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OThe Games of Chessisnot merely an idle anusement; severa very vauable qualities of the
mind, useful in the course of human life, are to be acquired and strengthened by it, so asto
become habits ready on al occasions,O- Benjamin Franklin, OThe Moras of ChessO
published in 1786.

I'n 1999, Benjamin Franklin was inducted into the US Chess Hall of Fame. He joined 28
others among the greatest players, writers, and leade'sin American chess as members of that
Hall, which is now housed in a magnificent building in Miami, Florida

What did Franklin do to justify that very rare honor, which was granted by the US Chess
Federation and the US Chess Trust?1In fact, Franklin, among his many other pioneering
achievementsin many fields has long been recognized as one of the earliest writers,
popularizers, and players of chessin America

FRANKLIN WASAMONG THE FIRST AMERICAN CHESSPLAYERS: Among
his many other Girsts OBenjamin Franklin is perhaps the earliest chess player in the future
United Sates who can be identified by name! He was playing chess a least by around 1733,
as thefollowing passage in his autobiography demonstrates:

Ol had begun in 1733 to study languages. | soon made mysalf so much amaster of the
French asto be able to read the Books with ease. | then undertook the ltdian. An
acquaintance who was dso learning it, used often to tempt me to play Chess with him.
Finding this took up too much of the Time| had to spare for study, | & length refused to
play any more, unless on this condition, that the victor in every Game, should have the Right
to impose a Task, ether in parts of the Grammar to be got by heart, or in Trandation, &c,
which task the vanquish@ was to perform upon honor before our next Meeting. Aswe
played pretty equally we thus beat one another into that Language.O(1, p.30)

Rev. Louis Rou, a Huguenot minister in New York City, was dso documented as playing
chess around 1734. Since Franklin® GacquaintanceOwith whom he played around 1733 was
not named, Franklin and Rou are gpparently thefirst chess playersin the future United
Saeswho can be definitely identified by name. (2)

The asence of earlier known chess playersin the future United Sates before 1733 is
aurprising. The Spanish in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were avid chess players.
Franklin himsdlf credited the Soanish with being the first chess playersin the New World,
when he noted in O'he Mords of ChessOthat Orhe Spaniards have spread it over their part
of America, and it begins lately to make its gopearance in these northern statesO The
English dso played: Queen Elizabeth | and King Charles| both enjoyed chess, and
Sakespeare mentioned the game a least oncein his plays (3). In 1533, Inca Chief Atahudpa
was taught chess by his Spanish cgptors, becoming proficient a the game shortly before
being executed by his Soanish opponents (4). But before Franklin@referenceto playing
around 1733, exactly 200 years after Atahudpa, there is no known mention of any other
American chess players who can be identified by name.



Incidentally, Franklin@interest in other games apparently preceded hisinterest in chess. On
July 29, 1726, Franklin noted in his journa: QAll this afternoon | spent agreesbly enough a
thedraftboard. It isagamel much ddight in; but it requires a clear head, and undisturbed;
and the persons playing, if they would play well, ought not much to regard the anssuenceof
the game, for tha diverts and makes the player lidble to make many fdse open moves, and |
will ventureto lay it down for an infdlible rule, tha, if two persons equd in judgment play
for aconsderable sum, he that loves money most shal lose; his anxiety for the success of
the game confoundshim. Courage is dmost as requiste for the good conduct of this game
asin ared batle; for, if heimagines himself opposed by one tha is much his superior in
skill, his mind is so intent on the defensive part, that an advantage passes unobserved O(1,
pp. 29-30)

It isinteresting to compare the above journd entry to hislater essay OThe Mords of ChessO
Thereis some smilarity of idess, particularly in the tendency to minimize the importance of
the outcome of agame as opposed to playing it in an ethicd and enjoyable manner. In both
writings, Franklin aso clearly didikes the ideaof playing for money, and both writings
employ an andogy with war.

WASHE THE FIRST WRITERON CHESSIN THE NEW WORLD?

Until recently, Franklin was credited with being the first person in the New World to publish
anything about chess, through his essay Orhe Moras of ChessOwhich gppeared in The
Cduriian Maggzinein 1786. Orhe Morads of ChessOwas typica of Franklin, in thét it tied the
game of chessto the teaching of virtuous habits, Quseful in course of human lifeQ including
foresght, circumspection, and caution.

Orhe Mords of ChessObecame one of the most famous pieces on chess ever published. It
has been trandated into anumber of languages, and in 1791 it appeared in the first chess-
related book ever to gpopear in Russa

However, in 2003 it was determined that the Qvioras of ChessOwas not the first American
publication on chess &ter dl. David Shields Professor of English a the Citadd, discovered
tha Rev. Lewis Rou, (referenced above as one of the firss American players) published a
poem about New York chess playersin 1744. Thislong-lost publication was discovered in
the Library of Edinburgh in Scotland. Shieldsinformed Professor Gilbert Gigliotti,
Professor and Charman of the Department of English a Centra Connecticut University,
and he contacted this author. The discovery was then published in ChessL ife the magazine
of the US Chess Fedeation. (5)

Thanksto this discovery, it seemsthat Rev. Rou now has replaced Franklin with the
distinction of having authored the first American publication on chess. Rev. Rou® poem,
which like Franklin@later writing aso had amoradistic theme centered on chess, named
eight other early players of the game in the New York coffeehouse where Rev. Rou played
chess. The Rou poem was gpparently written around 1735, so Franklin and Rou retain the
digtinction of being the two earliest-named playersin the future United Sates.



Franklin and Rou are dso rivas for the honor of writing the earliest-known unpublished
piece about chess. In 1734, Rev. Rou wrote an essay on chessin response to a politicd article
tha had used chessin ametgphoricd sense. Tha essay was gpparently never published, but
it was seen and described by Danid Willard Fiske in 1859. (2)

However, Franklin seemsto have outlined the idessin his later Moras of ChessOn 1732.
The Commonplace book that Franklin kept from 1730-1738 has a sketchy outline of idess
that appear to be an anticipation of the idess in the Mords of ChessOThis outline is found
between afictitious letter for the Gazette and a set of private proposds and queriesto be
asked the Junto, daing from June 1732. The outline is therefore assumed to have been
written around that dae. It readsasfollows:

OThe Antiquity and universdity of it Has been practis@ by the most famous Men
Usefulness. Wrestling of Bodies strengthen them, thisaW of minds

In the Conduct of Life

Caution & Circumspection

Foresight in looking for Advants and discovering Disadvs

Congderation of Consequences

It teaches the Consequences of Rashness, of Inattention to our Affairs, of Neglect of
Circumspection-tis a constant Lesson of Mordity-Nothing shows so much astheQ[ The
manuscript bresks off here] (6)

Weas the foregoing outline about chess?1t does not say, though it is probably aout agame
because of the wrestling andogy. It contains references to foresight, circumspection, and
caution, the same three traits that the Morals of ChessOlater credited chess with improving.
The Qviords of ChessOaso used the phrase Gxonsequences of rashnessOfound in the
outline. Snce Franklin was known to be playing chess by 1733, this outline, gpparently
written in 1732, may bethefirst brief statement of idessin the Orhe Moras of ChessO
published decadeslater. If it is such, this might arguably give Franklin primacy over Rev.
Rou asthefirgt to write about chessin the future United Sates, and dso asthefirst chess
player who can be named in the future US

THE MYSTERY OF THE REFERENCE IN 1756

In 1756, abook on draughts was published in London that had adedication with a
remarkable resamblance to Franklin® Qvloras of ChessOthat gppeared thirty yearslater. The
book wastitled An Intradudion tothegamed Draugitsand was written by William Payne. The
book® dedication to the Earl of Rochford includes the following;

(Had | considered this little volume as having no purpose beyond that of teaching agame, |
should indead have left it to take its fate without apatron. Triflers may find or make
anything atrifle; but sinceit isthe great characteristick of awise man to see eventsin their
causes, to obviate consequences, and ascertain contingencies, your Lordship will think
nothing atrifle by which the mind isinured to caution, foresight, and circumspection. The
same kill, and often the same degree of ill, is exerted in great and little things, and your
Lordship may sometimes a aharmless game, exercise those abilities which have been so
happily employed in the service of your country.O (7)



Note the reference to Qzaution, foresight, and circumspectionOas qualities which draughts
might improvein aperson@mind! This seemed to be a precise anticipation of Orhe Mords
of ChessOwhich stated that chess improves those same qudlities, using the same terms.
When this author first read the above dddication, he assumed tha Franklin, who arrived in
England not long after the publication of Payne@book, may have seen it and used those
idess 30 years later. However, the outline quoted above from Franklin@ Commonplace Book
of 1732 dso includes references to caution, foresight, and circumspection, gpparently
referring to chess.

Thus, the mystery remans. How did the 1756 book on draughts, published in England,
cometo contain such aduplication of Franklin@ main concepts? (Interestingly, some
believe that the dedication may have been written by Dr. Samuel Johnson, but to this
writer@knowledge clear proof has not been found for such an assumption.)

DIPLOMACY THROUGH CHESS

Franklin was brought into peace negotiations with Rear Admird Viscount Howe thanks to
chess. In lae 1774, dthough he had not yet met Lord Howe, Franklin received an invitation
to play chess with the gentleman@sister. Franklin later wrote that after playing afew games
with her, he decided to meet Lord Howe a her house to avoid Gpeculation,Oas Ot was
known we played together a chess.Oln fact it gopears that the games of chess had been a
lure intended to bring Franklin into discussons with Lord Howe, as she used the playing
sessons as an excuse to effect an introduction between the two for that purpose. (8)

FRANKLINGINTEREST IN CHESS:

Franklin@strong interest in chess was noted by his contemporaries. Le Roy Chaumont®
grandson Vincent, referring to chess, maintained that Franklin® (passion for late-night
games was checked only by his supply of candles, and thaEi n the house of aFrench
minister, Franklin refused to receive an important disgpatch from Congress until after a
match had finished O (9)

In aletter from John Foxcroft, daed January 14, 1771, he noted that his brother would like
to travel with Franklin, adding that Q believe he will be able to afford you some samdl )
amusement a that Noble Game of chess, which you so deservedly prefer before dl others.O
(10

HOW GOOD A PLAYER WASHE?

| ntelligent people do not aways play chess well, since skill dgpends more on one@playing
experience aganst strong opponentsthan on one®1Q. Unfortunaely, none of Franklin®
many chess games seem to have been recorded for posterity, and we know amost nothing
about even the results of those games.



We can make arough, educated guess about Franklin® playing skill, however, based on the
limited information we have. It ssems likely that he was an above-average player, but not a
theleve of thetop playersof his day. Franklin was sufficiently acquainted with chess
literature of that day to have known something of the theory of the game. In 1757, he wrote
aletter in which he noted tha he had Qwo or threeObooks on chess. At that time, there
were only afew books on chessin print, (in contrast to the thousandsof titles today), and
they gppeared in very smdl editions. (11)

Furthermore, Franklin was noted to have played & the CafZdelLaRegencein Paris, where
some of the strongest playersin the world met to play. No results of any of his gamesthere
are known, but hiswillingnessto play in tha famous location suggests tha he was of
reasonable Kill.

Franklin adso played againgt the famous OrurkOchess automaton. (12) The OrurkOwas one
of themost famousillusionsin history. It was presented as an Gutomaton,Oa chess-playing
machine, in the form of alife-sze figure of aman in front of a chessboard. Of course, no
QhinkingOmachine was possible with the technology of the day, and learned persons like
Franklin knew tha. However, theillusion was so carefully designed that nobody could see
the hidden player insgde even when it was gpparently opened for view. Also, nobody could
guess how the opponent® moves were communicated to ahidden player inside or to any
player who might have operated the machine® arm by which it madeits moves. (It was later
reveded that the moves were communicated to the hidden player by magnets a the base of
the visble board, and tha clever opticd illusons prevented the player from being seen when
theindgdes of the OrurkOwere gpparently opened for viewing.)

On May 28, 1783, Baron Wolfgang von Kempelen, cregtor of the automaton, wrote as
follows to Franklin: Of | have not, immediately upon my return from Versailles, renewed my
request that you will be present a a performance of my automaton chess player, it was only
to gan afew daysin which | might make some progress in another very interesting machine,
upon which | have been employed and which | wish you to see @ the same time. Please g,
have the kindness to inform me of the day and hour when | shal have the honor of

receiving you in my rooms.O(12, pp. 28-29, 238) Franklin@ grandson later stated that
Franklin enjoyed his game with the automaton and was pleased with it. Franklin kept acopy
of abook, published ayear after Franklin® game with it, which theorized about the
automaton®@workings. (12, p. 29)

Unfortunately, nothing is known of the moves or the result of the game Franklin played
agang it, dthough if Franklin had won or drawn the result would have presumably been
reported. The OrurkOdefeated everyone except the handful of top players of tha day, o it
is reasonable to suppose that Franklin was not among tha very top rank of players.

Further cluesto Franklin@ kill can be found in references madeby his contemporaries.
Lord Howe®sister, mentioned above in the section on iplomacy and chessOreportedly
made her chalenge to Franklin Gancying she could beat meOaccording to Franklin®
account. (13) However, Franklin wrote in 1757 that GHonest David Martin, Rector of our
Academy, my principa Antagonist a Chess, is dead, and the few remaining playershere are
very indifferentEQ (1, p.30) These comments imply that only David Martin among local
players could play him achalenging game. Franklin himself in his autobiography sad tha he



and hisfriend played about equdly in 1733. However, in 1778 there was anote tha two
persons Qere taking chess lessons to be worthier opponentsOfor him. (14) All this suggests
tha Franklin was above average, but not of Master grength by moden sandards
SUMMARY: Today there an esimated 30,000,000 chess playersin the United Sates, o it
isdifficult to imagine the time when only a handful of Americans played the game. Yet
Benjamin Franklin, anong his many other historic GirstsOhas awell-documented and
secure place as one the earliest known players and writers of chessin the future United

Saes It isfitting tha that great intellect was so quick to grasp the vaue of the intellectud
gport of chess, and dl American chess players owe him a debt.
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APPENDIX: The (Marals of ChessOby Benjamin Franklin

Following is the text of Franklin@®famous essay, submitted by Franklin himself to the
Cdurhian Maggzing which published it in the December 1786 issue. It istaken from the
Hagedorn reference given as (1) in the reference ligt of this paper. There was adightly
different version of it, with various minor wording changes, published in book form the
following year. There are referencesto a1779 and 1780 printing of the essay, but to this
writer@knowledge no copy of either such supposed printing has been located.

To the Editor of The Columbian Magazine
gr,

Playing a Chess, isthe mog ancient and the most universal game known among men; for its
origind is beyond the memory of higtory, and it has, for numberless ages, been the
amusement of dl the civilized nations of Ada, the Persans, the Indians, and the Chinese.
Europe has had it above 1000 years, the Spaniardshave spread it over ther part of America,
and it begins lately to make its gppearance in these northern staes. It is 0 interesting in
itself, as not to need the view of gain to induce engaging in it; and thence it is never played
for money. Those, therefore, who have leisure for such diversons, cannot find onethat is
more innaat; and the following piece, written with aview to correct ( among afew young
friendg some little improprieties in the practice of it, shows a the same timethat it may, in
its effects on the mind, be not merely innoat, but advantageus to the vanquished as well as
to the victor.

The Mords of Chess

The game of Chessis not merely an idle anusement. Severd very vauable qudities of the
mind, useful in the course of human life, areto be acquired or strengthened by it, S0 asto
become habits, ready on dl occasions. For lifeisakind of chess, in which we have often
pointsto gain, and competitors or adversaries to contend with, and in which thereis avast
variety of good and ill events, that are, in some degree, the effects of prudence or the want
of it. By playing a chess, then, we may learn:

1. Faesgt, which looks alittle into futurity, and consders the consequences that may
atend to an action: for it is continualy occurring to the player, Of | move this piece, what
will be the advantages of my new stuation? Wha use can my adversary make of it to annoy
me?What other moves can | make to support it, and to defend mysdlf from his atacks? O

2. Cirarrgoatian, which surveys the whole chess-board, or scene of action, the relations of
the severd pieces and stuaions, the dangersthey are respectively exposed to, the severd



possbilities of their ading each other; the probabilities that the adversary may make this or
tha move, and atack this or the other piece; and what different means can be used to avoid
his stroke, or turn its consequences againgt him.

3. Cautian, not to make our moves too hagtily. This habit is best acquired by observing
grictly the laws of the game, such as, If youtauh aper you mut noeit sorenhae if you st it
doan, yaumo ld it gand And it istherefore best tha these rules should be observed, asthe
game thereby becomes more the image of human life, and particularly of war; in which, if
you have incautioudly put yoursdlf into abad and dangerous postion, you cannot obtan
your enemy® leave to withdraw your troops, and place them more securdly; but you must
abide by dl the consequences of your rashness.

And lastly, we learn by chess the habit of na bangdszuragel by presst bad gppearancesin the
gsae of our &fars, the habit of hgangfa afavarddedangg and that of pesaginginthessardh o
reores The gameis so full of events, thereis such avariety of turnsin it, the fortune of it is
S0 subject to sudden vicisstudes, and one so frequently, after long contemplation, discovers
the means of extricating one® salf from a supposed insurmountzble difficulty, that one is
encouraged to continue the contest to the lagt, in hopes of victory by our own skill, or, a
least, of giving addenete by the negligence of our adversary. And whoever consders, wha
in chess he often seesingtances of, that particular pieces of success are gt to produce
preunptian, and its consequent, inatention, by which more is afterwardslost than was gained
by the preceding advantage; while misfortunes produce more care and atention, by which
the loss may be recovered, will learn not to be too much discouraged by the present success
of hisadversary, nor to despair of find good fortune, upon every little check he receivesin
the pursuit of it.

That we may, therefore, be induced more frequently to chuse this beneficid anusement, in
preference to others which are not atended with the same advantages, every circumstance,
that may encrease the pleasure of it, should be regarded; and every action or word that is
unfair, disrespectful, or that in any way may give uneasiness, should be avoided, as contrary
to the immediate intention of both the players, which is, to pass the time agreegbly.

Therefore 1°. If it is agreed to play according the strict rules, then those rules are to be
exactly observed by both parties; and should not beinsisted on for one sde, while deviated
from by the other; for thisis not equitable.

2. If it isagreed not to observe the rules exactly, but one party demands
indulgences, he should be as willing to dlow them to the other.

3. No fase move should ever be madeto extricate yoursdf out of adifficulty,
or to gain advantage. There can be no pleasure in playing with aperson once deected in
such unfair practice.

4. If your adversary islong in playing, you ought not to hurry him, or express
any uneasiness a his dday. You should not sing, or whistle, nor look a your watch, nor take
up abook to read, nor make atapping with your feet on the floor, or with your fingerson
thetable, nor do any thing that may disturb his atention. For dl these things displease. And
they do not show in playing, but your craftiness or your rudeness.



5. You ought not to endeavour to amuse and deceive your adversary, by
pretending to have made bad moves, and saying you have now lost the game, in order to
make him secure and careless, and inatentive to your schemes, for thisisfraud, and deceit,
not sill a the game.

6. You must not, when you have gained avictory, use any triumphing or insulting
expresson, nor show too much pleasure; but endeavour to console your adversary, and
make him less dissatisfied with himsaf by every kind and civil expression, that may be used
with truth; such as, You understand the game better than I, but you are alittle inattentive; or,
You play too fagt; or, You had the best of the game, but something hgppened to divert your
thoughts, and tha turned it in my favour.

7. If you are agpectaor, while others play, observe the most perfect slence. For
if you give advice, you offend both parties; him, aganst whom you may give it, because it
may cause the loss of his game; him, in whose favour you give it, because, thoQt may be
good, and he follows it, he loses the pleasure he might have had, if you had permitted him to
think till it occurred to himself. Even ater amove or moves, you must not, by replacing the
pieces, show how it might have been played better: for that displeases, and may occasion
disputes or doubts about their true stuation. All talking to the players, lessens or diverts
their atention, and is therefore digpleasing; nor should you give the least hint to ether party,
by any kind of noise or motion. BIf you do, you are unworthy to be a spectator.-If you have
amind to exercise or show your judgment, doit in playing your own game when you have
an opportunity, not in criticizing or meddiing with, or counseling, the play of others.

Lastly. If the game isnot to be played rigoroudy, according to the rules above mentioned,
then moderae your desire of victory over your adversary, and be pleased with one over
yourself. Shatch not eagerly a& every advantage offered by his unskillfulness or inatention;
but point out to him kindly that by such amove he places or leaves a piece in danger and
unsupported; that by another hewill put hisking in adangerous Stuation, &c. By this
generous civility (so opposite to the unfarness above forbidden) you may indeed hgppen to
lose the game to your opponent, but you will win what is better, his esteem, his respect, and
his affection; together with the silent gpprobation and good will of impartid spectators.



