Space Chess
American astronaut, Gregory Chamitoff, is playing
against all the world ground Control Centers in a
single chess game as he passes over Florida in
the International Space Station

Document Produced by deskPDF Unregistered :: hitp://mww.docudesk.com


http://www.docudesk.com

Space Chess
an interview with America’s chess-playing astronaut

This “interview” was conducted by your Editor, Harvey Lerman, sampdine e-mail message containing all the
guestions to a Flight Director of the International Space Station (K& approval, the e-mail was sent on to Gregory
Chamitoff who is currently America’s astronaut on board the ISS. The questioestiegar answered by him in one e-
mail which was forwarded to us for publication in floridaCHESS.

According to the Flight Director, Robert Dempsey, “We are entlly playing the first ever game of space chess.
Each day Greg makes a move and then one of the control centers aroundldh®aakes the ground's move. We have a
video camera setup showing his chess set on the ISS and we haveupne $4ission Control..”

1. How are you playing the game... on an electronic screen?with a magnetic set? I'd hate to see the pieces start
floating around the station. Who had the idea of playinghess in space ... how did it come about and how diadet
chess set make the trip? Is it yours or did someone hawee made for the trip?

I'm playing on a board that | brought up with me. I've bberking about this ever since Expedition 6. | was a crew
support astronaut for that crew and worked as Capcom. Qhe ofew and | shared an interest in chess. | suggisted
we play 'over the loops', but it never worked out. Ever sinee t thought it would be a fun thing to do when (andl if)
got to fly on the Station.

| was looking for the perfect chess set for Space.dtee to be large enough to be easily visible on a videerea
view that the ground would normally be using. The pieemslid have to stick to the board very reliably, and @ tabe
ultra lightweight because our personal allocation of 'stdit we can bring is extremely limited. | eventuallyriduhe
perfect chess set. It had magnetic pieces and a feltl botr a flexible metallic inner sheet. On the groundj gould
literally set up the board and then pick it up by a coaret carry it off without anything falling off. Unfortunéte
though, I eventually found out that our NASA safety expaotst want us to bring anything magnetic onboard, because
of the potential that it could interfere with the ogt@n of onboard systems. So | ended up doing things the N#&SA
which, of course, means velcro! I'm using the same board that original set, and | bought an additional seh wit
cheap hollow plastic pieces that were just the right €drethe positive side, this chess set was even lighterttiea
original. Once onboard, | spent one late weekend nighnhgutglcro circles to fit on the pieces. Fortunately,féieon
the board works great as the other side for the vdltraven't totally lost a piece yet, but one of the rooksedhpe for
about 24 hours. | found it at one of the air-flow return flterthe US Laboratory.

2. Do you normally play much chess when on Earth? Where do ydiwe and do you participate in any local chess
club when on Earth?

| played chess all the time when | was younger. My fatitneght me how to play when | was very young, and he
always joked that he couldn't beat me after | turned 4. éldw actually was when | learned, and how many years he let
me win, I'll never know, but he encouraged me a great deaplagdd with me endlessly when | was a kid. | played
chess in school, started a few chess clubs, and won kswedatournaments when | was a kid. Once or twip&ayed
in official tournaments, but never took it that seriousiyrecent times (like the last decade), it seems thately get a
chance to play chess with anyone, although | have a fesgtilive enjoyed teaching some of the younger members of
my family, and children of friends, how to play, and@maged them in the same way my father did for me.

| do play chess occasionally against my computer or ewephune. | have a chess program on my phone that
usually wins - it's humiliating to think that you carga your own phone at chess.

3. Are others in the crew helping you or do you play aloneé®/hat do they think about it?

Well, we are officially playing as "Crew vs. Ground", #at's the plan. They are kibitzing here and there, and
keeping a close eye on the game.

4. | hear your opponents may be using the help of a Grandlaster. [The rumor was not true... see game. - Bdg
you hoping to have a Cosmonaut get a Russian GM to help you?

The fun of this is that we're playing 'Crew vs. Grduradthough we've really handicapped the ground quite
significantly by making the different control centers taien$ with their moves. They are not supposed to interact
between control centers to discuss their strategy, atlissmakes it an additional challenge for the ground. Hdigefu
this evens the odds a bit!

Page 2 oridaCHLESS Summer 2008

Document Produced by deskPDF Unregistered :: hitp://mwww.docudesk.com



5. Do you take a while to plan your move, or do you just come wpith it while "on the john"? Do you have any
chess books or other material to help you decide on theave? Do your other duties get in the way of playing th
game?

I'm taking a day or more between moves, so | have ptdriyne to stare at the board. I'm usually too busy du
the day to think much about it, so | tend to think about royerin the evening. The only problem with taking so |
between moves is that there is now some pressure to makéssnoge a stupid move. In fact, this game has kept o
quite late on several occasions, but I'm enjoying it very miehdo have software games on-orbit, including chess
I've spent some time playing games against the computezlias w
6. Can we get a photo of you... playing chess... especiallyile making the winning move?

I'll be happy to do that - it's a good idea for my owrapbook too[See cover - Ed.]

7. Do you have some sort of wager on the game? What prize douyget for winning? | know the chess worlg
would be thrilled to read about your story.

There are no wagers of any kind, this is just for fugyudss we'll have to see how this evolves for game nu#{
and beyond. It would be fun to play simultaneous games lfien@ The Control Center in Moscow said that they w
rather make all of their own moves (naturally)! | don't know abuld get any sleep if | tried to play 6 simultane|
games, but why not - it could be fun to do that. Someoneustdn (I would like to know who) came up with an E
spreadsheet to track the gaij&ee page 6 - Ed]

It's great - it has all the moves listed, but alsoehgsaphical representation of the board. If we start pagiultiple
games, we could use this to keep track of them all.

8. | just saw the position after your 16th move and think youwe "putting it" to them with that one! How do you
think the game has proceeded so far?

I think |1 got very lucky with one small move early on - thats P-QR4. It's made it possible for me to eventl
corner black's queen. I've traded a lot of materiatiat queen, though, and it's not clear how much otdaardage i
will turn out to be. But at the moment I'm optimistic.

9. | just read in the paper that they "retreat you into the Soyuz for the entire space walks in case of
emergency". Is that so you can concentrate on the chess game&ase the ground makes a surprising move?

| did spend a lot of time crammed into the Soyuz destapsule during the two recent Russian spacewalks.
time it was about 11 hours, and | now know for sure that I'ntompletely claustrophobic. The reason for this wa
make sure that the three of us stayed on the same saenofiule at vacuum in the event that there was a prd
repressurizing after the EVfExtra Vehicular Activity; i.e., spacewalk—EdyVith the Soyuz parked in its currg
location, the EVA hatch is between the main Stationutesdand our rescue vehicle (the Soyuz). We have a rul
basically assures that the crew is never separatedtfremescue vehicle (and certainly not by having a mod(
vacuum in the path). So in the case of some problem dinengVA, my crew-mates would have entered the uppe
of the Soyuz vehicle and repressurized there before doffiirgsthies. In that case, we would either have to undock
redock the Soyuz to a different port on the Station,tarme¢o Earth, depending on the nature of the problem.

As such, | also had a lot of extra equipment in tétle me to handle a variety of off-nominal situationgthaugh
there would normally be three people in there for @el®s it was quite full with just one person, 3 suits, alhdhe
extra gear | had. Admittedly, though, some of that gess @ keep me busy - a computer, extra batteries, a b
camera, food, water, extra clothing (it gets cold in thete.

| didn't play any chess in there, but | did write someilef listened to music, and | watched a ton of Stek @nd
StarGate |. For the second time around, | basically distea Trek Enterprise marathon! I'm watching the w
Enterprise series from beginning to end - usually one episoalg atdle I'm on our stationary cycling machine. It wg
little strange to be watching Sci-Fi while looking out the @owindow down on the Earth. For all my life it seen
like hopeful fiction, but here | was sitting in a real ssgaaft flying high above a beautiful planet.

| feel so fortunate to live at a time when we are ti@igig our exploration of Space, and to have a chance to b
of it. We might not have warp drive and transporters, batets no denying that we have a permanent off-y
presence on an amazing, huge, and very capable Interns8jpsee Station up here, and that, in the future, peofil
be living and working on all kinds of space facilitiesetglore and expand humanity beyond Earth. From right h
seems like such a small and reachable step to just gerfart
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(Space Chess continued from page 3)

10. Please tell us about your some of your duties on tlipace mission and its main goals.

| arrived on the Shuttle STS-124 mission, which was piiynaimed at installing the new Japanese Experiment
Module (JEM), also named 'Kibo' (meaning Hope). This medul huge addition to the Space Station and a state-of-
the-art, very capable space laboratory. One of my pyimiajectives on the ISS Expedition 17 mission is to checklbut
systems in the JEM and bring the scientific equipmennerib begin the Japanese program of scientific resegineh.
European Columbus module is also a recently added adli/&fm@ratory and there are numerous investigations planned
there as well. Between the U.S., European, and Japar@gaups, I've got a very busy 6 months up here trying to
accomplish as much science as we possibly can, whilepedparing the Station for a transition to a 6-persow.che
November, the STS-126 Shuttle mission will bring additional $itgpport equipment, and the work required to
reconfigure the Station to support the larger long-duratiewsof the future begins now.

11. If you win would you claim to be the chess champion opace? What are your opinions of other intelligent life
in the universe that may offer a challenge to your title?

I hope that the ‘handicap' we gave to the Control Cent#rassure that no one can take sole blame or credit for
however this game turns out. We're playing for the fun cnt] for the camaraderie and team spirit that | hbpe
generates between centers on the ground and with us onboard

I haven't seen any aliens out here that can play dngsskeep looking!

Dr. Gregory Chamitoff is currently serving a six-month tour ofydaitoard the International Space Station as
Expedition 17 ISS Flight Engineer and Science Officer. He launched statien with the crew of STS-124 on May 31,
2008, docking with the station on June 2, 2008. He will return to Eartinottle mission STS-126.

We gratefully acknowledge the help of the following for giving us the opportunity to present this to you:

Robert Dempsey, DA8/Flight Director
Gregory Chamitoff, Astronaut

Photos courtesy NASA

#1 Chamitoff demonstrating an advantage he has in being able
to observe from above and at any angle.

#2 MSS Houston, with Flight Director Robert Dempsey
(center) and the STS-124 flight control team in June of 2008

#3 Current ISS crew, Gregory Chamitoff on the right. Russians
Oleg Kononenko (left) and Sergei Volkov (son of a cosmonaut
- making him the first child of an astronaut/cosmonaut to follow
in footsteps) complete the crew. The photo was taken in the
new Japanese module "Kibo". The American, Japanese and
Russian flags are shown behind them.
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The Space Chess Game

The following Excel spreadsheet was written by someone Position after 13.Bxf6.

at the Mission Control Center in Houston (MCC-H) to track / @ At this point Dr. Juan
the game. ” _ C. Yabraian, who used to
7 7 //// ;
7? / / play in USCF tournaments
///// / . .
inti i i i % /// 7 in Texas in the early 1990s
Descriptive Motation Cé()er:{grl Algcbraic Notation 6 ///// ‘ / ‘ % and had a near-expert rating
looked at the position for
P-Q4 | P-Q4 [ wccH d4 d5 5@93/% Ty %7 % MOGH and commeaned.
s / / % :
N-QOB3 | P-QB3 POIC Nc3 c6 4 g ///// » / » Our next move has to
B-KB4 N-KB3 | COL-CC Bf4 Nf6 3 be g7 x f6 (PxB). At this
N-KB3 N-Q2 SSIPC Nf3 Nbd7 2% //é% ///// /8//{///89 point in the game, our King
P-K3 P-K3 MCC-M e3 e6 ;W////WQ is very vulnerable. White is
n n 1 / threatening to checkmate in
N-KS Q-QR4 ATV-CC NeS Qas 2 5 @ 3 %;@ a few moves, so we need to
B-Q3 N-K4 MCC-H Bd3 Nxe5 a c e run. Most likely, Greg
B-K5 B-QR6 POIC Bxe5 Ba3 (White) will move his
Q-0OB1 | B-ON5 | COL-CC Qcl Bb4 Queen to d1 in order to later take the pawn at h7 and check tie Ki
Castle P-QN3 SSIPC 0-0 b6 Before that can happen, we need to move the King's Rook to c8 to

- - B give the King some room. He'll move the Queen in an effotteitke

Zgﬁg i;ﬁ: ,QAT(\:/CC,\(A: ,\?35 gag but we should try eventually to get our King to e7, where it hill

i - safer.
B-KB6 | P-KB3 | MCC-H Bxf6 gxf6 At some point, Greg will probably focus on our Queen, which is
P-QB3 | P-QN4 POIC Pc3 Pxb5 unfortunately trapped. He will probably move his c2 pawn up one
R-Q1 R-QB1 | COL-CC Rd1 Rc8 square to threaten our black square Bishop. We will have tofisacri
PxQN5 B-OB6 SSIPC axb5s Bxc3 that Bishop. After that, our Queen can take that pawn and break free
RxQR5 | BxQR4 MCC-M Rxa5 Bxab going to d6 where it will have more room to maneuver.

i i The game will be very difficult to win. The best we aait dse
Q-QN1 B-QN2 ATV-CC Qb1 Bb7 our two Rooks and our Queen to threaten White's position, but
P-QN4 P-KB4 MCC-H b4 f5 otherwise, we will probably have to resign.

PXQR5 | PxQR4 POIC bxab bxab This led to the rumor that a “Grand Master” was advigime
R-QB1 P-QR5 COL-CC Rcl a4 Ground, and that he said “We're screwed” at this point.adigse
RxQB8 | BxQB1 SSIPC Rxc8 Bxc8 was prophetic, but not distributed, and not followed.

Q-ON4 B-Q2 MCC-M Qb4 Bd7 -

QxPR4 R-QB1 ATV-CC Qxad Rc8 Position after 20... bxa5.

This is the position as
we “go to print”. And your
Editor’'s comment was:

“All White has to do

The Ground Control Centers take turns making their moveslgsted
MCC-H = Mission Control Houston
MCC-M = Mission Control Moscow
POIC = Payload Operations Interface Center (scienceghgC)

/.é./ / i / A

COL-CC = Columbus Control Center (THE European Space Ageagy
SSIPC = The Japanese Control Center
ATV-CC = Automated Transfer Vehicle Control Center

3
Obviously “Ground” has a lot of time to think. But the ezatdon't
l.e. M€Bas one of the 2

coordinate so are really playing by committee.
different flight control positions make the move when iMECC-H's turn.

-b(l'la)\lm

b // & /
B z&z& 4

1

now is (in any order):
Move his King toward the
center, trade rooks, and
win Black's helpless QRP.
Barring any blunder on
White’s part, the Queen
would infiltrate and open
things up to win more
material and eventually
force a white pawn thru.”

All moves after move 20 were made after the storypuinished

OQxPR7 | R-QB8+ | MCC-H | Qxa7 | Rcl+
B-KB1 B-QB1 POIC Bf1l Bc8
P-QN6 K-KN2 | COL-CC b6 Kg7
P-QN7 BxPb7 SSIPC b7 Bb7
OxBb7 | K-KB3 | mcc-m | Qb7 | Kf6
P-KB3 | P-OR6 | ATV-CC f3 Ph6
The MCC-H board after 17.RxQ (Note: Ground is Black ) and Black resigned 1-0
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