Chess Empowers YoungMinds

By Bob Patterson-Sumwalt

T hereare many myths and stories about the

origins of chess. According to David Shenk,
author of The Immortal Game: A History of
Chess, one of the oldest myths tells of two
successive Indian Kings, Hashran and Balhait.
King Hashran asked his sage to invent agame
symbolizing man’ s dependence on destiny and
fate; the sage invented “nard,” the dice-based
predecessor to backgammon. King Balhait,
however, commissioned a game that would
embrace his belief in free will and intelligence.
That game became chess, which the king
reportedly preferred to nard because he believed “ skill always succeeds against ignorance.”

Writes Shenk, “The game, in all reality, was not invented all at once, in afit of inspiration by a
single king, general, philosopher, or court wizard. Rather, it was almost certainly (like the Bible
and the Internet) the result of years of tinkering by alarge, decentralized group, aslow,
collective intelligence. After what might have been centuries of tinkering, chatrang, the first true
version of what we now call chess, finally emerged in Persia sometime during the fifth or sixth
century.”

Over time, chess became a unifying force, transcending cultural, language and physical barriers.
Shenk notes that an Italian monk named Jacobus de Cessolis wrote a book about chess around
1300 that was trandlated into seven languages. Shenk describes the work as “ potent,” and
“having an impact on al of Europe as virtually no other piece of writing in the Middle Ages
did.” According to chess historian Harold Murray, the book’ s popularity “must have rivaled that
of the Bible itself.”

Ben Franklin, who loved chess, noted in 1786 that chess, “has, for numberless ages, been the
amusement of all the civilized nations of Asia, the Persians, the Indians, and the Chinese. Europe
has had it above a thousand years, the Spaniards have spread it over their part of America, and it
beginslately to make its appearance in these States.”
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