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‘I want to go all the way’
For Akshat Chandra, the reigning US Junior Chess Champion, that means more than just
becoming Grandmaster. It means reaching the elite levels of chess superstardom like
Garry Kasparov and Viswanathan Anand, Rakesh Sharma discovers.

Y

ou could say that Akshat Chandra was destined to
play chess.
When he was nine, the reigning United States
Junior Chess Champion was gifted a book on chess.
That book led to an interest in the game. Tarun Chandra,
Akshat’s father, decided to enroll him at the local chess
club. But, come enrollment day, father and son drove in circles around the club to find a parking spot.
“I told him that this (finding a parking spot) could
become a problem each time if he joined, so we came back
without enrolling in the club,” laughed Chandra, Sr.
Akshat came back to chess, though.
A couple of months later, his family relocated to India for
a couple of years. There, he accompanied a school friend to
a chess coaching class. There were no parking problems
and the rest, as they say, is history.
That visit stoked Akshat’s interest in the game and with-

in a few weeks he was defeating experienced players. He
participated in his first tournament shortly thereafter and
drew with a veteran International Master player from
Russia. That is when his father realized that Akshat had an
aptitude for chess: “You could see that he understood the
game and its nuances.”
To be sure, this was not the first time that Akshat had
shown aptitude for an activity. He’d always been a curious
and intense kid, said Chandra, Sr. “He would do things to
learn about them or he would not do them at all,” he said.
For example, Akshat picked up and became proficient at
basketball in a relatively short period of time as a kid. Soon,
his coach was insisting that he was point guard material.
But destiny intervened again.
“I told him (the coach) that genetics would kick in someday,” laughed Chandra, Sr., who is 5 feet and 6 inches tall.
Luckily, chess does not have height requirements for

proficiency.
Akshat’s interest in chess only grew with time. For about
five years, he was coached by Serbian Grandmaster Predrag
Trajkovic. “I saw a very smart kid without experience but
with a burning desire to study chess,” said Trajkovic.
They focused on his middle and end games and on making Akshat play sharper and dynamic positions. According
to him, Akshat improved faster than his other students:
“We should not ignore that they (other students) were
backed by state institutions such as governments and cities
and Akshat was on his own.”
After returning to the States, Akshat embarked on a chess
career, participating in tournaments and competitions
eventually leading to his junior chess title earlier this year.
As compared to his peers, Akshat started playing chess at a
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‘I want
to go all
the way’
Akshat Chandra, right, with chess legend Garry Kasparov, center,
in New York City.

Akshat, center, with brother Aditya and mother Aparna after winning the National High School Championship.

I LIKE THE FACT THAT THERE ARE A LOT OF NUANCES (IN MOVES) IN
CHESS. AND, THEN THERE ARE THE VALUES: HARD WORK, GRIT, AND
DETERMINATION. — AKSHAT CHANDRA
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late age. But, he has more than caught up.
Akshat won the US Junior Chess Championship title in
July, with the US Chess Federation saying, ‘Chandra was
undefeated throughout the entire nine round competition,
giving him a streak of 15 tournament games without a loss.’
They added, ‘He is currently the highest rated 16 year old
in the country. He also holds the highest rapid rating for
those under age 21 in the country.’
The championship added to a string of accolades Akshat
had won, including a stint with legendary chess champion
Garry Kasparov last year. As of this writing, he is on the
threshold to achieving a Grand Master status. “It is only a
psychological jump,” said Trajkovic, referring to the transition from IM to GM.
Akshat, however, has another transition in mind.
“I want to go all the way,” he said, referring to his favorite
quote by football player Joe Namath, quarterback for his
favorite team — New York Jets. All the way, in this case,
refers to the elite levels of chess superstardom reached by
players like Viswanathan Anand and Garry Kasparov.

Castling the King: Exchanging school for homeschool
A mix of the subtleties associated with chess and its values attracted Akshat to the game.
“I like the fact that there are a lot of nuances (in moves)
in chess,” he said, “And, then there are the values: hard
work, grit, and determination.”
Akshat has taken those values to heart.
He opted for homeschooling in ninth grade because
school schedules conflicted with his chess training.
According to his father, this allowed him to save time on
activities such as commute time and recess.
At home, in New Jersey, he follows a typical school regimen: Classes from morning to afternoon followed by a
period of rest and physical activity (he is a prolific runner
and exercises at home). Evenings are dedicated to chess
education and practice.
He has also trained himself to mentally handle the stresses of a tournament, from keeping cool during games to
bouncing back from a loss in shortest possible time. For
example, he forced a seemingly-hopeless position against
Ruifeng Li to a draw on his way to winning the US Junior
Chess championship earlier this year. He also recoups

between successive games (the gestation period between
them as low as a “few hours,” according to Akshat) by
watching comedy shows.
All of this makes him seem like an atypical 16 year old.
While others his age spend their time juggling multiple
social commitments and entertainment choices, Akshat’s
life seems absorbed by his chess ambitions. For example, he
is worried about sponsorship money right now. After being
financed by his family for the last six years, he wants to
strike out on his own.
“Talent is not enough,” he explained. “You also need good
connections to be sponsored.”
Does he miss social interaction with children his age?
Not really, he said: “I already have lots of friends from
chess tournaments.”
“You can always overthink these things,” added his father.
“To become good at anything, you need focus.”
But, Chandra is also a typical 16 year old in other ways.
His responses to my questions are short and staccato. He
is ambitious and naïve about his prospects at the same
time.
And, he still hasn’t decided what he will do, if a career in
chess doesn’t work out. “There’s been no time to develop a
passion in other fields,” he said, when asked if he’d pursue
typically Indian-American professions, such as medicine or
engineering.
Much like most youngsters today, Akshat has an active
Twitter feed, littered with references to his favorite sports
teams, and a blog, where he has assiduously documented
his quest to becoming a GM. The social media account also
helps him keep in touch with champions like Garry
Kasparov, who he has met twice in training camps organized by Kasparov’s Foundation in New York City.
According to Akshat, the three greatest chess players of
all time are Bobby Fischer, Garry Kasparov, and Magnus
Carlsen. All three stood out prominently from their peers,
he said. “Ideally, I’d like to become one of the greatest players as well,” he added.
But the quest to greatness demands personal sacrifice
and focus. In some cases, this can be disastrous. The case of
Bobby Fischer, who is arguably the greatest player of his
time, is well-known. After shining in his early years,
Fischer became a recluse and, by some accounts, went
insane during the latter period of his life.
Akshat, however, has a sensible head on his shoulders. He
has given himself a couple of years to achieve “greatness.”
“Otherwise, I don’t want to be stuck with chess for the rest
of my life,” he said.
Writing interests him and he has already completed a
short course in creative writing at Johns Hopkins
University. “I might write a chess book or fiction — something adventurous,” he trailed off.
Chandra, Sr added, “He can decide where he wishes to
devote his focus and energy in the years ahead. The worst
thing you can do to talent is shoehorn it. You need to trust
that things will work out.” n

