if I said that they deserve an Oscar in the field of overcoming obstacles. So, they gave me a jigsaw puzzle that started with 12 pieces. That was fun. Later it went to 500 pieces and eventually 3-D puzzles. So, you see, my parents were killing quite a lot of birds with one stone. I have to tell you how because the way their minds work continues to fascinate me. Playing with jigsaw puzzles was improving my hand-eye coordination as well as my motor skills. I was engaged for hours at a time trying to solve the puzzle, and learnt to be patient and sit still for hours in turn. And that’s not all. My brain was actively working during those hours, and I was focused on finishing the puzzle the entire time. A simple jigsaw puzzle helped me inculcate discipline, focus and the patience that is needed in life and in the game of chess. Solving jigsaw puzzles became an essential part of my life.

It took me almost a year and a half to understand all the rules of chess and to play a proper game. But during and after, it was not just chess that I was playing. You can’t sit still for hours at a stretch and continue to have laser-like focus. Your body needs as much training as does your mind, you know. So, I enrolled in the local soccer club, and I was flying kicks in martial arts. I simply fell in love with everything that I was doing. My body got every bit of the mental, physical and emotional nutrition it needed. The most interesting part is that this was merely the outline for the chess path that I was going to be treading for years to come.

I started playing a full game of chess when I was around 4 years of age. But things did not come as smoothly as one would expect. I used to play against Bapu and would get crushed. Many times I was left utterly heartbroken. But Bapu is a dedicated mentor. I could skip a day of practice, but under no circumstance would Bapu skip a day of mentoring. Every single game was always followed by a sit in session to help me identify problem areas. We (yes, not just me, but Bapu & I) used to sit and learn through the mistakes. I have cried buckets of tears every time I have lost against him. But you know Bapu was always there to pick up the pieces. He says, ‘You are allowed to make a mistake and learn from it. There is no shame in that. We are all here to learn. But if you make the same mistake twice, you did not take a lesson from the previous one and that is what makes all the difference.’

Bapu’s approach has become the motto of my life. So, I was playing and losing and learning along the way, when came that beautiful day. It was on March 8, 2014 when I won my first game against an app albeit with hundreds of undoes. It was my win, without Bapu’s help, and that’s what matters the most. I was euphoric after the victory. I was jumping with joy around the house with my cheerleader, my Mumma. After that win, I felt like I was invincible, and I can win against anyone. You can understand how a five year old thinks. But I love that five year old me. He was confident and had the desire to be the best. It is that child that led me on the path of greater achievements.

But despite that, life is not sunshine and unicorns all the time. You cannot run high on optimism always. There comes a time when you lack motivation or a will to move ahead. For a five year old, the frequency is much higher. There are hundreds of other things that surround you. They look promising and fascinating, and investing the majority of your time in one sport alone becomes a daunting prospect and that was a challenge Bapu had ahead of him. It had become his responsibility to keep my focus aligned with my goals. I was a little child, after all. He came up with the idea to watch the Hindi movie ‘Bhag Milkha Bhag’ (Run Milkha Run), a biopic on the life of legendary athlete, the flying Sikh, Milkha Singh with me. The movie rekindled my love for chess that was drowning in the humdrum of everyday life. The dedication and discipline of Singh towards his craft was unparalleled. Even though I was only five years old when I saw the movie, it pushed me to come out of my cocoon. And that is when I knew I had to give all my time to chess.

A five year old child finding motivation in a person he had known only through a two hour movie, that sounds absurd, right? How could a child so young even grasp the underlying concept that the movie tried to portray? But believe me, in the company of my parents each minute of the movie made sense to me. Being born and brought up in the USA, I have little to no knowledge of the Hindi language. But my parents made sure they explained every important dialogue to me despite the English subtitles. At one point I wanted to stop and ask, ‘Are you sure you didn’t write the dialogues, you understand them too well.’ I have watched this movie at least a dozen times. You know I even remember the lyrics of the song ‘zinda hai to, playa poora bhar le’ (if you’re alive, fill up the cup of life) from the movie. It wouldn’t be wrong to say it has become the anthem for my life too.

Well, it wasn’t just this movie that I had seen, growing up. There were many on the same lines where hard work and discipline was the mantra to success. Over the years, I have realized that successful people did not reach the top through short cuts. Climbing to the top took years of toil and dedication, be it in chess or any other sport or field. The Usain Bolt documentary where he trains day in and day out only to run for a couple of seconds, touched my heart like nothing ever had. ‘Searching for Bobby Fischer’ taught me that unwavering dedication to your coach can take you to great heights. Especially when your coach is also your dad, who you know you can trust unconditionally. No dream is too big to become a reality. I realized that when I saw ‘The Pursuit of Happiness’. The movie ‘Ali’ ingrained in me loyalty and honesty for my game. If you approach your passion honestly, there’s nothing you cannot achieve. No matter the profession or the skill, what I have learnt over the years through movies, and the people who have been my pillars is that your dedication, your hard work, your passion, your integrity is what is going to pave your path for the future.






CHAPTER 2

Rome was not built in a day

Bruce Lee famously said, ‘Empty your mind, be formless, shapeless like water.’ When my father said this to me for the first time, I was taken aback. Why would he ask me to forget everything I had worked so hard to learn? When I asked him the same question, he just smiled and said that I’d understand the true meaning soon. Soon enough every word of it made so much sense to me. It began to resonate with my life, with my perspective towards chess. Considering my experience of all these years I can vouch for the life altering power of keeping an open mind.

Bapu has a knack for unconventional modes of teaching. You might not believe me when I say this, but at every point in our journey into the world of chess he has used one unconventional method after another for my training. I know what you’re thinking, I really do. I also know I’m supposed to be talking about my life and my relationship with chess. But, my journey is not mine alone. It is our journey, the journey of my entire family for a reason. I didn’t toil in isolation, my family toiled with me. I wasn’t the only one learning lessons, it was my parents who learnt with me. And, they had an extra lesson of parenting to do their best at, while I was busy with my game. So well, whether it was the sweet taste of success, or the dark days of failure and distress, we were in it, together.

My journey is a sum total of our collective sweat and blood, and all our prayers. You might not believe me, but even today I stand before our temple at home, hands folded, to pray before every game. Well, I never ask God to help me win the game. All I ask is for Him to watch over me while I put everything I have learnt to practice at the battleground, while my hard work on the chess board speaks for itself. And it gives me strength. The most special part of my prayer routine is the vermillion mark that my mother makes on my forehead once I am done saying my prayers. Making sure I carry her heart with me to all my games is important, you see. Bapu takes over the responsibility when she’s not physically around. They’re not partners for nothing, after all.

My dad’s guidance every step of the way has come to me as a blessing. With time I have learnt to follow him, no questions asked. You might wonder how that works for a teenager who is smart enough to make his own decisions. If I were to be honest, it works wonders. He has worked really hard to be where he is today, and that experience is something I am truly grateful for. Where else could I find years of experience backing me up right at the onset of my journey? He is learning to be a parent-coach while I am learning to be a chess champion. It is fun to see the results of our experiments. And, isn’t that what life is all about, after all? What you’ll find fascinating is that my dad chalks out a plan before every tournament, and I follow. It was no different for my first tournament either. We’re the best team there is.

There came a point in time when I wanted to play more but I didn’t have enough opponents to play with. While Bapu was still my primary mentor, he couldn’t make enough time to play as many games with me as I would have liked. It was at this juncture that we discovered the Play Magnus app. Magnus Carlsen is a five-time World Champion from Norway. Now, Carlsen’s app has thousands of games with moves akin to those he was making at different stages in his chess career. I didn’t exactly start with the intention of beating a world champion. I was in awe of his brilliance, anyway. I continue to look up to him. Discovering the app was like hitting the jackpot. I could play as many games as I wanted. You’d be surprised to know that the more I played, the more I fell in love with the application. I ended up playing thousands of games. In the initial days, Bapu was happy that I was sharpening my proverbial ax. But one day, while we were in one of our analysis sessions, he realized that a five year old me was beating the five year old Magnus. I was beating a world champion. The competition with the world champion did not stop there. At age six, I was beating a nine year old Magnus. By age nine I was already beating a twelve and a thirteen year old Magnus. There came a point when the application became a marker of what shape my training was taking. I cannot lie, it did feel amazing to be winning against a world champion’s moves. But, I continue to feel grateful for the difference it made to my training, my outlook towards chess. It is only in retrospect that you realize how even the tiniest effort fills gaps in the foundation. And well, it allowed me to do what I love doing most, play my game endlessly.

Once it so happened that I was sitting at a bench in a park, watching my younger sister running around like a superhero. She did not care one bit about what others in the park might think about her. She did not fear their judgment. She didn’t care if she appeared silly or more confident compared to other kids. All she cared about was to have fun. I began wondering if she was born with this kind of confidence or developed it over the years. Well, there is no way to find out. But the fact that we’re not born with everything that we need in life remains. There are some things that you have to cultivate. We utilized my practice sessions to cultivate conviction, the most important virtue I needed for my tournaments. My conviction during tournaments came from the fact that we treated practice games with my dad with as much seriousness as we would treat games at a tournament. In fact, the environment, the time control was such that I felt like I was playing at a tournament. Every time I lost, we’d sit down to analyze what went wrong. Every time a game ended in a draw we’d sit down to figure out what moves could have resulted in a victory instead, what mistakes could have been avoided.

Okay, before you ask me what my point here is, I’ll cut myself short. Before that fateful Saturday morning when I went to Central Jersey for my first tournament ever, I had already played hundreds of practice games and knew exactly what was to come. I was certain that all our collective sweat and blood was going to come to fruition. When the day arrived my heart raced like never before. When I entered the tournament hall on May 30th, 2014 for the Central Jersey Chess Tournament (NJ) and looked at Bapu I felt like our hearts were in sync. I was nervous, my heart thumped in anticipation, but the anticipation was filled with excitement and a strong conviction. But well, life wouldn’t stay true to its name if it followed each of your plans. We were in for a huge surprise. The tournament was a closed-door tournament and players were required to sit in the tournament hall, while parents and coaches were not allowed to enter the hall. It was a completely new experience for me. In all my practice games, my parents had always been around. But this is exactly when the practice games came to my rescue. I told myself that I needed to be calm if I wanted to play well, rather play at all. I adopted a reserve technique here. I treated the real games as though they were practice games. And, to be honest, boundaries were blurred already. And it wasn’t like I was all alone fending for myself. My dad’s advice, tips, encouragement, my training, stood like pillars around me. All I had wanted until that point was for me to perform the best I could. Do you know what happens when you do your best? Well, in most cases you end up winning, like I did. I secured first place in the tournament, winning three games out of the four, with the remaining one being a draw. Ever since I started training with Bapu, he said one thing to me, ‘If you work hard enough, there’s nothing you can’t achieve.’ This victory continues to hold a special place in my heart. Well, not because it was my first tournament, not even because I won, but because this was the day I truly began to believe in the power of perseverance and my faith in Bapu got stronger.

Then there came a time when Bapu realized that there’s only so much that he could teach me in terms of chess. It was time for professional help and it was at this point that he enrolled me in a chess class. Oh, how relieved he must be to be relieved of his coaching duties? Is that what you’re thinking? Well, not exactly. He continued to train me, albeit in a slightly different fashion. And, with his unconventional styles of teaching, are you even surprised? My training wasn’t confined to attending my chess class and finishing the homework given. Bapu made sure I understood each and every position and concept taught in class as clearly as it was humanly possible. He’d spend hours with me after class, discussing everything taught at the class in detail.

Once I allowed myself to believe that I could survive, I could thrive, there was no looking back. I came to realize that a day spent not training, was a day spent letting my opponent win. So, Wednesday evenings were now spent playing League Night at Dean Chess Academy. It was a distant venue and it would take Bapu an hour and a half to drive me to it, just so I could play with a diverse range of players. Reaching the top isn’t exactly a bed of roses, you see. You fall more than you walk. And you have to walk miles before you can finally sprint.

In the fall of 2014, I was playing at the League Night and it began to get dark outside. For a five year old, it was way more important to reach home in time, than it was to finish a game. Nervous, I resigned and went running to Bapu. We needed to drive back home in time. We had been at the game for a mere ten minutes and here I was ready to be driven back. I had never seen Bapu so upset until then. Well, being at work all day, driving back home, picking their child up, driving another hour and a half and being asked to drive back in the next ten minutes, can rile anyone up. When we got back home he sat me down and politely asked me what on earth I’d been thinking when I mindlessly walked out. Until now, in my head, I had made the right decision. In my defense, that’s how the mind of a five year old works. I thought maybe he didn’t understand. I tried explaining to him how it was getting dark and it would have taken longer to get back home. I could see murder in his eyes while he suppressed his laugh at the same
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