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a portfolio of insights
into the game that
has captured the
imaginations (and
sometimes the souls)
of high rollers, quick
thinkers and jet
setters the world over
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gl-luux:\lms LIKE TO REFER TO BACKGAMMON as “the
king of games, the game of kings,” conferring some
loose nobility on what might otherwise be considered a
rather common game of chance. Though tradition confirms
the game's kingly associations (Nero played backgammon,
as did the Romanoffs;
and Caligula is said to
have been an inveterate
cheat), backgammon is
more apt to be played

these days by what
used to be called the
idle rich—and by what

passes today for a kind
of instant elite—the
international film and
money sets. It has al-
ways been a big-money
game, and since it can
be played almost any-

backgammon boards and tables. Almost overnight, the game
has become as much a popular phenomenon as tennis—
and the backgammon back (a spinal ache elicited from
spending long hours hunched over a board) has become
as widespread a malady as tennis elbow. Gambling is
the game’s principal
enticement. Yet, outside
Nevada, gambling is
still illegal in America.
In spite of this, large
are won and lost
each year in such games
as poker, bridge, gin
and backgammon. In
New York, one of back-
gammon’s headquarters
is an Upper East Side
where three boards
are permanently set up
for late-night players.
Having heard reports
of gaming on the bar's
premises, the local po-
lice department issued
a summons last year.
I'he bar’'s indignant
owner rang up the pre-
cinct sergeant, hoping
to circumvent the sum-

sums

bar,

where, it has become the

perfect portable parlor

game of the well to do.
Traditionally, back-

gammon has been re-

stricted to such select
preserves as London’s

Clermont Club, The e

Travellers Club in Paris I

and New York's Rac-

quet Club. But since biannual championship tourna-

Alexis Obolensky in 1964,
Today, a net-
book on the
Associ-
year

ments were set up by Prince
the game has become increasingly popular.
work of minitournaments rings the U.S.; a
subject was a surprising success; the Backgammon
ation of America was recently organized; and last
in this country alone, more than $5,000,000 was spent on

mons. The summons was
because he'd heard that a
The owner

the sergeant explained,
game of blackgammon was being played there.
said that the game was called backgammon, and the sergeant

issued,

asked if it was coin operated. Certainly not, replied the
. Did it make a lot of noise? No. Did it involve physi-
Then what sort of game was it? Well, said
(continued on page 168)

owner
cal contact? No.
the owner, kind of like Monopoly.
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Back for beginners: The
099 sﬂgﬁm@ or colors of the triangles (called points) have no

ugmﬁconce An empty pom' regardless of color, goes to the player whose dice let
£ H E him put two men on it. This board is set up for the start of play; points are num-

bered for convenience. You play white and sit at bottom. Your mission is to move
éﬁﬁa FE@E your men counterclockwise around the board (arrows), into your home table and

then out of play, before the enemy, moving clockwise, does the same. Roll your dice.
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modern living
BY MICHABL LAUREBNOE

MONG THE GAMES people play, back-
gammon is a unique combination of
the very old and the very contemporary.
While the game itself dates back thousands
of years (backgammon boards were found in
King Tut’s tomb), the modern gambling ver-
sion was developed only a generation ago.
The manner in which backgammon is cur-
rently played evolved only in the past ten
years, and the evolution is continuing. Prior
to the introduction in the Twenties of a
doubling feature, the game was hardly more
than an obscure relative of Parcheesi, played
in British clubs and by natives of the Baltic
and Mediterranean regions, where it has
been popular for millennia. The doubling
feature (described below) made it a gam-
bling game par excellence. As time passed,
the game naturally attracted gamblers par
excellence. These gentlemen (and ladies),
most of whom are still alive, playing and
prosperous, re-examined the game and ini-
tiated an entirely new style of play, based
on game and probability theories, which,
while their basics have been known since
Pascal, were seriously investigated only after
World War Two. The connection has never
been established, but the parallels between
the evolution of contemporary backgammon
and the development of the high-speed com-
puter are too striking to ignore.
Backgammon is one of the most difficult
board games in existence and the most diffi-
cult game of chance. While its rudiments
can be learned in a few minutes, pursuing
its subtleties can consume a lifetime. The
Romans called it ludus duodecim scriptorum
—the 12line game. They played it, as it
can be played today, with an equal number
of shells and pebbles and 12 lines scratched
in the dirt. In the modern game, the lines
have given way to triangles, which many
people think are the conventional decoration
for the backs of checkerboards. But backgam-
mon, essentially, is still a game of 12 lines.
It's normally played by two people (though
more can play, in what is called a chouette)
on a board marked with 24 narrow triangles
arrayed in two rows of 12. The triangles,
which lmckgammon players call points or
pips, are usually in two alternating colors,
but the colors have no significance, other
than to make it easier to count the pips.
Each player has 15 checkerlike disks (called

counters or men or stones) that are placed Your 11, 10 and 9 are Your bar point is crucial, because it's six points
on the board in a predes(nl)cd pattern and points to build on. To avoid past opponent’s 12, from which you must eventually
moved from point to point as determined by capture, you need two men move five men. Making the bar point early (with an
the roll of a pair of dice. The roll of a 6-5, as on a point, but this is not al- opening roll of 6-1, for instance) creates a landing
an example, entitles the player to move one ways possible or even desir- spot for your back men and blocks three con-

120 of his men six pips and another, five; or he able. Strategy is everything. secutive points, hindering opponent’s back men.



Enemy’s 7 point is called
his bar point; it's next to
the bar that divides the
board. Rolling 66 early
makes this point: Move
two men from enemy 1.
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Your 5 point is critical. You
begin with five men on your 6
point, so if you make your 5,
you own two points in your
home table. The best opening
roll, a 3-1, secures your 5.

Opponent’s 5 point is a
strong defensive position
if you can occupy it with
your back men. An early
roll of 44 can secure
this key point for you.
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Your 4 point: also
good to occupy in the
early stages of the
game, though better
players will strive to
make their 5 first.

Your two back men start
out here, on opponent’s 1
point; getting these critical
men home is much of the
game. See accompanying
text for more details.
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3, 2 and 1; avoid mak-
ing these until you have
made your 5 and 4. Mak-
ing lowest points too early
limits your manpower thus
restricting maneuverability.

can move one man all 11 points. Doubles
count twice what the dice show. Thus, a
2-2 permits four moves of 2 points each.

Simply stated, the object of the game is
to move your men around the board, into
your home table (see photo) and then off,
before your opponent can do the same with
his. If you succeed in getting all your men
off before your opponent has begun re-
moving his, you achieve what is known as
a gammon, which wins you double the
stakes. And if you can bear off all your men
while your opponent still has a man stranded
in your home table, you win a backgam-
mon, triple the stakes. Since the players
must move their men in opposite directions,
the development of the game resembles the
clash of two armies in battle. Both players
begin the game with soldiers arrayed on
the four quadrants of the battlefield. Each
player’s troops must pass through the en-
emy’s lines—and risk being captured on the
way—before they can reach home safely.
And even home is not necessarily safe, be-
cause the enemy might have left a few
soldiers waiting to ambush whatever strag-
glers have failed to attach themselves to the
main body of their army.

The photograph at left shows how the
counters are arranged at the start of play.
In a sense, a backgammon game is one third
over before it begins, since each player opens
with five counters in his home table, on the
6 point. The game can be played with most
any beginning arrangement, and many vari-
ants exist, but the starting arrangement
shown here (or its mirror image) produces
the best and most interesting games and is
now used almost universally. After moving
all 15 of your men into your home table
(points 1 through 6), you can begin remov-
ing them from play, also according to the
throw of the dice. The throw of a 5-4, for
instance, would permit the removal of one
counter from your 5 point and another from
your 4 point. The winner is the first player
to bear off all his men. Since the players
roll the dice alternately, ties cannot occur.

At the heart of the game is the element
of capture. Each player can move any of his
men to any point that his dice and the
direction in which he is moving permit,
unless the point is already occupied by two
or more of his opponent’s men. Having
two or more men on the same triangle
“makes the point,” securing all the men on
that point from capture. Each player may
jump over a secured point, but he can never
land on it. A lone man (called a blot) is cap-
tured if an opponent lands on the point on
which it rests. Captured men must start over
again, re-entering the board in the op-
ponent’s home table, also according to the
dice, in a process that is rather the oppo-
site. of the bearing-off procedure that con-
cludes the game.

The subtleties of backgammon become ap-
parent when you realize that it’s not only
impossible but unwise to keep your men
safe at all times. Open men create wider
options and a more fluid attack. Much of
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the skill of backgammon lies in
understanding when and where to
place your open men so that your
opponent has the least possibility
of hitting them. Each configura-
tion on the board requires a new
set of computations. Should you
play a blocking game to keep
your opponent from moving home
easily? Or would it be better to
take the offensive and run?

In many situations, the most
critical decision a player can
make is whether or not to cap-
ture an opponent’s man. Captur-
ing takes the man off the board,
slowing the opponent’s progress,
since the man must re-enter at
the beginning, in his opponent’s
home table, and all captured men
must be re-entered before any of
their teammates can move. Get-
ting hit early in the game is of
little consequence and may ac-
tually help you. But as the game
matures, re-entering a captured
man becomes progressively more
dificult, because the opponent,
bringing his own men home,
blocks more and more of the
re-entry points. On occasion, a
captured man cannot re-enter at
all, because the opponent’s men
block all six points (called a
closed board). When that hap-
pens, the blocked player simply
seethes politely, abandoning his
turn at the dice until an open-
ing appears, whereupon he can
roll again.

If someone were to ask The
Rand Corporation to design a
perfect gambling game, the re-
sult would probably be back-
gammon. Because captured men
re-enter at the very place where
the victorious player is bearing
off his men, the possibility exists
that a loser can pick off one of
the victor's remaining men and
turn the whole game around in
one roll of the dice. Backgam-
mon is quick (a typical game
might last seven minutes), so
there’s always another game in
which to recoup. The doubling
feature increases the stakes in a
way that is psychologically accept-
able to both players and encour-
ages the abandonment of dull or
hopeless games. The one-on-one
nature of the game (as opposed
to casino gambling, where players
all compete against a monolithic
house, which has the odds in its
favor) fosters camaraderie. And
the ever-present rapid-fire roll of
the dice provides the tempting
(but erroneous) suggestion that
backgammon is the ultimate game
of chance. This is worth some

discussion. The pastimes that we
call games fall into two categories:
games of chance and games of
skill. Both categories embrace a
wide spectrum of superficially dis-
similar pursuits. Ice hockey and
chess, for instance, are very differ-
ent games, but both are games of
skill. Playing bridge has little in
common with buying a lottery
ticket, but both of these are games
of chance. The sole distinction
between the two categories is
that games of chance employ a
randomizing agent. It might be
a wheel that spins, cards that are
shuffled and dealt, dice that are
thrown onto a table or numbers
that are plucked from a hat
Whatever it is, the players have no
control over it. That part of the
game is in the hands of the Fates.

Or is it? During extended play,
good bridge players will almost
invariably triumph over inferior
players, no matter what cards they
hold. They win because they
know more about the play of the
game and because the randomiz-
ing element—the fall of the cards
—is ultimately less important than
how the cards are played once
they are dealt. Skill plays a large
role in bridge, and in all chal-
lenging card games, because the
influence of the randomizer is rela-
tively small.

The subtle glory of backgam-
mon is that it lets the randomizer
run rampant. A typical backgam-
mon game involves perhaps 50
rolls of the dice. A typical match,
three or four hours long, might en-
tail 2500 rolls. And a typical big-
time backgammon player, playing
a match or two a day, will see
2,000,000 or 3,000,000 dice rolls
in a single year. On the sur-
face, this would make backgam-
mon the ultimate game of luck.
But anyone acquainted with the
laws of probability knows that
the facts argue otherwise. Over
time, dice roll predictably. If you
are familiar with probability, and
if you are throwing the dice mil-
lions of times a year, they will
roll very predictably.

This sort of chance that is no
longer chance exists all around us.
The air molecules in the room in
which you sit are moving rapidly
and at random. Theoretically,
nothing prevents them all from
darting out the door, in which
case you would suffocate. But
they don’t, and you can reason-
ably expect that they never will.
There are just too many of
them. Random motion (with mole-
cules (continued on page 166)
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For pachydermophiles, this elephant-hide attaché-
style backgammon set, also shown opposite, is $595.

Double your opponents with real authority, using a
sterling-silver doubling cube, $43.50 from Tiffany.

Then spend your winnings—to the tune of $1800—on
this custom table by Karl Springer Ltd. Its jazzy
batik playfield is in the middle of the photo at right.
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Clockwise from top right: Elephant set, by Bob Lee of Hunting World; small antique board, from David Weiss Importers, $300; calf at-

taché set, from Mark Cross, $250; Lucite board, from F. A. O. Schwarz, $80; custom
Neiman-Marcus, $250; leather set, from Drueke, $95; another board from Schwarz

table, by Springer, $975; suede attaché board, from
. $80. Custom table at center is described opposite. 123
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it’s called Brownian movement) is sub-
ject to the laws of probability. And
when you are dealing with large num-
bers of random movements, the laws of
probability are as immutable as gravity
itself. The distinction between 102% air
molecules and 3,000,000 rolls of dice is
one of degree but not of kind. The same
principles apply in both cases. The su-
perior backgammon player might lose an
individual game, or a whole string of
them, to the rankest of amateurs. But as
long as he respects the laws of probabil-
ity, assuming he plays enough, he is
bound to win, overall. He would be
breaking the law if he didn’t. In fact, the
only time he would face trouble would
be against opponents as knowledgeable
as himself. This actually happens, in
the major tournaments that are taking
place with ever more frequency and ever
larger participation, at jet-set hangouts
the world over. And the results are just
what you would expect: When 20 or 40
of the best backgammon players in the
world get together, no one can say who
will win. Even the best of the best has
never won more than three major
championships in a row. And such a
winner, if he has a decent respect for
reality (which he surely must, given
his knowledge of backgammon), would
have to acknowledge that he won be-
cause he was slightly luckier than his
mates. But only at this level is luck
involved. When the pro plays an ama-
teur, even for a few hours, the chances
of the pro's losing are comparable to
the chances of his suffocating due to a
sudden exit of air.

If you can recall your feeling when
vou first learned how to beat your
little sister every time at ticktacktoe,
then you are privy to the secret smug-
ness of the big-league backgammoner in
a money game with an amateur. Tor
every roll of the dice, the pro knows
the best response. That doesn’t mean
that he won't adjust his play to suit his
opponent; he will. And experts fre-
quently disagree on the best move. But
in a game between an expert and an
amateur, there is little need to worry
about such refinements. The pro will
roll his dice and move his men immedi-
ately. He doesn’t have to examine the
board, because he already has taken
into account how he will play any of
the 21 difterent combinations he could
possibly roll. (Two dice with six faces
cach produce 36 combinations, but only
21 of them are distinctive; the rest are
duplicates, such as 6-1 and 1-6. Thus,
the pro must account for the six doubles
he might roll, plus the 15 combinations
that are not doubles, for a total of 21

166 possible rolls.) He knows that he will

(continued from page 122

roll 5-3 twice as often as 5-5 (because
there’s only one 5-5, while there are
both 3-5 and 5-3) and plans his game
accordingly. He knows that he will roll a
6, in one form or another, more than he
will roll any other number (16 of the
36 combinations show a 6 or add up to
it, and 2-2 also permits a move of six
spaces, since doubles are moved twice
the amount on the dice) and this, too,
governs the deployment of his men. In
every move he makes, he places his
men so as to take advantage of what his
next roll and his opponent’s are most
likely to be. Every time he moves his
men, he is maximizing his chances of
winning. The more he moves, the more
likely he is to win.

Of course, if you're playing against
him, this won’t be immediately obvious.
If youre playing for high stakes, he
probably won’t want to show you how
good he is. And even if you're just play-
ing for the hell of it, some of his moves
will seem to defy common sense, and
all of his moves will be made very
quickly. He doesn’t have to count the
triangles, because he’s made such a
move before, thousands of times. He
moves his counters with the hypnotiz-
ing fluidity of a shell-game operator.
He is intimately familiar with these
warm and silk-smooth disks. They clunk
together in sounds and patterns he has
known all his life. His dice knock
noisily in his cup and strike the board,
hard, on his right. Even before the
cubes settle, his hands have assumed
a life of their own. He is a master
weaver, he is touch typing—he is mov-
ing his men quicker than you can
count. And all the while he is talking,
quietly, over his shoulder, to an in-
souciant braless blonde about a chou-
ette they played in Biarritz a fortnight
ago. All in all, it's a dazzling perform-
ance. Lucrative, too.

To understand backgammon the way
this man does, you must clearly appre-
ciate its paradoxical nature. Backgam-
mon is a game of chance, but one in
which chance plays such a large role
that it approaches predictability. The
expert minimizes chance, because he
knows that chance is a matter of prob-
abilities and that probabilities have a
habit (if you play enough backgammon)
of turning into certainties—even into
annuities.

The only comparable gambling game
is craps, but craps is not a zero-sum
came. The house has an edge, takes a
cut. Theoretically, the more you shoot
craps, the more you are bound to lose.
I'rue, the house edge is relatively small,
so that superior crapshooters have been
known to take m()n(')' away, at l(.’il.‘ol
temporarily. But, as the saying goes,

it’s still a crap shoot. Backgammon be-
longs in a higher league. It's a zero-sum
game: no house cut. Everything that
one player loses, the other must win.
If you are a craps player who occa-
sionally fantasizes about that big table
in the sky where the odds are precisely
even, then vyou should be playing
backgammon.

The probability paradox is precisely
what makes backgammon such an at-
tractive (and deceptive) gambling game.
If you spend a few hours across the
board from a superior player, you will
be amazed, even outraged, at his egre-
gious good fortune. He seems always
to make the right rolls: double sixes,
just when he needs them to march his
back men halfway around the board;
double ones to fill the two key points
on his side of the table. Even junk rolls,
such as 5-2 or 6-3, manage to work in
his favor, instead of against him. It's
enough to make you—well, to make you
want to keep playing him. Surely his
outrageous good luck can’t last forever.
Any time now, it’s bound to turn your
way, and you'll win all your money back
and then some. But that road leads to
madness, if not bankruptcy. You'd do as
well betting that the air will leave the
room. Yet there are people in this world
—not many, but enough—who lose
$100,000 a year at backgammon, year
after year, and keep coming back for
more. They would better spend their
cash on a probability tutorial.

Backgammon is really two games: the
play of the men and the use of the
doubling block. As noted, the introduc-
tion of this device transformed the
game. The doubling block is a cube of
an inch or so. On the six faces are in-
scribed the progression of 2 doubled:
2,4, 8, 16, 32 and 64. The block can be
brought into play at any time. It is
usually employed whenever a player
thinks he has the advantage. For ex-
ample, in a game being played for a
dollar, when one player believes he is
ahead, he might double his opponent to
two, placing the block with the 2 on
top. If the opponent thinks he is likely
to lose, he can retire, thereby ending the
game and forfeiting a dollar. 1[ he
thinks he is ahead or only slightly be-
hind, he might accept the double. The
stakes would then be two dollars and the
other player would have no more right
to double. However, if the man who ac-
cepted the double finds himself ahead
later on, he can redouble to four. His
opponent would then have the same
options: He could abandon the game
(and two dollars) or play on for four
dollars. On and on it goes, with the
right to double shifting from one player
to another, until a double is refused or
the game is won. In big-time play, many
games are never played out. And in very



close games. the doubling cube can
move almost as fast as the dice. What
began as a S100 game has been known
to double and redouble to $25.600: here
a SI100 set-to can conclude with over
$75,000 on the line, since the ultimate
stakes are tripled if an opponent is back-
gammoned. Obviously, knowing when
to accept a double and when to retire
is essential to playing the game. There
is a pokerlike element here, since il vou

tend to decline doubles. your opponent
will pick up on this and offer you
doubles from weaker and weaker posi-
tions, until you find yourself giving him
money in games that you should have
won. Conversely, if you tend to accept
doubles too readily, your opponent will
begin doubling from greater and greater
strength, until you find yourself losing
your money twice (or four times or eight
times) as quickly. The pros can use the

doubling block so well that even if
they abandon three games out of four,
they make it all back—and then some

—in the few games they win.

The best book on contemporary back-
gammon (The Backgammon Book, by
Oswald Jacoby and John R. Crawford)
is quite reasonably dedicated “to the
genius who invented the doubling cube
and made backgammon the game it is.”
His name is not known, but his legacy

If one person can be described as
the best backgammon player in the
world, that man is Tim Holland. He
has won more major tournaments
than anyone else, and his contribu-
tions to the theory of backgammon,
especially in its probability aspects,
have transformed the game. Holland
lives in New York but spends most
of his time traveling around the
world playing backgammon. We re-
cently caught him at a towrnament
and talked him into providing these
five  pointers for pros. They won't
mean much to you unless youw're a
bona fide backgammon freak, but if
you are, they might help you cut into
Holland’s income.

“1. When you are well ahead in a
running game, holding your oppo-
nent’s bar point becomes a liability,
because your men on this point are
restricted by your opponent’s blocks

OPPONENT'S OUTER TABE OPPONENT'S HOME TABLE

YOUR OUTER TABLE YOUR HOME TABLE

on your 12 point and his 8 point.
Any time you roll 5-4 or 5-2 in this
position, you should vacate the bar
point as shown here, by moving one
man to safety on opponent’s 12 point
and exposing the other man by mov-
ing him to opponent’s 9 or 11 point.
The odds here are in your favor. The
chances are 25 in 36 that you won't
be hit when opponent needs a 2, and
22 in 36 that you won’t be hit when
he needs a 4. If the exposed man is
not hit, you are in a strong position
to win the game.

“2. When you fall behind in a
running game, you must attempt to
play a blocking game. Wherever pos-

sible, try to establish a block six
points away from your opponent’s
men. The closer your block is to your
opponent’s point, the easier it is for
him to circumvent it. And if your
block is more than six points away,
it's not very effective, because even if
)()lll' ()])l)()ll(.‘lll ('Xl)()s(‘h a l)l()[. )'()ll
can’t hit him with a direct shot.

“3. When you have committed
yoursell to playing a backgame, you
mustn’t be tempted to hit prema-

OPPONENT'S OUTER TABLE

' OUTER TAME YOUR HOME TABLE
turely. In this situation, if you roll a
6-5. to hit your opponent’s exposed
man would be suicidal. Your oppo-
nent will merely re-enter and you'll be
forced to keep hitting his blot. at the
cost of speeding up your movement
and slowing his down—precisely what
you don’t want at this stage of the
game. Instead, use your 6-5 to move
as shown. Wait for another chance to
hit, when your home board is in bet-
ter shape; then you'll be in position
to win the game.

“4. Whenever an opponent doubles
you on the last roll of the game. if
his chances of winning are less than
three to one. you must accept his
double. Take the following position.
where it is opponent’s roll, and he
doubles you. Your opponent will win
the game unless one of his dice shows
a 1: his chances of winning are 25
in 36. (If he does show a 1, you will
win, because whatever you roll will
take both your men off the board.) It
may seem foolish to accept a double
under these circumstances, but you
must. The reason is this: Assume you

BULEG-LULE B O DY

dos and don’ts from aman who knows

were to play this game 36 times. [f
you decline the double all 36 times,
you will obviously lose 86 games. But
if you accept all 36 times, you are bet-
ter off. Twenty-five times you will lose

OPPONENT'S OUTER TABLE OPPONENT'S HOME TABLE

YOUR OUTER TABLE YOUR HOME TABLE
a two-point game, for a total loss of 50
points. But the other 11 times your
opponent will roll a 1, and you will
win. for a total of 22 points. Thus, your
net loss will be 28 (50 less 22) as op-
posed to the net loss of 36 you would
sustain by declining such doubles.

“5. A final, psychological point that
can increase every player's  profi-
ciency: Don’t be affected by the score
sheet. Occasionally you will find your-
self minus 14 (or any amount) with
quitting time fast approaching. Your
opponent doubles you from one to
two in a position that you would
normally decline. Out of a desire to
get even (or lack of concern over the
difference between being minus 15 or
16). vou accept the double and, sure
enough. vou lose. Bad judgment like
this can be avoided by mentally pay-
ing your loss. In every game you
play, you should consider the score
even. From an even score, you'll be
much less tempted to accept bad
doubles. When I find myself accept-
ing bad doubles because the score is
against me, I get up from the table,
take cash from my pocket, pay my
opponent, tear up the score sheet
and start from scratch. You don't
have to go to this extreme if you can
pay your losses mentally, but which-
ever way you do it. you'll be a better
backgammon player.”
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