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ith sponsors that made their

fortunes in the City, it could
barely be a surprise that the VIP-room
of the London Chess Classic was vis-
ited by numerous heavyweights from
the world of finance. For the majority
of the chess players they must have re-
mained unnoticed, if only for the fact
that almost all of them stuck to the
modern adage that suits are for men
who hope to become rich. Even the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, George
Osborne, walked in casually dressed
in a sweater.

Jeans and a jacket without tie make
Ken Rogoff fairly inconspicuous when
he comes into the room during the
fifth round. He only attracts atten-
tion when he starts to do interviews
with Anand and Nakamura, filmed by
a cameraman. His wife Natasha pro-
duces children’s programmes and his
clever promise to provide her with
fairly unique footage is one of the rea-
sons why they are now here. Rogoff’s
schedule is crazy and squeezing in a
visit to a chess tournament is no si-
necure. The density and tensity of his
schedule is driven home to me when
in the evening I write him an email
suggesting an interview the next day
and he almost promptly replies that it
was a whirlwind visit and that he is al-
ready back in the States. As an alterna-
tive he proposes to talk via Skype and
so the next Sunday, at 8 a.m. (‘I often
wake up at six, which is a good time to
work with kids of 12 and 14’) he sits
ready in his study. He has just bought
a new computer including a wide-an-
gle webcam and the royal view that I
have of him behind his desk makes it
easy to forget that there is an ocean
between us.

You clearly felt at ease at the London
Chess Classic. What is it that you en-
joy? Seeing old friends? The tension
of the games?

“The last time I went to a tournament
was Rotterdam 1988. I also saw one
game of the Kasparov-Anand match
in New York. It’s fun. As for seeing
old friends, there were only a couple
of people I knew. Most of the players
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At 16 he dropped out of school to be

a chess player. None other than Bobby

Fischer had praised his play and soon Ken

Rogoff was an International Grandmaster.

However, once he returned to the groves of

Academe, he embarked on an even more

impressive career in economics. Having

graduated summa cum laude from Yale, he

was Chief Economist of the International
Monetary Fund from 2001 to 2003 and
from 1999 he has been Professor of

Economics and Public Policy at Harvard. His

recent bestseller This Time Is Different: Eight

Centuries of Financial Folly, written together

with Carmen Reinhart, makes it clear why

Rogoff is consulted by political leaders

and policy makers all over the world. In

the meantime his passion for chess has not

WILCIE e Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam

found out.

had started playing after I stopped. It
was fun and interesting to meet them.
It’s a very nice tournament, very well
organized. I knew I might be in Lon-
don at that time. I thought I should go
back to a tournament, I kept putting it
off, but it was a great thing to do and
my wife enjoyed it also, as she was able
to do some filming. So it was great.
How much had changed?
‘(Immediately) Not a bit (laughs).
Somewhere the computers were lurk-
ing in the background and obviously
there was slightly better technology

INTERVIEW

for seeing the games, but it felt very
familiar’

It's a common belief among chess
players that they could also use their
chess talent in other fields. And if
this is not their own conviction then
often other people will tell them so.
Perhaps typical was Bobby Fischer’s
statement that he was not a chess
genius but a genius who happened
to play chess... ‘(Laughingly inter-
rupts) I think he could say that!’ Yet,
you are one of the rare exceptions
of a chess grandmaster who made a
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serious career in another field. What
are your views on the supposed fur-
ther talents of chess players?

“There are simply a lot of extraordinary
people who play chess, who clearly
could have done anything, there is no
doubt about that. One of the things
at the very top level that makes them
great players is the ability to be to-
tally consumed and focused on chess.
That’s also one of the reasons why it is
hard to do two things, because you ei-
ther give your life and your passion to
it or you're just not the same. That was
also true of course of Fischer, who was
monomaniacal and that was a big part
of his gift. One of the things I say about
chess, I don't know if it’s true, but I felt
at least when I played, that there are
all different kinds of people that can
be good at chess. You needed to learn
to adopt your style to what you did
well. So, trying to draw a simple gen-
eralization like chess players are good
at science or chess players are good
at mathematics or chess players have
good memories, doesn’t work very
well. In fact one of the things that is
so interesting about chess is that it has
this flexibility to be able to approach
it in different ways. Clearly at the very
highest level, if you have one glaring
weakness, it’s going to get you, but you
can look at even some of the different
top players, and they approach it very
differently. I also would say in chess in
schools, sometimes the kid who is the
math whizz and considered the class’s
brain is by no means the best chess
player. Sometimes kids who don’t even
think of themselves as super smart
turn out to be the best chess players. I
think that is one of the mysteries and
exciting things about chess.

‘In chess people can figure out
where their strengths are and try to
play at them. I think they do that at
every level. You can have someone
who has a phenomenal memory and
you make use of that, and you can
have someone who has very good cal-
culating and you can use that. You can
be someone who is very good at draw-
ing analogies. Maybe you don’t have a
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great memory and maybe you don’t
calculate well, but you are very good
at drawing analogies between differ-
ent positions. It's a matter of adopting
what your talents are. I thought it was
very interesting what different people
chess players are.

Do you think you can read a per-
son’s character from his game?

T used to think that, I really did. I
think you can tell a lot. I certainly
don’t play enough to do that, but I
think that if you play chess with a per-
son it’s like a conversation. You learn
something about a person playing
chess. You can certainly learn about
their personality, and I don’t mean
watching them at the chess board, I
mean the moves’

Did you do a lot of thinking about
this when you were an active
player? About what chess is and
how you could improve your play in
other manners?

“Yeah, I think I am going to answer a

‘It was very
interesting what

different [pe()ple

chess pl:

YVETS
&
dare.

slightly different question. A very im-
portant part of chess is figuring out
your mistakes and how to improve
and it’s very painful. Because let’s face
it, it's much more fun to play over
your wins than the losses. And yeah,
you just have to play over your losses
again and again and again. [ remem-
ber meeting Bobby Fischer when 1

INTERVIEW

was playing in the U.S. Junior Cham-
pionship in New York in 1969. He had
been having problems with rook and
pawn endings. He got outplayed in
some rook and pawn endings and he
basically finally said, OK, this stops
here, this isn't going to happen again.
And he was spending all his time on
rook and pawn endings. And indeed, I
think it was against Geller that he won
arook and pawn ending after that, that
you couldn’t have imagined before.
I think that takes really steel will and
most people don’t have it. Most people
lose the same game again and again
and again. They don't realize that they
are losing the same game again. The
real top players have that ability to try
to suffer repeatedly through the same
defeat and learn from it

Is that something you did yourself?
‘T understood it, but I definitely didn’t
do it as well as I would have liked. I
absolutely understood it, but there
were certainly mistakes I repeated at
desperate moments in my career, that
I said, oh boy, what an idiot, can’t you
learn? But well, we're all human!
Returning to the further talents of
chess players, in the early 1990s
Bankers Trust tried to recruit employ-
ees among chess grandmasters.
‘Yes, Norman Weinstein was an ex-
tremely good trader at Bankers Trust.
He was one of the best of that era. The
campaign was because of him, because
he was so successful. He was an Inter-
national Master and I've known him
from childhood and we are friends
still. There was a time at Wall Street,
and it is still true, where they feel if
you're smart and willing to learn, they
can work with you. They didn’t just
look at chess players, I would say they
even went to look at chess players and
a few have done well

In 1991 we had Bankers Trust ad-
verts on the back cover of New In
Chess specifically aimed a top-level
chess players.

‘Wow!

Would you say this was a successful
campaign?

‘T am not the person to ask, because I



don't know them all, but I think there
have been a few who managed to do
that. I am not a trader, that’s a very
specific thing, I am more of a philoso-
pher, an academic. Being a trader cer-
tainly requires iron nerves as chess
does and also this ability to concen-
trate for very long periods. What I do
is very different. In economics, there
are a couple of areas where I have
found having played chess very useful.
There’s an area of economics called
game theory, and some of my work
makes use of it. I've done research on
why countries can benefit from hav-
ing independent central banks that try
to keep inflation low instead of hav-
ing monetary strategy managed by the
treasury. I wrote a paper on that more
than 25 years ago, back when there
were only a couple of countries in
the world that had independent cen-
tral banks. That actually uses a bit of
game theory. And then I also do a lot
of work on financial crises and coun-
tries defaulting and that too involves
game theory. Because when countries
default on their debt, it's almost never
because they can't repay it, it’s because
they don't feel like it and it’s a strate-
gic interaction. Game theory is quite
complex mathematically. I am not a
great mathematician, I am certainly
not someone like John Nunn, but the
parts of game theory I needed, came
very intuitively to me. And I think
having played chess was very helpful
in my work. I can also say, much later
in my career, when I became Chief
Economist at the International Mon-
etary Fund, I again found chess very

(Left) Ken Rogoff, an

18-year-old freshman
at Yale, plays 20-year-
old Anatoly Karpov at
the World U-26 Team
Championship in
Mayaguez, Puerto Rico,
in 1971. Karpov won.

useful. I would say particularly in ne-
gotiations, where at least chess taught
me to think about what the other per-
son’s thinking in a very disciplined
way. And also to stay very calm. Now
other people may develop those skills
in their own way, but I learned them
through chess’

Is that because chess players have
to be by nature good psychologists?
‘Maybe a computer can afford not
to think about what the opponent is

s L

-

‘Most people
lose the same
game again
and again and
again.

thinking, but most of us are trying
to understand what your opponent’s
next move is going to be. Part of it are
the objectives of the position, but part
of it is their temperament and many
other things. You could technically,
as a computer does, just think about
your own move, and there are times
when that’s the right thing to do, but

INTERVIEW

chess teaches you to think what an-
other person’s thinking. Its funny, be-
cause chess is considered to be so iso-
lating and anti-social by many people,
but in some ways it’s not. Another
very important skill you learn in chess
is that we all make mistakes. And if
you panic after you made a mistake
you're doomed. Chess teaches you to
stay calm in difficult situations. I've
certainly faced many challenging
situations in my career as an econo-
mist, particularly over the last dec-
ade, where I think that’s been very
useful. Let’s say, you're giving a lec-
ture and you make a mistake and you
could just fall when somebody points
that out and you do not know what
to say next. But if you stay calm you
can think of how to recover from it.
In chess that is very important, both
within a game and I'd say also within
a tournament. When you lose a game,
do you just become depressed? I've
never looked at it statistically, but I
am sure it must be true that for most
players their performance the day af-
ter they lose a game has a worse av-
erage than their overall performance.
Not the very top players, of course, but
for most people the best time to play
someone is the day after they lost.

In chess there is this idea that the
truth exists. Do you feel that in your
field of work the truth can be found?
‘(Laughs) No, it’s a social science and
at the end of the day a lot of important
results depend on how people behave
acting in concert. Economics is not
so much about individual psychol-
ogy as group behaviour. We have cer-
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tain rules of thumb, like people like to
pay less rather than to pay more and
such that are very useful, but it’s just
too complicated to talk about reduc-
ing it to absolutes. There are certainly
principles we have that we know, and
economics is always advancing, but
don’t think anyone speaks yet in terms
of absolute truth. In chess, clearly, you
can ultimately have a computer that
will never lose. I think in econom-
ics I am not sure we can, say, design a
trader who will never lose money’

In the current worldwide financial
crisis many people are wondering
what is really going on. In your col-
umns you are very outspoken. Is
that a scary thing, because the im-
pact can be so tremendous?

T try to be very responsible in what
[ say. We all make mistakes, but I try
not to make off-hand remarks or say
things to the extreme just to make a
point if I don't believe it, particularly
in my writings. I have an internation-
ally syndicated column that is pub-
lished in over 50 countries and 13 or
14 languages. You have to say some-
thing or you're not interesting, but I
certainly am careful. I don’t think one
wants to excessively weight one’s in-
fluence, that’s for sure. I've certainly
talked to many many presidents and
prime ministers, but I don’t humour
myself to think that the whole future
of anything turns on anything I say.
Most people who are world leaders
and policy makers look at many ideas
and sources of information and then
try to go with the flow when they see
alot of things pointing in the same di-
rection. I don’t try to say things just to
gain attention’

But when you are writing about the
Euro zone you are convinced that
they'd be better off if they took the
right decisions now.

Yes. A lot of my work and particu-
larly the past ten years has been on
the history of financial crises. I wrote
this book with Carmen Reinhart, This
Time Is Different, which took us eight
years to write, about financial crises.
One of the lessons is that the policy
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Ken Rogoff
Jan Smejkal
Biel Interzonal 1976

1.c4 56 2.%)¢c3 ¢5 3.g3 g6 4.
£82 287 5.3 0-0 6.5ge2 /)\c6
7.0-0 d6 8.d4 cxd4 9.exd4 25
10.h3 h511.2g5 Wd7 12.%h2
e5 13.d5 Hd4 14.5xd4 exd4
15.%b5 Hfc8 16.Hcl1 Hh7 17.
£f4 g5 18.2d2 a6 19.5a3 g4
20.hxg4 hxgd 21.b4 £d3 22.
Hel Wf5 23.0gl1 £f6 24.c5
%gh 25.2xg5 2xg5 26.45c4
Hd8 27.2xd6 Hxd6 28.cxd6

2xcl 29.Wxcl Hc8 30.Wd2

30...&h7 31.d7 2d8 32.Xe7
&g6 33.d6 &f6 34.Wh6+ Wg6
35.Whad+ g7 36.%e8 1-0

makers often are frozen and unable
to take steps quickly enough. Markets
move faster than policy makers and
probably the single-most consistent
mistake you see over time is the policy
makers’ fail to get ahead of the curve.
They don’t want to see it coming, they
won't admit it's coming. That’s clearly
been a huge problem in Europe’

And this is simply something you're
warning them for.

‘Oh yeah. I can certainly say there is
an open conversation beyond just my
column, but of course it’s not easy to
take these tough decision and espe-
cially within Europe where there are
widely diverging interests’

How influential Ken Rogoff is he
found out in 2008 when in a speech in

INTERVIEW

Singapore he said: ‘We're not just go-
ing to see mid-sized banks go under
in the next few months, we're going
to see a whopper, we're going to see
a big one - one of the big investment
banks or big banks. The next day his
remark was front page news all over
the world. Less than a month later
Lehman Brothers collapsed.

‘In this speech I pointed at my re-
search and also at some of my stu-
dents’ research, which suggested that
first of all the world was going into
recession and second that the finan-
cial system had just gotten too big
and needed to shrink. And I thought
through how would it shrink and I
said it seemed to me unlikely that it
would shrink by having all the banks
in the world shrink by 15 or 20 per-
cent at the same time. Which I called
an immaculate contraction. I said that
was awfully unlikely. The way capital-
ist systems work is that if there is too
much supply, a couple of companies
go under. A big airline, we see it all the
time. I thought the same would hap-
pen with the banking sector. I have to
say, sometimes things surprise you.
I was quite surprised that that made
such headlines as it did.

T didn’t say anything about Leh-
man. I was thinking about Lehman,
but I certainly didn’t say that. Some-
times you say these things when eve-
ryone else is thinking them. But the
bottom line is that I like to study the
international financial crises, I don't
like to cause them. I certainly hadn't
anticipated being in bold headlines on
the front page of almost every news-
paper in the world for what I thought
was making a straightforward obvious
point’

And you really went into hiding?

‘1 did. I got calls from every newspa-
per or television station. You know, if
I couldn’t have an interview theyd fly
me to wherever I wanted to go. First
of all I didn’t see the positive effect of
saying anything further. And I didn't
want to be asked, who were you talk-
ing about? I didn't want to say and
I didn’t want to not say. I certainly



spoke to policy makers that contacted
me, but I felt it wasn’t appropriate to
talk to the press because I didn’t want
to be painted into a corner where I
would have to say what bank I was
talking about’

If you look at your resume, start-
ing with dropping out of school to
play chess and then becoming a re-
spected scientist with a huge career,
itis hard to see any logic. What logic
do you see?

‘Chess players are very creative peo-
ple. I think to be a successful chess
player you have to constantly think of
new ideas. The same thing is true at
least to be an academic, an economist,
[ don’t know, probably it’s true in any
branch, to be successful you have to be
creative. If you just follow life in a very
linear fashion that doesn’t always lend
itself to creativity. People tend to think
of artists and musicians as quirky and
creative, but anyone who knows chess
players knows that there is a lot in
common. It’s probably less so of aca-
demics, but there are certainly a lot of
interesting stories people have’

When you left school to play chess,
did you have the feeling this was
something you were going to do for
a long time to come or was it just an
adventure?

T don't think I thought two moves
ahead to be honest. It felt like the
right thing to do. Frankly, I think
this is not literally true, but it felt like
more people went to jail than to col-
lege at my school. There were some
very good teachers and there were
some very good students, but it was

Ken Rogoff at the London Chess Classic, intétviewing
his countryman Hikaru Nakamura and meeting
World Champion Vishy Anunil'ai\duﬂ"ﬂncdlor of the
Exchequer George Osborne. 5

a tough place and I didn't feel like I
was missing a lot. I was very excited
about playing chess and back then in
the United States there was just very
little, it was very hard to be a chess

7

‘It’s always

puzzled me that
chess hasn’t
done better

commercially.’

player. Just based in the United States
you couldn’t grow, so I felt playing in
Europe was important. It wasn’t care-
fully thought out’

Which were the three most memo-
rable games you played in your
career?

‘Boy, that’s a tough question, but I’ll
just whip off of the top of my head.
The first one I was very young. I won
a game against Stephen Spencer. This
was a game Fischer annotated later
and I went over the game for what
must have been a few hours with him
and I won my first U.S. junior cham-
pionship (Fischer visited the cham-

INTERVIEW

pionship and wrote in his column in
Boys’ Life: “The player that impressed

me most was 16-year-old Ken Rogoff

from Rochester, N.Y. What I liked best
about Ken - who won the champion-
ship — was his self-assured style and
his knowing exactly what he wanted
over the chess board. I'm told that he’s
only been playing chess for two or
three years and it should encourage
each of you young fellows who read
this column to know that by applying
yourself, as Ken did, you can become
a fine player in a relatively short time,
too” - DJtG). Another game that was
certainly important was against Kava-
lek in the U.S. Championship in 1975.
Again it was a good game, but it was a
very important game competitively. I
ended up finishing second and quali-
tying for the Interzonal and probably
was leading the tournament at that
time. It was a very difficult game, I re-
member that. Probably another one
would be my game with Smejkal from
the Interzonal in Biel in 1976, where
he was outplaying me badly, but he
slipped at one point and let me have
a counterattack which won. It was an
interesting game, but again an im-
portant game. I enjoyed a lot of my
games, and there are certainly games
[ won crushingly, but those are games
I remember’

What was the reason for you to re-
turn to school: because there were
not enough chances for you in chess
or because there was the lure of
something else?

“This is a combination of the two. I
certainly realized I wouldn’t be World
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Champion. I had met Karpov, and he
was a couple of years older than me,
and not like I would say I couldn’t win
a game, but this was somebody who
was just amazingly talented, worked
what seemed like night and day on
chess. I remember another game I
played, I think I was 16 years old,
against Ljubojevic, who was 19 when
[ played him. I was Black in a Sicilian.
You have to remember he was abso-
lutely one of the couple most talented
players in the world then and I think
he rose as high as third. We played
the Sicilian, where I actually needed
to win to make an international mas-
ter norm, and he won beautifully. I
remember analysing the game after-
wards with him and there were some
very long variations. As a 16-year-old
player playing mostly older players I
was certainly used to being outplayed,
say in endgames, but almost never
outcalculated, that just didn’t happen.
There was one point where I thought I
had calculated a very long nice varia-
tion and I asked Ljubo, What were you
going to do here? And he said, No, no,
you show me. And I reeled off what
was for me an incredibly long and cre-
ative variation. And he said, Oh yes,
and then he told me, No, that doesn’t
work and showed me one that was
about twice as long that would actu-
ally win. I was blown away.

‘T had already done very well against
top players in the world at that time. I
won't say [ was lacking confidence, but
I felt it was awfully unlikely I would
be World Champion. At the same
time I had a somewhat idealistic view
of what I might accomplish in my life
and so I decided to go to school. I
think I would have been very happy as
a chess player. Frankly, I don’t think I
ever was unhappy. [ really loved it and
enjoyed it. My life would have been
just fine if I'd stayed a chess player.
What was the idealistic idea you had
about your life?

‘One thing I thought to myself was I
wanted to do something more impor-
tant in my life. And I have to say that
for years I was doing theoretical eco-
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Lubomir Kavalek
Ken Rogoff
U.S. Championship 1975

1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.exd5 cxd5
4.c4 Hf6 5..¢3 Hcb 6.5f3
284 7.cxd5 Hxd5 8.Wb3 2xf3
9.gxf3 e6 10.Wxb7 Hxd4 11.
£b5+ Nxb5 12.Wc6+ de7
13.Wxb5 Wd7 14.20xd5+
Wxd5 15.%xd5 exd5 16.2e3
$e6 17.0-0-0 Hc8+ 18.2b1
£c¢5 19.Hhel &d6 20.Xd3
Ehd8 21.a3 h6 22.h4 h5 23.
Hgl g6 24.4g5 He8 25.Hgdl
2xf2 26.2xd5+ &c6 27.25d2
Hel 28.Hxel 2xel 29.He2
2a5 30.f4 2b6 31.f5 gxf5 32.
He5 f6 33.He6+ &d5 34.Xxf6
deq 35.5f7 Hc7 36.5f8 2¢5
37.5f6 2d4 38.1f8 2g7 39.
He8+ &f3 40.Hel 2.d4 41.b4
deg4 42.2d1 £f2 43.2d5 2f7
44.%c2

44...f4 45.&d1 3 46.a4 2g3
47.2d4+ $h3 48.2e3 f2 49.
£xf2 @xf2 50.Xe4 &xh4 51.
a5 £f2 52.b5 h4 53.%e2 Hg2
54.b6 axb6 55.axb6 h3 56.
Hgd+ 2g3 01

nomics, very mathematical, which I
thought was important, but I am not
sure that many people could under-
stand. Another reason was I didn’t like
the travel so much and now of course
[ travel all the time as an international
economist. And a third reason was I
thought I had a much better social life
when I was back at home in Rochester

INTERVIEW

than when [ was travelling. There were
virtually no women in chess and now
of course I am in a profession which
has very few women also. So later
in life I realized that everything was
just about me and not about chess.
But when you're 17 or so when I was
thinking this, you don’t realize that.
Did you ever look at the chess world
as a closed economic system? First
there were the Soviets who were
spoiling it for the players from the
Free World, because they were sup-
ported by the State. Later when the
Soviet Union collapsed they were
still there and too many people were
playing for too little money.

“You know, it’s funny, when I was 17
or 18, I would read articles that were
really very thoughtful, and I remem-
ber one by I think his name was
Camille Coudari, he was a French-
Canadian player, a very strong player
back then. I remember him writing
chess being an opiate for the masses,
all sorts of philosophical articles and I
was so focused on chess I didn’t think
a lot. I should have thought about
those things. I'd like to say I had the
depth and maturity to be aware of
those things, but I probably didn’t.
I didn’t worry about that at all. Just
didn’t think about it”

Did you think about this later, look-
ing from the outside in, thinking:
what a strange economy is this?
‘It’s always puzzled me that chess
hasn’t done better commercially, be-
cause it has such cachet, there’s so
many people interested. Even as the
world has evolved, chess is very Inter-
net-friendly and at the cutting-edge
of artificial intelligence and comput-
ing. It’s always puzzled me. You can
blame it on the other disfunction of
the world chess federation, but 'm
not sure that’s it. It's not something
I understand very well. One aspect,
which is in common with being an ac-
tor or being in the movies, is that peo-
ple love to play chess. They’re willing
to play chess for very little, they love it.
You may think of actors as making a
lot of money, but if you take them col-



he other day | dropped over to the
U.S. Junior Championship at the
McAlpin Hotel in New York City and
saw some very talented young players
in action, struggling for the title. It
brought back memories of years ago
when | used to be in those events.
The player that impressed me most
was 16.year-old Ken Rogoff from
Rochester, N.Y. What | liked best
about Ken — who won the champion-
ship —was his self-assured style and
his knowing exactly what he wanted
over the chessboard. 'mtold he’s only
been playing chess two or three years
and it should encourage each of you
young fellows who read this column
to know that by applying yourself, as
Ken did, you can become a fine player
in a relatively short time, too.
Incidentally, it might also be inter-
esting to note that Ken drew a game
with Bent Larsen in the summer of ‘68
when Larsen was playing in the U.S.
Open championship. Larsen is con
sidered one of the very best players
in the world today.
In this game that i'm going to briefly
1 outline, Ken clinched the first prize
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lectively they make nothing. There’s a
couple of people, like Leonardo Di-
Caprio, making a lot for his movie,
but most people get nothing. In their
whole lives they get nothing and in
fact the directors, the producers, they
all get nothing too. There’s this huge
pool of people for whom there’s just
nothing theyd rather do. Chess has
a bit of that because you have these
immensely talented people who love
to play chess and this creates this big
pool. Nevertheless, even with that,
[ never have fully understood why
chess has not been more successful in
being bigger commercially’

That's what | was thinking about
inspired by the title of your book,
This Time Is Different. To my mind the
chess world in the past twenty or
thirty years has been in some per-
manent crisis and | was wonder-
ing if things are different now or if
there have always been the same
problems that are simply intrinsic
for chess players and for them as a
community?

I think Fischer made an enormous
contribution to chess and I was inter-
ested that a lot of the players in Lon-
don whom I interviewed remarked
on that. That they felt their lives were
just much better because of the pro-
fessionalism that Fischer brought.
It really changed things. But then,
since Fischer, it’s hard to point at a big
change like that for chess. It's really
drifted since then, it doesn't feel like
it’s improved. I was very impressed
at the London Chess Classic that the
conditions were pretty good. Gener-

Ken Rogoff
Steve Spencer

New York 1969

1.e4 g6 2.d4 287 3.4c3 c6 4.
2f3 d5 5.h3 dxe4 6.22xe4 d7
7.2c4 gf6e 8.2xf6+ Nxf6
9.0-0 0-0 10.c3 Wc7 11.We2

b6 12.2g5 b5 13.2b3 a5 14.

a3 2a6 15.5fel e6

16.We5 Wxe5 17.5xe5 Hfc8
18.0xf7 &xf7 19.2xe6 He8
20.52f6+ 1-0

ally speaking, of course to this very
elite group, they felt that the general
level of professional conditions was
good. But it doesn't feel like it’s nearly
what it could be’

You don’t have any clear suggestions?
‘Unfortunately I am not deeply im-
mersed in the chess world to under-
stand that or to give any wisdom. It is
clear to me that people complain
about chess not being a great spectator
sport, but it’s a fantastic Internet spec-
tator sport. And somehow that equa-
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tion hasn't been closed. That ought to
offer opportunities that haven't yet
been exploited.

How much time do you still spend
thinking about chess these days?

‘I think about chess all the time. That’s
a short answer! It’s not thinking about
it with any depth but I think part of my
brain is hardwired to play chess and so
I'll think about it. In boring meetings
I think about it, walking along you're
thinking about small positions, games,
nothing really of a deeply constructed

nature. But I think it’s something, if

anything, I do to relax. And by the way,
[ am a big fan of New In Chess, it’s just
a wonderful magazine. I started sub-
scribing to it a few years ago and, once
again, [ don’t read it with any depth...
I can’t understand modern games, be-
cause I don't know where the compu-
ter ends and the analysis starts, and it’s
interesting to see people’s comments
explaining what they thought were
critical moments in the game’

Do you still think a lot about your
own chess, the games you played?
Any nostalgia?

‘No, no. There is nostalgia, but when I
am thinking about chess it’s not really
so much about my own games.

Do you go online to follow tourna-
ments?

‘No. I do look at the ChessBase website
and follow the very top tournaments a
bit. Again, [ am not so paralysed by my
interest in chess that I do it all the time’
And you must barely have time...
‘No, no, it’s relaxing, but I don’t have
the understanding I wish I had. But I
enjoy it, it’s a fantastic resource. m
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