	

The Right Moves: My Life in Chess  
By Art Bisguier 



Chapter One: Pawn to King Four – The Bronx Beginnings
I was born on October 8, 1929, in the Bronx, the same month the stock market crashed. Maybe that’s why I always grew up careful with my pawns—early sacrifices never came easy to me. My father, a mathematician by training, worked as an actuary. My mother kept the home steady, and neither of them played chess. But one day, around the age of four or five, I watched my older brother play with a friend on a folding board in the kitchen. I didn’t understand the moves, but I was hooked by the shape of the pieces. The knight looked like it had something to say.
Like a lot of kids in those days, we didn’t have much. The Bronx was tough but tight-knit. You had to earn your place in any group—be it stickball or chess—and respect wasn’t handed out like candy. I didn’t talk much, but when I had something to say, I made sure it was worth hearing. That trait worked well in chess too. No wasted moves. No bragging. Just precision.
I learned the game properly around the age of seven, thanks to a friend named Mickey. I still remember the day I finally beat him. It wasn’t a clean win—I think he hung his queen—but to me, it was as if the gates of strategy had opened. From then on, I played anyone I could find. I took books out of the library and tried to decipher the old-style algebraic notation. Some kids were out playing ball. I was inside trying to understand why Capablanca played 15. c4 in some old Havana game.
By the time I was thirteen, I was frequenting the Manhattan Chess Club. That was a rite of passage. You walked in there and instantly felt the seriousness. The smell of coffee, pipe smoke, and thought. I was small, shy, and stubborn. But I learned. Fast. At fifteen, I was New York Junior Champion. At sixteen, I earned the title of U.S. Junior Champion. I didn’t know it then, but that was just the opening.
My style was aggressive but measured. I liked the initiative but didn’t like gambling. I’d push the center, sacrifice if I had to, but only if the math worked. I respected the classics—Lasker, Tarrasch—but I also learned to fight like a street kid from the Bronx. That meant defending stubbornly and always looking for the counterpunch.
My first big tournament experience came at Ventnor City, New Jersey, in 1946. I was seventeen and already winning against masters. I didn’t strut. I didn’t even celebrate much. I’d just quietly go back to my hotel room and replay the games in my head until I fell asleep. That habit stayed with me for life.
I played the likes of Denker, Reshevsky, and Fine before I could vote. These were giants, but I didn’t feel small. Maybe that was youth, or maybe it was chess. On the board, age doesn’t matter. What counts is whether you see the whole board—not just where the pieces are, but where they might be three moves from now.
In the late ’40s, I began corresponding with Isaac Kashdan, who would become something of a mentor to me. He had been one of America’s best players in the ’30s and still had that aura. Kashdan taught me not just how to play better but how to handle myself as a professional. "The game is tough," he told me once. "Make sure you're tougher." That stuck.
During those early years, I also learned that chess success didn’t pay many bills. A tournament prize here, a simuls tour there. But the rewards weren’t financial. They were personal. Every strong game, every quietly bested opponent, every endgame played with clarity—it was like carving your name into a mountain no one else saw. But you knew it was there.
There’s a photo of me from around this time, lean and serious, bending over the board with my tie slightly off-center. That’s how I remember those days: focused, hungry, and always calculating. I didn’t have a trainer, a sponsor, or a grand plan. I had a chess clock, a battered scorebook, and a belief that if I kept playing the right moves, things would fall into place.
Chess gave me identity, confidence, and a way to speak without speaking. In the Bronx, you had to shout to be heard. But over the board, all I needed were 32 pieces and the right idea.
That’s how I started. Pawn to King Four. The classic opening. The signal that the game—and the life I was choosing—had officially begun.




Chapter Two: Chess in the Shadow of War
When people talk about the 1940s, they usually mention D-Day, ration books, or Roosevelt’s fireside chats. But for me, the war years were marked by the smell of musty tournament halls, the snap of analog clocks, and the clink of bishop captures echoing through quiet rooms. While much of the world was consumed by destruction, I was busy building a life in 64 squares.
I was still a teenager when World War II ended, but the war’s presence shaped everything, including chess. Tournaments were fewer and leaner during those years. Resources were tight, and many older players were either drafted or working defense jobs. But that opened up room for the young blood. I was one of them—eager, focused, and quietly working my way up the ladder.
New York was still the center of American chess. Clubs like the Marshall and Manhattan were the temples. The old masters hung around, kibitzing and sparring in blitz battles that sometimes got louder than the subway. As a teenager, I’d sit in the corner, notebook in hand, studying every nuance of their games. I learned a lot more from those smoky side rooms than from any book.
But make no mistake, I devoured the books too. Capablanca’s Chess Fundamentals, Nimzowitsch’s My System, Reinfeld’s annotations—those were my companions. I read them until the pages started falling out. If I couldn’t afford a tournament, I copied the games from the newspaper and played them over on a cracked pocket set I carried everywhere. In those years, the game was both my school and my sanctuary.
The first time I traveled out of state to compete was like stepping into a new world. The 1946 U.S. Junior Championship in Lexington, Kentucky, was my breakout. I was seventeen. The war had just ended, and train travel was finally opening up again. I remember sitting in the station with my suitcase—half chess gear, half books—and thinking, Maybe I can make something of this. I didn’t know if I’d win, but I knew I belonged.
I tied for first in that event with Donald Byrne, who would become a lifelong rival and friend. Don was a sharp player with an elegant style. Where I was methodical, he was imaginative. Our games always felt like two philosophies clashing—his brushstrokes versus my architecture. We both qualified for the Pan-American Junior later that year. And we both knew the stakes were rising.
Meanwhile, in Europe, chess was struggling to recover. Many of the greats—Alekhine, Euwe, Botvinnik—had seen their careers interrupted. But in the U.S., we were pushing forward. The war had taken its toll, but it hadn’t extinguished the game. If anything, it had purified it. There were fewer distractions. The people still playing were serious, disciplined, and committed. We didn’t play for glory—we played because we had to. The board was our compass.
During this time, I began to hone a personal style. I wasn’t flashy. I wasn’t even that fast. But I was thorough. I rarely underestimated an opponent, and I almost never collapsed under pressure. That may sound boring, but in chess, boring wins games. I developed an early fondness for openings like the Queen’s Gambit Declined and the French Defense—setups that gave me solid footing and strategic depth.
I learned the value of patience. I’d watch games where players tried to win too soon and blew it. I’d seen flashy sacrifices that looked good on paper but failed in execution. I wasn’t looking for fireworks. I was looking for truth. A clean line. A quiet positional squeeze. That was more satisfying to me than any double rook sacrifice.
The first time I played Reshevsky, I was nervous. Sammy was a legend already. He’d been a child prodigy and was the dominant American player for years. He was hard to read, always in time trouble, and always dangerous. I held my own that first game—not a win, but not a walkover either. That encounter gave me confidence. If I could keep up with him, I could keep up with anyone.
I also started getting noticed. Kashdan took an interest in my play. He invited me to train informally and gave me feedback on my games. He was meticulous and insightful, the kind of man who could find a weakness in your position before you even knew it was there. But he wasn’t just a critic—he was a builder. He helped sharpen my analytical eye, taught me how to convert an advantage, and reminded me that being a gentleman off the board was as important as being a killer on it.
The post-war years were also when I started to teach. Not formally—just informal sessions at clubs, or giving advice to younger players who looked lost in the opening. I discovered I liked explaining ideas. It wasn’t about showing off. It was about watching someone’s eyes light up when they finally understood why 17. …Nc5 wasn’t a blunder after all. That joy—that click of comprehension—meant a lot to me. It still does.
I also learned that being a strong player meant more than just playing well. You had to travel, often alone, sometimes broke. You had to sleep in second-rate hotels, eat when you could, and compete against guys who’d flown in from bigger cities with better resources. But I never saw that as unfair. I saw it as part of the game. The long train rides were time to study. The low-budget meals were part of the grind. You learned to survive, not just on the board, but off it.
By the late ’40s, my name was starting to appear in Chess Review and the New York Times. I didn’t think of myself as a star. I thought of myself as a working player—just another guy trying to climb the next rung. But every time I opened a magazine and saw one of my games annotated, I felt something stir. Not pride exactly—more like momentum. A sense that I was moving forward, one move at a time.
Looking back now, it’s easy to romanticize those years. But they weren’t glamorous. They were raw, uncertain, and demanding. But they were also formative. The war had ended, the world was rebuilding, and I was building something too—a style, a career, a life devoted to chess. While others rebuilt cities, I was learning how to rebuild positions from bad openings.
The war cast its shadow, but chess gave me a light to follow. It taught me to plan ahead, stay calm, and look for possibilities where others saw problems. Lessons I’ve carried with me ever since.
And that’s how the middlegame of my life began.



Chapter Three: Master at Sixteen
They called me a prodigy, but I never liked that word. It made it sound like things came easy. Like I’d just been born with a chessboard in my crib. Truth is, I worked. I studied relentlessly. I played anyone who would sit across from me. I didn’t want shortcuts. I wanted to earn every square.
By sixteen, I was already competing against—and beating—strong regional players. I wasn’t a sensation like Reshevsky had been at eight, or like Bobby would later be at thirteen. But I had something else: consistency. My results didn’t spike with brilliance; they accumulated like careful gains in a positional grind. That, I believe, is how you really become a master.
My official National Master title came in 1947. I was seventeen, but I’d already been playing at that level for a while. Back then, you didn’t apply online or wait for rating updates. You had to show up, play well, and keep winning in sanctioned events. Your reputation built your rating as much as your results. I played in city tournaments, state championships, and every Swiss-system I could afford to enter. The money was tight. My family supported me, but they couldn’t bankroll a career. Every entry fee was a calculated risk. A couple of times I came home with nothing but lessons.
There’s a photo I cherish from that period. It shows me seated at a board in the Marshall Club, wearing my good slacks and a secondhand blazer, eyes on the position, hand hovering over the bishop. My opponent is a much older man—one of the club regulars. He’s slouched back, arms crossed, watching me closely. He probably expected a soft game from the kid. He didn’t get one. I think I won that game in the endgame, after trading down into a favorable knight-and-pawn ending. Quietly. Cleanly.
One thing I noticed during those years was how many strong players neglected the endgame. They were great tacticians, flashy attackers, but when the pieces came off, they lost their bearings. That’s where I found my edge. I loved the purity of the endgame. No clutter. No tricks. Just clarity and calculation. I studied Rubinstein, Smyslov, and the early Capablanca games like holy scripture. To me, that’s where the real artistry lay.
Around this time, I also started playing in what we called “coffeehouse blitz”—five-minute games in smoky backrooms where the clocks ticked louder than the players talked. It wasn’t “real” chess, but it taught me speed, intuition, and how to think under pressure. There’s nothing like defending a tough position with 18 seconds on the clock and three guys heckling behind you. If you could hold your nerve there, you could hold it anywhere.
My biggest breakthrough in those early years was winning the New York State Championship in 1948. That wasn’t just a local tournament—it was a proving ground. The best from Albany, Buffalo, Manhattan, and beyond all showed up. I played solidly throughout, and in the final round, I needed a win to clinch the title. I had Black against a seasoned expert who opened with the Ruy Lopez. I steered it into a Closed Defense, kept the tension, and struck with a central break on move 22. It wasn’t flashy, but it was precise. The game was published in Chess Review, with kind words from Al Horowitz. That meant more to me than the trophy.
I’ll tell you this: titles are nice, but respect lasts longer. After that win, older players started offering to analyze with me after rounds. That’s when you knew you’d arrived—not when they congratulated you, but when they wanted to know what you saw.
In 1949, I played in the Ventnor City Invitational again. I tied for first with George Kramer, a strong IM with an aggressive style. One of our games from that event is still one of my favorites. I had White and opened with 1. c4. It turned into a flexible English that eventually transposed into a hedgehog formation. On move 28, I launched a queenside expansion that caught him flat-footed. It wasn’t a knockout, but it was instructive—my kind of game. The kind you win by waiting for your opponent to blink first.
That was the summer I felt like I truly belonged in the upper ranks. I was no longer the kid from the Bronx trying to prove himself. I was now a contender, someone the others prepped for. It’s a strange shift—to go from being the unknown threat to being the player others fear drawing in round one. But it also brought pressure. Expectations. And that’s where you really learn who you are.
I didn’t let it go to my head. For every good result, there was a lesson. I still made mistakes—misjudged knight maneuvers, overestimated weak pawn breaks. I remember losing a crucial game to Arthur Feuerstein that year. I had the advantage out of the opening, but I rushed the kingside push and overlooked a simple defensive resource. He stabilized and ground me down. Afterward, we analyzed it for two hours. He offered no gloating—just insight. That kind of post-mortem meant everything.
What’s funny is that even as I was climbing, I still had to explain to most people what chess was. To the outside world, it wasn’t a sport. It wasn’t a profession. It was a hobby, or worse, a quirk. Friends would ask, “When are you going to get a real job?” My answer was always the same: “When chess feels like work.”
In those years, chess was my life, but it didn’t yet pay like one. I took side gigs—tutoring math, writing columns, doing odd jobs to pay my way to events. I’d travel by Greyhound, sleep on couches, and eat cheap. But I didn’t mind. Every event was a chance to grow. Every tough pairing was a test.
And the board never lied. That’s the thing about chess. No politics, no excuses, no sweet talk. You either saw it or you didn’t. You made the right move or you didn’t. I liked that clarity. I still do.
Looking back, I don’t think becoming a master at sixteen made me special. It just meant I was committed. I knew what I loved. I knew what I wanted to be good at. And I was willing to put in the hours—even if no one was watching.
That’s how you move from talent to mastery. One careful step at a time. And by the time I reached that threshold, I was already eyeing the next one: international play.
The board was getting bigger. The world was calling.



Chapter Four: My Mentor, Isaac Kashdan
Some players have natural talent. Others have grit. I had a decent helping of both, but I also had something else—a mentor. And not just any mentor. I had Isaac Kashdan.
To many, Kashdan was a footnote in American chess. That’s a shame. He should be a chapter. He was, after all, one of the top five players in the world during the early 1930s. A two-time Olympic gold medalist, a brilliant problem solver, and a man who played Alekhine, Capablanca, and Euwe on equal terms. And to me, he was the first person who saw my chess not just for what it was—but for what it could become.
I first met Isaac at a New York tournament around 1948. I was still a teenager, hunched over my board, trying not to let my nervous hands betray the ideas forming in my head. Kashdan was already a fixture—a judge, an organizer, and occasionally still a player. But what I noticed most was his presence. He had a quiet authority about him. He didn’t need to shout to be heard.
After one of my games, a tight win against a veteran named Harold M. Phillips, I saw Kashdan standing nearby, flipping through my score sheet. He looked up, nodded slightly, and said, “You’ve got positional sense, Arthur. That’s not common at your age.” Then he handed me the sheet and walked off. That one sentence kept me riding high for weeks.
Eventually, we struck up more regular conversation. He offered to go over some of my games after tournaments. I’d bring him my score sheets—wrinkled and often stained from the trip home—and we’d go through them together. He was precise, but never cruel. If I bungled a winning position, he didn’t scold. He just raised his eyebrows and asked, “What were you thinking here?” That question was enough. It forced me to revisit my thought process and see where it had gone astray. Chess is, after all, thinking laid bare.
Kashdan didn’t try to make me play like him. He didn’t impose a style. He helped me refine mine. If I was playing too passively, he encouraged sharper lines. If I was playing speculative sacrifices, he made me justify every ounce of material. “You don’t have to be brilliant,” he said. “You just have to be correct.”
What I remember most is how he treated analysis like architecture. To him, a game wasn’t just a fight—it was a structure. If the foundation was weak, no amount of tactics could save you. He emphasized opening preparation, sure, but he was more interested in my plans. “You must know where the game is going,” he’d say. “Moves are just bricks. Strategy is the blueprint.”
One of the most valuable things he gave me was restraint. As a young player, I was often too eager to push. I wanted results quickly, clarity too soon. Kashdan taught me patience. “Let the position mature,” he’d tell me. “You don’t pick fruit while it’s still green.” He showed me the power of waiting. Of provoking weaknesses instead of lunging for them. It changed how I played—and how I thought.
He also gave me confidence in my analytical writing. I had always liked annotating games, even before I knew what “annotation” meant. But I doubted whether anyone would care about my words. Isaac thought differently. He encouraged me to submit a few annotated games to Chess Review. I still remember the thrill of seeing my name in print, under a game where I’d beaten a tough opponent with the Black pieces. That moment made me realize chess wasn’t just about playing—it was about thinking clearly and communicating clearly. A lesson that would guide me into a long career as a writer and teacher.
Kashdan was also a gateway into higher-level events. He had connections—tournament directors, sponsors, foreign organizers—and he used them generously. He never pushed me, but he opened doors. It was through his influence that I received my first invitations to closed tournaments, the kind where reputations are forged and federations take notice.
But Isaac was more than just a chess guide. He understood life in chess—the travel, the financial unpredictability, the personal costs. He told me about his own near-misses: how he had hoped to challenge Alekhine in a title match in the ’30s, but the political and economic chaos of the time scuttled the idea. “Timing,” he said, “is as important as talent. And timing is often out of your hands.” That hit me. Because even then, I knew I wasn’t going to have the kind of backers or spotlight others had. But I could have consistency. And dignity. And that meant something.
We kept in touch over the years, even as I became a Grandmaster and he transitioned fully into the administrative side of things. He helped run the U.S. Championship circuit for decades, and I always knew that behind the scenes, he was making sure the right players got their shot. Not just the flashy ones. The solid ones too.
He didn’t always get credit. Some called him cold or too political. But I never saw that. I saw a man who’d given his life to chess, not just through his games, but through his stewardship. He built things—tournaments, teams, systems. And he cared about the players who didn’t have patrons or titles yet.
When I was selected for my first Olympiad team in 1952, it was Isaac who called me with the news. “You’ve earned it,” he said. “But don’t get comfortable. Now you’re representing more than yourself.” That stuck with me. Every time I put on the red, white, and blue, I heard his voice in my ear.
I think every serious chess player needs one person who believes in them before the world does. For me, that was Kashdan. He never asked for credit, and he never gave empty praise. What he gave was better—attention, honesty, and time. And if you were willing to work, he made sure your path forward had fewer obstacles.
When he passed away in 1985, I felt a true loss. Not just of a mentor, but of a mind—one of the clearest I’d ever encountered. I still find myself quoting him when I teach. Still find myself replaying our post-mortems when I’m alone with a board. His lessons weren’t just about chess. They were about how to move through life: quietly, precisely, and with purpose.
So if you ever liked the way I played a rook ending, or the way I wrote about a game, or the way I carried myself at a tournament—know this: you were seeing Isaac’s influence, too.
And I’ll always be grateful for that.



Chapter Five: Bronx Science and the Concrete Jungle of Tournaments
If you’ve ever tried to balance a chessboard on top of a stack of science books while riding the subway, you know something of what it was like for me at the Bronx High School of Science.
Bronx Science wasn’t your average school. It was a factory for prodigies, a pressure cooker for teenage intellects. If you didn’t score well on tests, you didn’t get in. If you didn’t keep up, you got swallowed whole. I was surrounded by kids solving differential equations at fifteen and dreaming of Nobel Prizes. But I was dreaming of rook and pawn endings.
I wasn’t a bad student—just distracted. While my classmates memorized chemical valences, I was calculating Sicilian Defense lines in my notebook margins. I’d pretend to be following along in class, but more often than not, I was replaying Capablanca–Tartakower in my head or sketching out a hypothetical King’s Indian against a ghost opponent. Some teachers got it. Others didn’t. One of them pulled me aside and said, “Arthur, your mind is always somewhere else.” He wasn’t wrong. That “somewhere else” was the sixty-four squares I lived on.
Bronx Science didn’t have a chess team then—not officially—but there were plenty of closet players. We’d meet in the cafeteria during lunch, pulling out tiny travel sets with magnetic pieces and clocks that ticked too loudly. My friends were smart, fast, and competitive. They didn’t always know theory, but they knew how to fight. I learned not to underestimate anyone, no matter their rating. Genius isn’t always rated.
Outside of school, my second home was the tournament circuit. New York was a jungle of competition—concrete, cigarette smoke, and clocks ticking down like bombs. Every weekend, I’d ride the subway or hop a bus to wherever the next Swiss or round-robin was being held. Sometimes a church basement in Queens. Sometimes a university hall in Manhattan. Sometimes a musty YMCA with rickety tables and peeling linoleum.
There was one event in particular, the New York State Championship at the Hotel McAlpin. I was sixteen. The room buzzed with tension. Players were hunched over boards, hands trembling near clocks, sweat beading on foreheads. I was the youngest in the top section and probably the poorest too. My suit was a little too big, the cuffs frayed, but I walked in with purpose. No one gave me more than a second glance—until I started winning.
I remember playing against a grizzled expert who’d once faced Fine and Reshevsky. He played the Grünfeld Defense, and I took him into an offbeat line with an early f3 and a delayed castling. He didn’t expect it, and by move 25 I had a space advantage he couldn’t unwind. After the game, he shook his head and muttered, “You don’t play like a kid.” That was one of the best compliments I’d ever received.
I wasn’t winning every tournament, but I was gaining something more valuable—experience. Tough opponents. Clutch wins. Even tougher losses. I began building my internal library of patterns. You can’t fake that. You can study openings all day, but unless you’ve felt the pressure of an equal rook endgame with three minutes on your clock, you don’t really know chess.
I played guys with jobs and families, men who wore fedoras and carried flask-laced briefcases, and who treated the game as religion. They didn't care about my GPA or where I went to school. All that mattered was the position in front of us and whether I could find the next right move.
Some of these tournaments were all-day affairs. Seven rounds in a day. You’d get there at 9 a.m. and finish well after dark. There were no luxuries—just coffee in Styrofoam cups, sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, and a few battered chess clocks that clicked like typewriters. You learned how to pace yourself, how to recover from a loss in Round 2 and come back with a win in Round 3. It was more than stamina—it was willpower.
I started keeping a detailed scorebook during these years. Not just of moves, but of thoughts. “Time trouble on move 31.” “Should have played Qb6 instead of h5.” “He missed mate in 2, lucky break.” Those little notes became my second education. Every night, I’d go over them, sometimes with a friend, sometimes alone. It was like editing a draft of your own thinking.
Now, chess wasn’t all I did. I still had to pass physics and calculus. But the balance was tricky. I'd come home after a ten-hour tournament day and crack open my algebra textbook, hoping my brain hadn’t fully calcified. My parents were supportive, but realistic. “Chess is good,” my father said, “but don’t forget it’s not going to pay your rent.” He wasn’t wrong, but I was determined to prove it might—someday.
There were sacrifices, of course. I didn’t go to many parties. I didn’t date much. My social circle was more likely to know the difference between the Najdorf and the Scheveningen than between Sinatra and Crosby. But I didn’t mind. I was part of a community. A hidden one. A society of minds who measured life in rating points and clock time.
One tournament that stuck with me was the 1947 Manhattan Chess Club Invitational. It was a closed event, meaning I had to be invited—which was a sign that people were starting to take me seriously. I was up against some serious talent: Fred Reinfeld, Al Horowitz, Arnold Denker. I didn’t win the event, but I held my own. I beat one master in a drawn-out Nimzo-Indian where I slowly suffocated his knight on the rim. It was the kind of game I liked—positional, slow-burn, no fireworks. Just clean logic.
Those concrete tournaments—gritty, loud, and imperfect—sharpened me. They taught me not just chess, but life. How to stay grounded after a win. How to stay sane after a blunder. How to be alone in a crowd and still know you belonged.
Bronx Science gave me the discipline. Chess gave me the direction. And the tournament halls of New York gave me the education no classroom could provide. You didn’t get a diploma for surviving a bad pairing or turning a lost position into a draw. But you got something better—a thicker skin, a sharper mind, and the unshakable belief that, with enough study and enough nerve, you could outplay the world.
Those were my proving grounds. Not glamorous, not televised. Just chipped tables, folding chairs, and minds set to war.
And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.



Chapter Six: Yale, the Army, and the Game I Never Left
When I received my acceptance letter to Yale, I didn’t jump up and down or wave it around like some kids might. I just nodded, folded it carefully, and tucked it into a book—probably something on the Caro-Kann. I was proud, sure, but in my mind it was part of the path. You go to school, you get a degree. What I didn’t realize then was that my years at Yale—and what came right after—would test my devotion to chess more than any grandmaster ever could.
Yale in the late 1940s was filled with bright minds and old traditions. Gothic buildings, ivy-covered walls, and professors who spoke in polished prose. I was assigned to Timothy Dwight College, a place with its own library and its own coat of arms. There I was, a kid from the Bronx walking among the country’s elite. I didn’t feel out of place exactly, but I also didn’t feel like I belonged completely.
I studied mathematics. It made sense to me. The logic, the structure—it mirrored chess. Proofs were like positional concepts. You didn’t jump to the end; you built step by step. Some of the other students had dreams of Wall Street or academia. I had dreams of playing in the Interzonal. But I kept that quiet.
Chess at Yale was more of a curiosity than a pursuit. There was a chess club, sure, but it wasn’t exactly crawling with competition. I played in some intercollegiate matches, swept through the ranks pretty easily. But I missed the gritty challenge of the city tournaments. The Ivy League boards were too polite, too careful. I wanted hunger across the board from me, not courtesy.
To scratch the itch, I kept playing outside tournaments when I could. I’d take the train back to New York on weekends to hit the Manhattan or Marshall clubs, enter open events, or just kibitz with old friends. More than once, I returned to campus Monday morning with a trophy in my suitcase and a term paper still unwritten. Priorities, I suppose.
It wasn’t always easy. Balancing classes, assignments, and long nights of analysis tested me. I’d lie in bed trying to remember the steps of a proof and instead find myself replaying a game I’d lost the day before. Once, during finals, I spent more time preparing for an upcoming Swiss tournament than I did reviewing vector calculus. I passed—barely—but it was clear where my heart was.
Still, I stayed the course. I graduated in 1951 with a degree in math and an internal clock permanently tuned to tournament time control. And right after tossing my cap in the air, I got another letter—this one from Uncle Sam.
The Korean War was on, and the draft didn’t care about ELO ratings. I was called up for Army service. I can’t say I was shocked. It was the reality of the time. A lot of young men went. Some didn’t come back. I got lucky—I was stationed stateside, assigned to a base in Texas. I worked in communications and logistics, far from any battlefield, but also far from the tournament halls.
At first, I thought this was the end of my chess career. Two years of service? That’s an eternity in a chess life, especially in your early twenties. But something funny happened: chess found me anyway.
I brought a small set with me, of course. A travel board with weighted pieces and a worn-out copy of Modern Chess Openings. On base, I played anyone willing. Officers, enlisted men, even the occasional chaplain. Word got around. “There’s a guy here who plays like a machine,” someone said. Before I knew it, I was organizing unofficial tournaments in the barracks and giving simuls on folding tables between drills.
Then I started receiving invitations. The Army, to its credit, sometimes encouraged intellectual pursuits among its personnel. Someone high up noticed I was a national master, and I was granted leave to play in a few tournaments during my service. That’s how I ended up playing in the U.S. Open Championship in 1951 in Fort Worth. I finished strong—tying for first with the likes of Larry Evans and Herman Steiner. Not bad for a soldier on weekend leave.
Those Army years taught me something. Chess didn’t need a fancy setting. It didn’t need a velvet board or hushed spectators. It just needed two players and a little quiet. I remember playing a sergeant late one night on a crate in the motor pool. The air smelled like oil and dust. He pushed the f-pawn too early and I trapped his bishop. He grinned and said, “You ever think about turning pro?” I laughed and said, “I already did.”
When my service ended, I didn’t hesitate. I stepped off the base and walked straight back into the chess world. It hadn’t passed me by. If anything, I came back sharper—more focused, more appreciative. The discipline of Army life had rubbed off. I was calmer under time pressure, more methodical in my calculations. Chess had never left me, and I had never really left it.
And then came 1954—the year I won the U.S. Championship. But that’s a story for another chapter.
What Yale taught me was that intellect isn’t limited to the classroom. What the Army taught me was that commitment doesn’t vanish in hardship. And what chess taught me through it all was simple: no matter where you are, no matter what you’re doing, the game is always there—waiting. You just have to sit down and make the first move.



Chapter Seven: Winning the U.S. Junior and Senior Titles
In chess, timing is everything—on the clock, on the board, and in your life. In 1950, my timing started to come together.
I’d been quietly climbing the ranks since I was a teenager, winning local and state titles, building a name in the smoky backrooms of the Manhattan and Marshall Chess Clubs. But 1950 was the year I made noise. That was the year I won the U.S. Junior Championship. And it wasn’t long before I added the U.S. Open—and eventually the U.S. Championship—to that list. In the span of a few years, I crossed from rising talent to national force. Not overnight. Not with fireworks. But step by step, game by game.
The U.S. Junior Championship that year was held in New York. It felt like home turf, though the pressure was enormous. I was twenty—not quite a kid, not quite a veteran. The Junior wasn’t just a youth event—it was a spotlight. Previous winners like Arnold Denker and Larry Evans had gone on to serious success. If you wanted to show the American chess world you were serious, this was your shot.
The competition was tough. Donald Byrne, my long-time rival and friend, was there. So were several strong regional champions from California, the Midwest, and the South. Each one had his own style—sharp tacticians, deep strategists, cautious grinders. I knew I couldn’t coast through with clean positional wins. I’d have to fight.
I played solidly out of the gate. My first few games were clean and classical—Queen’s Gambits, French Tarrasch lines, quiet victories. Then, in Round 5, I faced a firebrand from Illinois known for wild attacks. He threw everything at me—a King’s Indian with an early g4, rook lifts, speculative sacrifices. I weathered the storm, simplified into an endgame, and pushed a passed pawn home with calm precision. That win gave me momentum—and a reputation. One player whispered after the round, “Bisguier doesn’t panic.” I liked that.
The final round was against a talented player from Boston. I only needed a draw to clinch the title. He opened with 1.e4 and I replied with the French—a defense I trusted when I needed control. The game stayed balanced through the middlegame, and I gradually traded down, steering toward equality. I offered a draw around move 35. He thought about it for a long time—maybe wanted to prove something—but accepted.
That handshake sealed it. I was the U.S. Junior Champion.
There was no trophy the size of my ego, no parade, no confetti. Just a plaque, a photograph in Chess Life, and the quiet knowledge that I was no longer a promise—I was a presence.
But I didn’t stop there.
In 1953, I set my sights on the U.S. Open Championship, held that year in Milwaukee. Unlike the U.S. Championship, which was invitational and closed to only the elite, the Open was a battlefield. Anyone could enter, and anyone could beat you. Veterans, kids, foreign masters passing through—it was a cauldron.
That summer, I arrived in Milwaukee by train, suitcase in one hand, travel set in the other. I stayed in a cheap hotel a few blocks from the venue, the kind where the mattress springs greet your back like an old friend. I didn’t mind. I wasn’t there for comfort. I was there for scalps.
I started strong, rattling off four wins. In Round 5, I drew with a tough midwestern player in a long Queen’s Indian that ended in a threefold repetition. In Round 6, I faced Larry Evans. He was the defending champion and already a formidable international master. Our game was a battle—an English Opening that turned into a wild kingside skirmish. I played a risky exchange sacrifice on move 24 that opened his king’s shelter. It wasn’t perfectly sound, but it threw him off balance, and I managed to convert in the endgame.
That win was a turning point.
I drew two of the last three games, finishing with 9½ out of 12. It was enough to tie for first. Not a runaway victory, but a respected one. I’d proven that I could survive a marathon of strong opponents and still emerge at the top. And it wouldn’t be my last U.S. Open title. I’d win it six times in total—more than any other American master in history.
Each win told a story. Some were dominant. Others were gritty. A few came from behind. But they all shared one thing in common: consistency. I wasn’t a streaky player. I didn’t rely on brilliancies or moonshot attacks. I played clean chess, and when I blundered, I recovered. That may not get you magazine covers, but it gets you trophies.
Then came the biggest prize.
In 1954, at the age of twenty-four, I won the U.S. Championship.
It was held at the Marshall Chess Club in New York—a building I’d entered a hundred times as a teenager, wide-eyed and quiet. Now I was one of the headliners. I remember walking up those narrow stairs and thinking, This is it. The top of American chess. At least for a moment.
The field was strong: Reshevsky, Evans, Denker, and several younger talents like Robert Byrne. Reshevsky was the heavy favorite. He was experienced, tough, and famously hard to beat. But I came in prepared—positionally, psychologically, and physically. I ate well, slept regularly, and came to the board every day with a clear plan.
In Round 3, I beat Robert Byrne in a beautifully simple Reti Opening. I squeezed space, restricted his pieces, and transitioned into an endgame where my knight outplayed his bishop. In Round 5, I drew Reshevsky with Black—a tough Sicilian where I had to navigate sharp lines for thirty moves. And in Round 7, I won a masterpiece against Edmar Mednis, a game that would later be published in several books. I sacrificed the exchange for long-term pressure, invaded with my queen on the light squares, and finished with a tidy mating net. I still smile thinking about that one.
When the dust settled, I had 8½ out of 11—enough to take clear first.
I was the U.S. Champion.
No more “up-and-comer.” No more “junior master.” I was at the summit.
But I knew it wasn’t permanent. Chess doesn’t allow you to rest. You’re only as good as your next game. And behind me, a quiet 11-year-old named Bobby Fischer was starting to enter local tournaments.
Still, for that year, I stood at the top. Champion of the country. Recognized. Respected. And—most importantly—still hungry.
I didn’t win that title again. Not for lack of effort, but because the field was always deep, and the game never stops evolving. But I never saw that as a disappointment. I’d done what few could. I’d reached the peak, and I’d done it my way—honestly, methodically, and with integrity.
From the Junior to the Open to the Championship, each step built on the last. And each victory reminded me of what chess really offers—not fame, not wealth, but meaning. A sense of movement. Progress. Mastery over something no one else can touch.
And that’s all I ever wanted.



Chapter Eight: The 1954 U.S. Championship and a Young Man Named Bobby
Winning the U.S. Championship in 1954 was the high point of my career in many ways, but history has a funny way of adding its own punctuation. While I was busy hoisting the trophy at the Marshall Chess Club and giving post-tournament interviews in my usual modest manner, a skinny kid from Brooklyn was watching from the sidelines. Eleven years old, wide-eyed, and already dangerous. His name was Bobby Fischer.
I didn’t know it at the time—none of us did—but the quiet boy trailing behind his older sister to the club, playing blitz with grown men and occasionally surprising them with deep tactics, was going to redefine American chess. But in 1954, the board still belonged to the rest of us, and I was holding court.
That championship was hard-earned. I played eleven rounds against the toughest competition in the country—Reshevsky, Denker, Evans, Robert Byrne, and more. I didn’t win with a flurry of knockouts. I won with consistency. Solid opening prep, good nerves, and steady hands in time pressure. That’s what gets it done in a long event.
After the tournament, the press did its usual round of write-ups. Nothing splashy. Chess wasn’t exactly front-page material. But I was proud. I’d reached the summit honestly. No favoritism. No politics. Just performance. And then I got a letter—from the U.S. Chess Federation—naming me as one of their representatives for the next Chess Olympiad. That meant I was now an ambassador, not just a champion. I was carrying the American flag to the international board.
But even in the glow of success, I kept hearing whispers about “the Fischer boy.” I’d seen him once or twice at the Marshall Club, sitting cross-legged in the corner, flipping through Russian chess books even though he barely spoke a word of Russian. The kid was absorbed. Total tunnel vision. While most kids his age were out playing stickball, Bobby was studying the Najdorf like his life depended on it.
He started showing up at more local tournaments, small ones at first. And then he started winning. Quickly. Brutally. He had an uncanny memory, yes, but he also had intuition. He saw combinations two moves before they existed. We were stunned. At twelve, he was already playing like a master. Not becoming one—playing like one.
I didn’t face Bobby in a formal tournament until later, but I did get to know him through casual games, club visits, and commentary. He was withdrawn, but sharp. Opinionated, but observant. He respected strong players, but he didn’t idolize them. Certainly not me. To him, I was part of the older generation—guys who played well, but didn’t match the Soviets.
And in some ways, he was right. The Soviet players were changing the game—preparation, psychology, discipline. We played from the heart. They played with an army of analysis. Bobby wanted that edge. He didn’t want to just win. He wanted to dominate.
I wasn’t threatened by Bobby. I was fascinated. I’d seen prodigies before. I’d even beaten a few. But Bobby was different. He didn’t just understand chess—he felt it in his bones. And more importantly, he had the drive. That dangerous, consuming drive to be the best ever. The rest of us wanted to win. Bobby wanted to transform the game.
Still, 1954 was mine.
That year, I was invited to represent the United States at the Amsterdam Interzonal. The Soviets sent their heavy hitters—Smyslov, Keres, Bronstein. I held my own, even beat some strong international masters. But the contrast was clear. The Soviet machine was relentless. We were independent gunslingers. They were a coordinated battalion.
One of the strongest games I played at Amsterdam was against GM László Szabó. I had Black. He opened with 1.d4 and I replied with the Nimzo-Indian—my old, reliable friend. The game was a tense positional affair. I doubled his pawns early, then neutralized his central push with precise maneuvering. We shook hands on a draw, and later he told me, “You don’t play like an American.” I took that as a compliment.
But I also understood what he meant. American chess in the 1950s had a reputation for flair over depth. Bobby would change that. With a vengeance.
Back home, the chess press was buzzing with questions. “Can Bisguier hold the title?” “Will Reshevsky return to form?” And increasingly: “Is Fischer the future?”
By 1956, Bobby was making waves in national events. That was the year he played his famous “Game of the Century” against Donald Byrne—a sacrificial masterpiece that turned the chess world’s head. I remember watching the game in disbelief. Bobby sacrificed his queen on move 17, and it wasn’t a bluff. It was brilliant. I’d played Don Byrne many times. He wasn’t easy to beat. Bobby dismantled him with the precision of a surgeon.
By then, I knew the writing was on the wall. A new generation was rising, and Bobby was leading the charge. But I didn’t feel bitter. I felt proud. American chess was about to enter its golden age, and I’d helped lay the foundation.
Bobby and I played many times over the next decade. He beat me more than I beat him, I’ll admit that freely. But we had our battles. I once caught him off guard in a French Defense line and secured a clean win. He didn’t take losses lightly. I respected that. He demanded perfection—from himself and from everyone else.
In private, Bobby was prickly. He could be funny, charming even—but only in flashes. Most of the time, he was guarded. Distrustful. Always scanning the room, not just the board. But on the chessboard, he was free. That was where he expressed himself most fully. Where he was most alive.
I always admired that about him.
Looking back, 1954 wasn’t just my year. It was a crossroads. I reached the peak just as the mountain itself was shifting. The old guard was giving way. The American chess landscape was about to change—and Bobby Fischer was the storm.
But before he swept across it, I had my moment in the sun. I held the title. I stood atop the podium. And if the boy from Brooklyn was watching from the crowd that day, I like to think he saw something worth chasing.
I know I did.



Chapter Nine: Pan-American Glory and the Taste of International Boards
The first time I left the country with a chessboard in my bag, it felt like stepping through a doorway—not just into another place, but into a larger version of the game. Up to that point, my battles had mostly been on American soil, in Manhattan clubs and Midwest hotels. But in 1954, I earned a spot on the U.S. team for the Pan-American Championship in Los Angeles—and that opened the gates to the international chess world.
Now, technically, the Pan-American wasn’t abroad. Los Angeles was still American territory, last I checked. But the field came from all across the Americas—Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Canada, and a strong showing from Cuba. And when you faced an opponent who didn’t speak your language but whose pieces moved like thunder, it felt like you’d crossed a border that wasn’t printed on any map.
I flew out to California—my first flight, in fact—and stepped off the plane into palm trees and Pacific breezes. The venue was a university auditorium turned tournament hall, with long rows of tables, flags hanging overhead, and the air thick with international tension. Not hostility, mind you—just that unspoken buzz that comes when reputations are on the line and no one wants to blink first.
The Argentine team was stacked. Miguel Najdorf wasn’t playing, but the names that did show up—Julio Bolbochán, Hermann Pilnik—were no pushovers. The Cubans were crafty, tactical fighters. The Brazilians brought creative energy, while the Mexicans had rising stars looking to prove themselves.
As for our U.S. team, we were solid. I was on board one. That came with pressure, but also pride. Below me were players like Donald Byrne and Larry Evans—tough company. We didn’t have the kind of centralized coaching the Soviets had, but we had hunger. And more than a few sharp novelties tucked in our opening prep.
My first-round game was against a Colombian master whose name escapes most record books, but whose resilience on the board I’ll never forget. He played a King’s Indian Attack, a system I’d always respected for its deceptive quiet. I countered with a flexible French setup, and we went back and forth for forty moves. I finally broke through with a knight sacrifice on f5 that cracked open his kingside. It wasn’t elegant—but it worked. And it gave me the early confidence I needed.
Through the next rounds, I kept my footing—four wins, two draws, and a lot of hard endgames. One game that still stands out was against Brazilian master Souza Mendes. He played a daring line of the Sicilian Dragon—7…O-O and a quick …h5. I decided to test his nerve with a sharp Yugoslav-style attack, pushing g4 and castling queenside. It turned into a race of kings. My attack landed first.
By the halfway mark, I was leading the tournament. Me—a 24-year-old from the Bronx—topping an international field. That kind of thing sticks with you. Not because it proves anything permanently. But because it shows you, in that moment, you belong.
But it wasn’t all smooth. In Round 7, I faced Bolbochán, the Argentine powerhouse. He was a positional player with surgical technique. I opened with 1.d4 and tried to steer the game into Catalan territory. He responded with a rock-solid setup, challenged my center early, and before I knew it, I was on the defensive. I misjudged a queen exchange and ended up in a rook-and-pawn ending that was objectively drawn—but psychologically losing. He pressed for forty more moves until I cracked. It was a masterclass in patience. And I took notes.
Despite that loss, I rallied. In the final two rounds, I notched key wins, including one over a Cuban master who tried to catch me in a Benko Gambit. I sidestepped the theory with an early b3 sideline and slowly converted a small space advantage into a crushing kingside initiative. When the smoke cleared, I had 9½ out of 11—clear first.
I was the Pan-American Champion.
It was my first major international title. And though it didn’t get me on the cover of Life or Time, it got me somewhere better: into the FIDE record books and into the eyes of the international chess community. Invitations started coming. I was now, officially, a player to watch.
More importantly, that event gave me my first real taste of how vast and unified the chess world was. Different countries, different languages, different cultures—but one shared grammar of knights and bishops, plans and sacrifices. Chess was the universal handshake.
Later that year, I played my first Interzonal tournament, in Gothenburg, Sweden. That was an even deeper plunge into the world of world-class chess. There were the Soviets—Smyslov, Geller, Bronstein. The East Europeans. The South Americans. I was the lone American representative at times, feeling like a flag planted on foreign soil. But the Pan-Am had given me armor. I’d seen the styles. I’d tasted the tempo. And I knew I could compete.
There’s something humbling about walking into a tournament hall and seeing your name next to someone like Tigran Petrosian. You remember every hour you spent studying endgames alone in your bedroom. You remember every greyhound bus and cheap hotel. And you square your shoulders and sit down anyway.
That’s what the Pan-American title gave me. Not just a trophy, but a kind of courage. I could play against anyone. Anywhere. Anytime. And win.
The travel didn’t stop after that. I played in Argentina, Mexico, Canada, and later Yugoslavia, West Germany, and England. Each place taught me something new. Each opponent expanded my understanding of the game. And everywhere I went, people knew what “U.S. Champion” meant. That brought pride. And sometimes pressure.
But I never thought of it as a burden. I thought of it as an opportunity.
I wasn’t just playing for myself anymore. I was playing for American chess. For every kid in the Bronx who ever tapped a clock and dreamed of crossing oceans.
And I was just getting started.



Chapter Ten: Zurich and the European Lions
Zurich, 1953. Even the name carries weight. It evokes something almost mythic in chess circles. But while I wasn’t at that legendary Candidates Tournament—the one that Keres, Bronstein, and Smyslov battled through in a blood-soaked drawfest—I did get my chance in Zurich soon after. And for me, the city became synonymous with Europe’s finest, the deepest preparation, and the cold, elegant danger of Soviet chess.
My invitation came in 1955 for the Zurich International Tournament. It wasn’t a Candidates, but it was close in caliber: a top-tier European round robin featuring a mix of Soviet heavyweights, Western masters, and a few select “wild cards” from places like the U.S., Argentina, and West Germany. I was the American.
It was my first serious event on European soil, and I knew I was being watched—not just by opponents, but by observers curious whether the U.S. Champion could handle the best minds east of the Iron Curtain. There’s a subtle pressure that comes with that. You’re not just playing for yourself anymore. You’re representing a country, a federation, a whole style of chess.
Zurich, the city, was quiet and clean. The tournament venue—a grand hall not far from the lake—was polished and formal. White tablecloths. Glass doors. Mahogany clocks. It all felt a little surreal compared to the ragged, loud energy of the New York tournaments I’d grown up in. But the tension was no less real. In fact, it was heightened by the silence.
I remember the first round vividly. I drew lots and was paired against Wolfgang Unzicker, the top German player. He was a tall, formal man with an expression like a Roman senator and the defensive instincts of a bulldog. He opened with 1.e4. I played the French Defense—a line I trusted to neutralize aggression. It turned into a long, positional duel. I held the draw, but barely. A good warm-up, I told myself. The real war was still ahead.
And the real war, as always in those days, came in the form of the Soviets.
Tigran Petrosian was there. He was quiet, soft-spoken, almost ghostlike in his movements. But on the board? Steel. Total silence, total control. When I played him, I opted for a Nimzo-Indian, trying to unbalance things early. He didn’t take the bait. Instead, he locked down the center, fixed my pawn structure, and gradually squeezed the life out of my position like a python. I resigned on move 48, with no counterplay and a weak bishop staring at its own pawns. It was instructive—and humbling.
After the game, we spoke briefly. His English was limited, my Russian worse, but we shared a few words over the analysis board. He pointed to my 17th move—...Qb6—and simply said, “Not best.” He didn’t say more. He didn’t need to. His move had done the talking.
I learned something from every opponent in Zurich.
From Gligorić, I learned the razor’s edge of preparation. He had entire lines of the King’s Indian memorized fifteen moves deep. He surprised me with a novelty in the Sämisch Variation—an early …Nh5!—and by the time I figured out the trap, I was already lost.
From Pachman, I learned endgame tenacity. We played a draw that lasted nearly 80 moves. Rook-and-three versus rook-and-two, all on the same side. I knew it was drawn. He knew it was drawn. But he pressed until my clock bled down to the final seconds. That kind of endurance is rare.
But I wasn’t just a student. I had my victories.
Against an up-and-coming Danish master—Bent Larsen—I played one of my cleanest games of the event. He was aggressive, aiming for complications with a fianchettoed king and a central pawn thrust. I countered with cool development, broke with …c5 at just the right moment, and turned his center into a weakness. He overreached, and I pounced with a knight infiltration that netted an exchange and eventually the full point.
That game made the tournament bulletin. “A textbook display of patient counterplay,” it read. I took pride in that. In a field full of tacticians and risk-takers, I was proving that clear, classical chess still had bite.
By tournament’s end, I’d scored a respectable +3 –2 =6. Not enough to win, but enough to command respect. Enough to show I belonged. I didn’t have a Soviet passport or a cadre of state-backed seconds. But I had preparation, steel, and the ability to recover from losses.
More than once, an opponent would ask me after the game, “Do all American players play like this?” I never knew how to answer that. But I liked that they asked.
What Zurich gave me—beyond the games, beyond the results—was a deeper sense of the global game. These weren’t weekend warriors or club hustlers. These were professionals. Cold, precise, and often emotionless. Chess was their job, and they treated it with the intensity of surgeons. The board wasn’t a battleground—it was a science lab. One mistake, and the diagnosis was terminal.
It also gave me perspective. American chess had fire, but we lacked infrastructure. We didn’t have government stipends or national academies. We had heart, yes, but heart has a tough time against five-hour opening prep. I began to see that if the U.S. was going to compete seriously on the world stage, we needed more than talent—we needed systems.
Of course, one kid was coming who didn’t need a system. Bobby.
But in Zurich, I held my own. I earned my seat. And I proved that you didn’t have to be born behind the Iron Curtain to play iron chess.
I left Switzerland with more than notation sheets. I left with confidence. With scars. With hunger.
And with the sense that the road ahead—the road to more Interzonals, more Olympiads, maybe even the Candidates—was open.
But I’d have to fight for every step.




Chapter Eleven: Fischer, Reshevsky, and the American Chess Divide
If chess in America had a crown, it was perpetually passed between two very different hands—those of Samuel Reshevsky and, later, Bobby Fischer. One was tradition; the other, revolution. In between them stood the rest of us, working players, respected masters, Grandmasters even, trying to keep our footing while the ground kept shifting beneath us.
I found myself in that space for much of the 1950s and early ’60s—sometimes as rival, sometimes as teammate, sometimes as reluctant referee. It was a strange, often thankless role. But it taught me more about ego, genius, and what it means to live inside a game than any board ever could.
Let’s start with Reshevsky.
Sammy was already a legend when I was still learning to castle. Born in Poland, he’d toured the world as a child prodigy, defeating grown masters before he could tie his shoes. He immigrated to the U.S. in the 1920s and dominated American chess for decades. Orthodox in style, conservative in temperament, deeply religious, and ferociously competitive, Reshevsky was the establishment. When you played him, you played history.
Our games were often tense, positional battles. He rarely took risks. He didn’t need to. His strength was in the grind—tight games, long endgames, flawless technique. He spent most of the game defending and the last twenty moves slowly flipping the result. Playing Reshevsky was like playing against gravity. You could jump around all you liked—eventually, he pulled you back to earth.
I beat him a few times, yes, but never comfortably. He was impossible to shake. And he didn’t talk much. He’d arrive just before the round, sit down without a word, and leave just as quietly after it ended. There was no small talk, no post-mortem, no flash of personality. Only chess. And time pressure.
Time pressure, by the way, was Sammy’s signature. He played incredibly slowly—often using 90% of his time on the first 30 moves—and then blitzing out the final ten moves on instinct. And it worked. Most of the time. I once joked that his wrist deserved a title of its own.
I respected Reshevsky immensely. But he wasn’t approachable. Not for players like me, and certainly not for the younger generation. His distance was partly cultural, partly personal. He didn’t mentor. He didn’t collaborate. He played, he won, and he moved on.
Then came Bobby.
Where Reshevsky was the granite monument of American chess, Bobby was the wildfire. He didn’t respect reputations. He didn’t follow traditions. He didn’t want to be part of the system—he wanted to tear it down and rebuild it in his image.
Our relationship was... complicated.
I met Bobby when he was still a boy, barely into his teens, but already far beyond his years in understanding. By 1956, he was already outplaying strong masters. By 1957, he’d won the U.S. Championship at the age of 14. I was in that tournament. I had won it three years earlier. And now I was being passed by a kid who came to the board with a peanut butter sandwich in his pocket.
But I didn’t resent Bobby. I admired his clarity. His directness. He didn’t bluff, didn’t stall, didn’t play psychological games. He played moves. Strong ones. Often the best ones. And when he beat you, you knew exactly why. That’s a kind of honesty I’ve always respected.
Where things got difficult was in the divide that started forming—between Bobby and the rest of us, and especially between Bobby and Reshevsky. It wasn’t just personal—it was generational, cultural, ideological.
Reshevsky saw Fischer as arrogant, undisciplined, and disrespectful. Fischer saw Reshevsky as a relic—dogmatic, defensive, and closed off. And the federation, bless their hearts, kept trying to make them play nice. They paired us all together for Olympiads, for World Team events, for publicity matches. But the tension was always there.
In 1961, the USCF organized a match between Fischer and Reshevsky. It was supposed to be a promotional dream: the old master versus the boy wonder. Tradition versus the future. But it turned into a mess.
The match was plagued by delays, scheduling conflicts, and personality clashes. Reshevsky, observing the Sabbath, insisted on no Saturday games. Fischer demanded strict start times. Arguments erupted over venues, adjournments, rest days. After 11 games—with Fischer leading 6½–4½—the match was suspended indefinitely. Officially “postponed.” But everyone knew it was over.
It was a disaster. Not just for them, but for American chess. Sponsors pulled back. Trust frayed. And the split widened.
And in the middle were players like me—working professionals, still strong, still relevant, but increasingly caught between the extremes. I played with both men. I traveled with both. I saw their brilliance and their flaws. And I tried, however quietly, to keep the chess going.
Bobby could be difficult, no doubt. He could be rude, impatient, paranoid. But he also had moments of great warmth and insight. Once, after a tournament in Buenos Aires, we sat in the hotel lounge going over one of my recent losses. He showed me an endgame idea I’d completely missed. “It’s all tempo,” he said. “You give him one, and it’s over.” He wasn’t gloating. He was teaching. And I appreciated that.
Reshevsky, too, had his moments. I remember a time in Dallas where we played adjacent boards. He was behind on time, as usual, but after the round, he came to me and said, “Your rook move—very clean.” That was his version of praise. Two words. But I remembered them.
There were whispers, of course, that the divide between Bobby and Reshevsky reflected something deeper—old-world values clashing with the postwar American spirit. Order versus disruption. Stability versus ambition. Maybe that’s true. Maybe they simply couldn’t understand each other. But the collateral damage was felt by all of us.
As Bobby rose, Reshevsky declined. And the American chess world narrowed into a single storyline: Fischer versus the Soviets. It was compelling. But it was also lonely. The rest of us—Evans, Byrne, Addison, and myself—we kept playing, teaching, writing. We carried the game through the in-between spaces. We were the connective tissue.
People often ask if I wish I’d been “the American world champion.” If I wish I’d had Bobby’s genius or Sammy’s dominance.
No.
I had my own place. I won titles. I represented my country. I wrote books. I helped grow the game. And I did it without breaking along the way.
Bobby was the star. Reshevsky was the monument. I was the bridge.
And I’m proud of that.



Chapter Twelve: Olympiads – My Seat at the World’s Table
When you represent your country in a Chess Olympiad, you're not just wearing a flag on your jacket—you’re carrying it on your back. Every move is watched. Every draw is measured. Every win adds to your team’s momentum like another gear in a well-oiled machine. And every blunder? It ripples through the whole squad.
I had the honor of playing in five Chess Olympiads: Helsinki 1952, Amsterdam 1954, Munich 1958, Leipzig 1960, and Varna 1962. Each one taught me something—not just about the game, but about people, politics, and pride.
My first Olympiad was in Helsinki, and I’ll be honest—I was terrified. Not of the games themselves, but of what it meant to represent. I was twenty-two, newly minted on the international circuit, and suddenly sitting at the board as the world watched. The U.S. team was strong: Reshevsky, Evans, Robert Byrne, and myself among others. Our coach was John Collins, a calm, fatherly presence who knew how to get the best out of a team of lone wolves.
My first game was against a Swedish master. He played the English Opening. I responded with a symmetrical setup and tried to steer it toward a more dynamic structure. Around move 20, he misjudged a central pawn push, and I quickly converted the imbalance. One win on the board, one enormous breath of relief off it. I was in.
Olympiads are unlike any other tournament. It’s not just about your result—it’s about how your board fits into the whole. Board 1 faces the brutes. Board 4 must deliver points. The reserve has to be ready at a moment’s notice. We ate together, traveled together, analyzed together. In a way, it was the closest thing chess has to a team sport.
But even within the camaraderie, there were tensions. Reshevsky kept to himself. Evans was more social but competitive. I often found myself as the bridge—between styles, between generations, even between egos. I didn’t mind. It was a role I’d grown comfortable in.
The Soviets were the ever-present giants. They were the team everyone feared and studied. Smyslov, Botvinnik, Keres, Petrosian—each one a titan. But they didn’t strut. They didn’t need to. Their play spoke for them. They traveled with full coaching staffs, preparation teams, and adjutants. We traveled with ideas and good intentions.
Still, we had our moments. In Amsterdam, 1954, we took bronze—a strong showing, considering the firepower of the Eastern Bloc. I held my own against several international masters, drawing with players from Yugoslavia and Hungary, and winning key games against South American boards. I remember one game against a Peruvian master—I sacrificed a pawn in the opening for long-term queenside pressure, then squeezed the game into a bind he couldn’t break. It was a quiet win, but an important one. Those are the best kind.
The Olympiads were also a window into chess as diplomacy. Remember, this was the Cold War. We weren’t just playing for trophies—we were, whether we admitted it or not, playing for ideas. American individualism versus Soviet collectivism. Democracy versus the Party. And every board was a battleground in miniature.
There was a moment in Munich, 1958, where that symbolism became clear. We were paired against the USSR. I was on Board 3, facing Boris Spassky. He was young then, still growing into the champion he’d become, but already dazzling. The game was tense—he opened with 1.e4, and I countered with the Caro-Kann, hoping to blunt his tactics. The game stayed equal into the endgame, but he managed to outmaneuver me in a rook-and-minor-piece duel. I resigned on move 47.
He shook my hand, smiled politely, and said something in Russian I didn’t catch. Later I was told it translated roughly to: “You made me work.” I took that as a compliment.
In Leipzig, 1960, the atmosphere was different. East Germany was fully under the Soviet umbrella, and the tournament had a sharper edge to it. Surveillance was rumored, and some players refused to speak openly in the hotel lobbies. But the chess? The chess was beautiful.
I played one of my best Olympiad games there, against László Szabó of Hungary. It was a Ruy Lopez, and I used an anti-Marshall line to steer us into new territory. He overextended on the queenside, and I hit back with a timely pawn break and a tactical sequence that netted the exchange. I held the advantage and converted with a passed d-pawn. That win made it into Chess Life, and a Soviet grandmaster even complimented me on it over dinner. He said, “Very Capablanca.” I beamed.
By the time of Varna, 1962, I was one of the veterans. Bobby had joined the team by then, and the energy shifted. His presence changed the dynamics. He was intense, unpredictable, and impossible to ignore. When he played, everyone watched. When he didn’t, everyone asked why.
Bobby’s brilliance brought us closer to gold than we’d ever been. But team spirit? That was another matter. Bobby wasn’t much for group dinners or strategy sessions. He prepared alone, played alone, and left analysis to others. I tried to connect with him—talk openings, exchange ideas—but he kept his circle tight. Still, when he won, we all won. And we respected that.
Our best team finish came that year—silver. The Soviets still took gold, of course. But we made them sweat.
What I remember most about the Olympiads isn’t the medals or the ratings. It’s the quiet rituals: polishing my shoes before the round. Rehearsing openings over cold eggs in the morning. Feeling my heartbeat sync with the ticking of the analog clock. Watching the flags rise behind every board, and knowing—win or lose—that I was part of something bigger than myself.
I didn’t get rich from those years. I didn’t become world champion. But I sat at the table with the best in the world. I shook their hands, matched their ideas, and sometimes—just sometimes—I came out ahead.
That’s more than I ever dreamed of when I was a boy playing alone in a Bronx apartment, hoping one day to go somewhere with this game.
And thanks to the Olympiads, I did.




Chapter Thirteen: Champion but Never King
By the early 1960s, I’d won the U.S. Championship, multiple U.S. Opens, and held my own on the world stage. I had titles, international respect, and a portfolio of games I could be proud of. But in the great pyramid of chess history, I was never at the very top. I was a champion, yes. But not the king.
Some people ask me if that bothered me. If I lost sleep over never challenging for the World Championship. If I ever looked at the cover stories about Bobby, or the endless records of Reshevsky, and thought, That should’ve been me.
The truth? Not really.
Not because I didn’t want it. Of course I wanted it. Every serious player does. But I also knew the lay of the board. I knew my strengths—and I knew my ceiling. I was a good player, sometimes even a great one. But I wasn’t a genius. Not like Bobby. And I wasn’t an iron wall like Petrosian, or a storm like Tal. I was a craftsman. A worker. I earned every point, and I earned them honestly.
To me, that was enough.
Let’s talk about what it means to be “almost” at the summit.
I had flirtations with the Candidates cycle. I qualified for Interzonals. I scored wins against grandmasters from across the globe. I had a positive score against many international masters and drew or beat players who would later challenge for the title.
But the title path in those days was a fortress—especially for Western players. The Soviet machine dominated every rung of the ladder. They had funding, infrastructure, preparation teams, even psychologists. We had weekend tournaments and a lot of coffee.
There were moments, though, when the dream felt close.
In the Amsterdam Interzonal of 1964, I played some of the best chess of my life. I had prepared deeply, focusing on sharp lines and catching opponents off-guard with early novelties. Against Filipino master Florencio Campomanes, I played a King's Indian that flowed like water—opening lines, counterpunching, sacrificing a pawn for open diagonals. The game made international bulletins. Even the Soviets nodded at it.
But the tournament was long. And brutal. I faded toward the end. A single miscalculation in Round 18 cost me a full point and knocked me out of contention for the Candidates. That’s how razor-thin the margins were. A bad sleep, a missed nuance, and your championship dream dissolves like fog.
Still, I carried no bitterness.
I watched players climb past me, some with flair, others with brute force. I watched Bobby, of course, rise like a comet. He did make it to the summit, and he did it alone—without trainers, without federation favors, without compromises. That was beautiful, in its way. But lonely, too.
I made a different choice.
While others chased the world title with monastic intensity, I built a life. I played tournaments, yes, but I also taught, wrote, traveled, and raised a family. I gave simuls across the country—from Boston libraries to rural Texas high schools. I saw the joy in young players’ eyes when they forked my queen. I lectured not to dazzle, but to explain. I wrote not to boast, but to share.
And that, I think, was the trade.
I might’ve squeezed out a few more rating points had I locked myself in a room for three years with Soviet opening prep. But I would’ve missed the letters from students thanking me for changing their game. I would’ve missed the backroads of America, where people showed up in farm towns just to watch a grandmaster play twenty boards at once.
I didn’t have the razor focus of a world champion. But I had balance. And for me, that was the better life.
Do I remember the near misses? Of course. I remember a loss to Borislav Ivkov in the 1962 Varna Olympiad that still stings. I remember an endgame against Viktor Korchnoi that I misplayed with too much ambition. I remember being a half-point away from Candidates qualification on more than one occasion.
But I also remember the wins.
The elegant exchange sac against Larsen. The positional masterpiece over Mednis. The quiet satisfaction of playing twenty-four moves of pure logic and hearing an opponent sigh, “I don’t see anything.” That’s the music of chess.
Being champion but never king meant I got to stay in love with the game.
The world champions—they carry more. More weight. More pressure. More scrutiny. Every move they make becomes a headline, every loss a scandal. For me, chess remained what it always was: a discipline, a puzzle, a conversation between minds.
And when I lost, I got to go back to my hotel, order a late-night sandwich, and analyze the game in peace. No entourage. No politics. Just me and the board.
That’s not second place.
That’s freedom.
So yes, I was a champion. But more importantly, I was a constant. Through decades of change—through the rise and fall of stars, through the Cold War and beyond—I stayed on the board. I played, taught, traveled, wrote. I carried the game like a craftsman carries his tools.
And in the end, I didn’t need a crown.
I had the work.
And that, to me, was the highest honor of all.




Chapter Fourteen: Chess with Bobby Fischer – Friendship, Rivalry, Ghosting
Bobby and I weren’t close friends. Let’s get that out of the way. We weren’t grabbing lunch between rounds or sending each other postcards. But we weren’t enemies either. We had something harder to define—an orbit. Sometimes parallel, sometimes intersecting. Sometimes clashing. But always drawn by the gravity of the same board.
Our relationship spanned decades, from the moment he emerged as a chess prodigy in the mid-1950s to his mysterious fade from the public scene in the ’70s. I played him more than a dozen times in formal competition. I lost more of those games than I won. I learned from all of them.
Bobby didn’t talk much over the board. He barely looked at you. He’d show up in a wrinkled shirt, sit down with that hawk-like stare, and as soon as you pressed the clock, the rest of the world disappeared for him. You weren’t a person—you were a position. He didn’t smile. He didn’t chat. But the intensity was absolute.
My first official game against him was in the 1957 U.S. Championship. I was the defending champion. He was a 14-year-old kid barely tall enough to see over the board without adjusting the chair. I didn’t underestimate him, but I thought I could control the game with experience.
I couldn’t.
He played the Grünfeld and danced his pieces into perfect squares. I overextended, misjudged a central break, and found myself with a backward pawn that felt like a knife in my side. He didn’t even look triumphant when I resigned. He just nodded and walked off, already replaying the game in his head. It was like playing a computer. Cold, fast, efficient—and unforgiving.
Still, I wasn’t afraid of Bobby. I was fascinated by him. He saw things most of us missed. He prepared more deeply. And when he entered a position he understood better than you, you were already lost—even if the board still looked equal.
But Bobby wasn’t invincible, and I made sure to remind him of that now and then.
One of my best games against him came in the 1963–64 U.S. Championship. I had the black pieces. He opened with 1.e4, as he always did, and I responded with the French—a line I knew well. The game went into a classical structure, with tension building slowly. I played a novelty on move 13—an early …a6, delaying the typical …c5. It threw him off just enough. He hesitated, pushed too quickly on the kingside, and I capitalized with …f6 and an exchange sac that opened the center. By move 35, I was clearly better. On move 42, he resigned.
That win made headlines—“Bisguier Beats Fischer”—and for a while I got to enjoy the rarefied air of out-preparing the best. But Bobby never forgot a loss. Especially not one he considered unnecessary.
After that game, he barely acknowledged me for the rest of the event. That was Bobby. Warmth and connection weren’t his currency. Control was. When he lost, he didn’t just study the game. He studied you—and he made sure he never lost to you the same way again.
Our games after that were mostly in the U.S. Championships and a few international events. He won most of them—clean, surgical wins. In one game, he played the Najdorf with such precision that by move 20 I had run out of plans. It was like being smothered in soft pillows. You don’t realize you're lost until it’s too late.
But Bobby wasn’t just a competitor. He was a student. A perfectionist. A visionary. And in quiet moments—rare ones—he let you in.
Once, during a break between rounds at the U.S. Open in Cleveland, he caught me reviewing a game. He looked over my shoulder, pointed at move 14, and said, “Your bishop doesn’t belong there. Now it can’t help in the transition.” Then he walked away. That was Bobby. No hello. No goodbye. Just clarity. I corrected that line in my notes. He was right.
Over the years, I tried to be one of the few people who could talk to him without setting off alarm bells. I never pushed. Never demanded. When we traveled to Olympiads together, I let him come to me. Sometimes we’d talk chess. Sometimes silence. Sometimes nothing at all.
But as the 1960s wore on, Bobby began to drift—from tournaments, from people, from everything. His paranoia grew. He believed the Soviets were conspiring against him in the Candidates events. He withdrew from tournaments last minute. He made erratic demands. Some justified. Others less so.
I watched from the edges as he grew more isolated.
In 1972, when he played Boris Spassky for the World Championship in Reykjavik, I was both proud and concerned. I knew this was the culmination of everything he’d worked for. I also knew the toll it would take.
I was one of the official commentators for the match. I analyzed the games for Chess Life and even offered thoughts for the press. The chess world had never seen anything like it—American vs. Soviet, the Cold War with bishops and pawns. Bobby won, of course. He played brilliantly. He broke the Soviet grip and proved what I’d known for years: he was the best player on the planet.
But after Reykjavik, Bobby disappeared.
No title defenses. No invitations accepted. No appearances. He ghosted the world.
I reached out once. Sent a quiet note through a mutual friend, just to say hello. No reply. I didn’t take it personally. Bobby had retreated into himself, and there was no coaxing him out.
He emerged briefly in 1992 for that rematch against Spassky in Yugoslavia. The chess wasn’t vintage. He was older, slower, rustier. But the old magic flickered now and then. A queen sacrifice. A knight maneuver. The same stare, even if the eyes were more tired.
I watched from afar.
Then he vanished again.
When Bobby died in 2008, I was saddened. Not just for the loss of a great player, but for the loss of a brilliant, broken man who had never quite found peace. He gave everything to chess, and chess didn’t always give back.
People ask me what Bobby was like. I say: he was like a chessboard turned sideways. The pieces still fit, the rules still applied—but the angles were different. You had to adjust your vision to see what he saw.
And if you did, just for a moment, you saw beauty. Pure, unfiltered, unstoppable beauty.
I’m proud to have known him. To have played him. To have occasionally beaten him. And to have witnessed, up close, the mind that changed everything.
He didn’t leave many friends behind.
But he left games.
And those, I think, are enough.



Chapter Fifteen: Teaching, Touring, and the Life of a Professional Grandmaster
Being a professional grandmaster in America never meant luxury. Not in my day, anyway. You didn’t ride in limousines, you didn’t sleep in five-star hotels, and you certainly didn’t have an entourage. What you had—if you were lucky—was a small suitcase, a folding travel set, and a calendar packed with weekend events. That was the life. And I chose it, fully and without regret.
After my peak tournament years—after the Olympiads, the Interzonals, and my national titles—I settled into what I’d call the “working grandmaster” phase of my life. I wasn’t chasing Candidates anymore. I wasn’t trying to unseat the kings. Instead, I was taking the game on the road—teaching, touring, writing, lecturing, and playing in dozens of events a year. If there was a stage with a board and an audience, I was on it.
Let me paint you a picture of the typical “Bisguier Circuit” in the 1970s.
I’d fly—or more often drive—to a college town in Ohio, or a community center in Kentucky, or a VFW hall in New Jersey. I’d arrive with my chess set, a notebook, and maybe a few issues of Chess Life tucked under my arm. I’d be greeted by a local organizer—sometimes a high school teacher, sometimes a retired postal worker—and we’d head to a motel, often one that doubled as the tournament site.
The next day, I’d give a lecture—“The Power of Outposts,” “How to Win with Simplified Material,” “Lessons from Capablanca.” Then a simul—20, 30, sometimes 40 boards. I’d walk the aisles for hours, sipping coffee, giving the occasional nod of approval, and offering the kind of commentary players remember for decades.
“Think about where your pieces want to go—not just where they are.”
“You’re attacking, but you’re not threatening anything.”
“This endgame is lost… unless you know the Lucena position.”
Some nights I’d face a crowd of 100 kids, hands sticky with soda, their parents snapping photos. Other nights, it was just five quiet retirees and a dog asleep under a table. Didn’t matter. I gave each game the same respect.
And yes, I lost a few simuls. You play forty people at once, and sooner or later, someone catches you with a fork. But I never minded. The kid who beat me in Milwaukee in 1973? I signed his scoresheet and told him, “You saw something I didn’t.” That meant something to him. Maybe it still does.
Between stops, I wrote. I contributed monthly columns to Chess Life for decades. Game annotations, positional puzzles, tournament rundowns. I always tried to write clearly, to explain—not just impress. I never liked when annotations became ego trips. I wasn’t interested in proving how brilliant I was. I was interested in helping someone understand why the move 17…Rc8 was better than 17…Rad8. I wanted the reader to see it, to feel it, to grow.
I also served as a tournament director for many national events. You had to. There weren’t enough hands in American chess back then. We all pitched in. I directed U.S. Opens, U.S. Juniors, invitationals. I sat behind registration desks, arranged pairings, handled disputes, and even swept floors when needed.
People respected me because I never acted like I was above the work.
And it was work.
I logged thousands of miles. I slept in beds that creaked and buses that didn’t stop for meals. I played in halls where the ceiling leaked and in hotels where the only restaurant served week-old meatloaf. But I was out there, doing what I loved. And I always showed up.
One of the most rewarding parts of this phase was the mentoring.
I saw young talents come up—Joel Benjamin, Yasser Seirawan, Michael Rohde, and others. I played them in early events, offered advice afterward, even analyzed games when they asked. I never saw it as charity. I saw it as continuity. Someone had once done it for me. Now it was my turn.
Sometimes, I’d return to a city where I’d played a simul years before, and someone would come up and say, “You beat me when I was twelve. You told me to study the endgame. I did. Now I’m a master.”
That kind of thing stays with you.
I also worked closely with the U.S. Chess Federation during this time. I wasn’t always aligned with their decisions, but I believed in the mission—growing the game, reaching new players, building a national identity around the 64 squares. I wasn’t political, but I was reliable. If they needed someone to step in, teach a camp, fill a board slot, or represent American chess abroad, I said yes.
By the late ’70s and early ’80s, I was still playing competitively. Not at the world level, perhaps, but strong enough to beat almost anyone in the room. I won national senior events, still placed high at U.S. Opens, and even surprised a few international masters who thought I was past my prime.
In 1989, I was awarded the title of Grandmaster Emeritus by the USCF—not for recent achievements, but for a lifetime of contribution. Some players might scoff at that sort of honorific. Not me. It meant they noticed. It meant the decades of travel, lectures, simuls, writings, and steady service had mattered.
That’s the thing about chess. It doesn’t hand out accolades easily. But when they come—quietly, without fanfare—they mean more.
I never made millions. Never had an agent. Never sold out stadiums. But I lived off the game. I supported a family. I touched thousands of players, from unrated beginners to national champions. I didn’t just play chess. I carried it—across cities, across decades, across generations.
And along the way, the game gave back. It gave me purpose. Direction. And something to wake up for every single day.
That’s the life of a professional grandmaster—not glamorous, but steady. Not loud, but lasting.
And I wouldn’t trade it for anything.


Chapter Sixteen: The U.S. Open Circuit – Motel Rooms, Simuls, and Smoky Halls
If the elite international events were cathedrals of chess—grand, formal, steeped in theory—then the U.S. Open circuit was the game’s roadside chapel. No stained glass. Just folding tables, buzzing fluorescent lights, and the deep faith that every pawn had a chance to queen.
I played in more U.S. Opens than I can count. I played when they were held in sweltering gymnasiums, echoing convention centers, and small-town college cafeterias where you could smell hot dogs two boards away. And I loved it. Because the U.S. Open was real chess—imperfect, human, alive.
Unlike the closed invitationals or the Soviet-dominated international tournaments, the U.S. Open was democratic. Anybody could play. You could have grandmasters, club players, teenagers, retirees, hustlers, and postal workers all seated side by side. And you know what? Sometimes the guy with the frayed cap and the pocket set would beat the master who came in from Boston on a flight and had his openings memorized twenty moves deep. That’s what made the Open special.
My first U.S. Open win came in 1950, tied with Weaver Adams. I was still a teenager, lanky and quiet, wearing a jacket one size too large and carrying a pen that leaked blue ink onto my scoresheets. I remember those early Opens for the sense of possibility they gave me. You didn’t need connections. You needed ideas. And if you had them, people took notice.
Over the years, I won the U.S. Open six times—more than anyone else. Some of those wins came clean. Others came through blood, sweat, and lucky breaks. All of them came with stories.
There was the 1957 Open in Cleveland, where I arrived a day late because my bus broke down outside Pittsburgh. I had to play double rounds to catch up. I won six games in three days and then drew Bobby Fischer in Round 7. That draw felt like a win. I was exhausted, unshaven, running on vending machine sandwiches—and I still held off the future world champion.
Or the 1966 Open in Seattle, where I gave a simul the night before the final round, only to realize halfway through I was playing an unrated 12-year-old who later became a master. I drew that game, barely. He played a line of the Modern Defense I hadn’t studied in years. The next day, I faced a Soviet émigré in the last round, needing a win to tie for first. I played a positional masterpiece—slow, clean, almost mathematical. That win tied me with Rossolimo and Walter Browne. We split the prize, and I smiled the whole train ride home.
The Open circuit also meant motel life. If you haven’t spent a week in a faded Days Inn with a chess clock on your nightstand and a towel shoved under the door to keep out the noise from the hallway, then you haven’t really lived the circuit life.
We’d pile into cars—me, Evans, Addison, and sometimes a few students—and drive from city to city. St. Louis to Chicago. Milwaukee to Detroit. Nights were for prep. Mornings for coffee and the wall charts. You lived out of a suitcase, learned how to fix your collar in the mirror of a Denny’s restroom, and kept all your pens in a single pouch so you wouldn’t lose them before a game.
And then there were the smoky halls.
Before smoking bans swept through the chess world, tournaments were fog machines. Players lit up between moves. Clouds hovered over the boards like a front moving in from the coast. I never liked it—I preferred clarity on the board and in the air—but you couldn’t escape it. I played a crucial game in Chicago once where my opponent lit three cigarettes in a row, never taking a puff, just letting them burn down in the ashtray while he sat silent, calculating. It was his form of intimidation. I waited until he reached for the fourth, then played …Qh4+, ending the game and his streak.
There were no easy games in the U.S. Open. Even in the early rounds, you had to stay alert. Every town had its local legend. The guy who never left his region but had played the French Defense since before you were born. Or the quiet teen who’d studied every Fischer game and wasn’t afraid to test them on you. That’s what kept the circuit honest. You never coasted.
I remember one Open in New Jersey where a man in overalls and a camouflage cap beat two experts in a row. Nobody knew who he was. Turned out, he played correspondence chess in prison for years and had memorized hundreds of endgames. He played quietly, slowly, and left without shaking hands. I never saw him again. But I remember his rook endings.
The U.S. Open wasn’t glamorous, but it was chess in America. It was our proving ground, our carnival, our pilgrimage. It was where you played your first serious game and maybe your best. It was where legends were made, titles earned, and stories born.
And it’s where I felt most at home.
Because it didn’t matter if I’d played Olympiads or Interzonals. At the U.S. Open, I was just Art—another guy with a board and a belief that the next game might be a masterpiece.
And sometimes, it was.



Chapter Seventeen: Chess Journalism and the Art of Annotating Moves
Not all chess is played on the board. Some of it is played on the page—slowly, carefully, one note at a time. If the game itself is the performance, then annotation is the rehearsal tape, the director’s commentary, the post-mortem turned public. And for me, writing about chess wasn’t a side job. It was a second calling.
I started writing about games in my early twenties. At first, it was for myself—little notes in the margins of score sheets, short thoughts like “!?,” “weak idea,” or “maybe …Nc5 instead.” But before long, people started asking me for commentary. A magazine editor. A local club bulletin. A newspaper chess column that needed filler. They knew I played clean games and explained clearly. And I found that I liked doing it.
Writing about chess forces you to think about what you’ve done, not just what you meant to do. It demands that you walk the reader through the fog, explaining your choices as if they were paths through a forest. Sometimes the forest is dense. Sometimes it’s wide open. Either way, your job is to shine a light.
I became a regular contributor to Chess Life in the 1960s. Back then, it was the magazine of record for American players. If you won a tournament and it didn’t get into Chess Life, did it really happen? That’s how it felt. I started with game annotations—some of my own, some from other events. Then I added features, tournament reports, profiles, reviews.
My style was never flashy. I wasn’t looking for clever phrases or sarcasm. I believed in clarity. I wanted the reader to understand why a move worked, not just that it did. I’d point out the logic behind a knight retreat, the reasoning for trading rooks, the danger of pushing a pawn too soon. I didn’t want to impress. I wanted to teach.
Take this position, for example:
White to move:
After 17…Rc8, it looks like a natural centralizing move. But in the notes, I might write:
"White’s bishop on b2 now has a latent pressure along the diagonal. Black’s rook move gives White time to play c4, fixing the pawn structure and restricting counterplay. Perhaps …Re8 was more flexible."
That’s not flowery. But it tells the truth.
One of my favorite annotations I ever wrote was about a draw—yes, a draw—I played against Tigran Petrosian. It was in an Olympiad, and we played a tight, positional game with very few fireworks. But I spent three full paragraphs explaining why each side repeated moves at the end. It wasn’t laziness. It was mutual recognition. Two players realizing that trying to push for more would be pushing too far.
People liked that kind of explanation. Not just what happened—but why it happened. That’s the art of annotating. You’re not just recording history. You’re making it understandable.
As the years went on, I annotated thousands of games—my own, Bobby’s, Reshevsky’s, Tal’s, even amateur contests submitted by readers. I never sneered at a game just because it wasn’t grandmaster-level. Chess is chess. If a club player finds a beautiful bishop sacrifice on move 16, it deserves as much praise as if Botvinnik played it.
I also wrote books—The Art of Bisguier, American Chess Masters from Morphy to Fischer, and several collections with game commentary. They weren’t bestsellers, but they found homes on club shelves and in tournament libraries. That’s where I wanted them.
Chess journalism also brought me into contact with international editors. I contributed to foreign publications—Schach-Echo, British Chess Magazine, 64 in Russia. It was a quiet form of diplomacy. We couldn’t always speak each other’s languages, but we all understood Rb8.
There was a moment at the 1970 Siegen Olympiad when a Soviet journalist handed me a clipping of my own annotations—translated into Russian. “Very logical,” he said. That’s all. But it meant the world.
I also edited newsletters, ran columns for state federations, and responded to letters from readers. Some asked about openings. Others sent their games, desperate for feedback. I answered as many as I could. Sometimes with a postcard. Sometimes with a two-page reply.
Annotation, for me, was a way of giving back. Not everyone can sit across from a grandmaster. But anyone can sit with a well-annotated game and learn. That’s the magic of it. You’re teaching people you’ll never meet. You’re passing the game forward.
And yes, I made mistakes. I misjudged positions, gave too much credit here, missed a nuance there. Engines later would find holes in my logic. But that doesn’t invalidate the work. It just shows the game is always bigger than any of us.
In time, younger annotators emerged—Benjamin, Seirawan, Finegold. Writers with style and insight. I welcomed them. The tradition had to continue. We weren’t just playing games—we were building a living archive of thought.
And when I look back on my writing, I don’t just see diagrams and move lists. I see conversations. With my younger self. With my opponents. With the players who picked up a magazine and said, “Ah, that’s why he played it.”
In chess, we often talk about immortality—“The Immortal Game,” “The Evergreen Game.” But true immortality isn’t found in sacrifices. It’s found in understanding.
And if even one person learned something from my notes, then I did my job.



Chapter Eighteen: My Favorite Games and Worst Blunders
If you play chess long enough—and I’ve played a lifetime—you come to understand that beauty and disaster live just one square apart. A single move can elevate your name to the tournament bulletin—or leave you staring at the ceiling, wondering why you didn’t play …Rd8 instead.
I’ve played thousands of games, and most of them, frankly, fall somewhere in the middle: solid ideas, a few inaccuracies, nothing to write home about. But there are some I still replay in my head. The ones where everything clicked. And yes, the ones where everything collapsed.
Let’s start with the good.
My Favorite Game: Bisguier–Mednis, U.S. Championship 1961
Edmar Mednis was a fine player and a gentleman, a future author and a sharp endgame analyst. We’d played several times before. But this game, played in New York during the 1961 U.S. Championship, was something special. I had White. The opening was a Queen’s Gambit Declined—solid, quiet, positional.
On move 15, I played a novelty—Nd2 to f1, then to e3. My knight rerouted to apply pressure to the d5 pawn, and at the same time, I used my bishop pair to restrict his mobility. By move 25, Edmar was tied in knots.
The beauty of the game came in the compression. No fireworks. No queen sacs. Just slow, relentless pressure. On move 31, I played the quiet Re1, preparing e4. He cracked a few moves later. The game ended with my rooks doubled on the seventh rank and his king imprisoned by his own pieces.
Afterward, several players came up to me and said, “That was like Capablanca.” That’s the highest compliment I’ve ever received.
Another Favorite: Bisguier–Larsen, Zurich 1955
I mentioned this game earlier, but it’s worth repeating. Bent Larsen was young, brash, and dangerous. He played for complications. I liked clarity. Our game was a Queen’s Indian, and I managed to steer it into a position where his dark-square weaknesses became targets. I won a pawn, simplified, and converted in a bishop-versus-knight ending.
The thing I loved most? It was clean. Every move had purpose. No wasted motion. Chess as geometry.
And Now… The Blunders
Yes, I’ve had my share. Every grandmaster has. The difference is, some players forget them. I remember mine vividly.
My Worst Miss: Against Viktor Korchnoi, Amsterdam Interzonal 1964
I was playing well in the tournament, and this game was critical for staying in contention for the Candidates cycle. I had Black. Korchnoi played 1.d4, and we entered a Nimzo-Indian. By move 22, I had equalized completely and had some initiative. I saw a tactic: …Nf4!—a flashy knight leap threatening his queen and kingside structure.
And I played it. Boldly. Too boldly.
What I missed was a quiet rook maneuver: Rfe1 followed by g3. My knight became a liability, and within ten moves I was lost. I resigned soon after. I’d gone from solid equality to collapse because I reached too far, too fast.
I went back to my room and didn’t sleep. Not just because of the loss—but because I knew better.
Another Haunting One: Bisguier–Reshevsky, U.S. Championship 1958
This game still wakes me up sometimes.
I had White. A Caro-Kann Advance Variation. Reshevsky, as always, was slow and methodical. I had built a powerful center and had attacking chances. Then, on move 23, I had a choice: take the knight on g6 and blow open the kingside—or play it safe with h3.
I hesitated. Then I hesitated again.
And then… I played h3.
Wrong move. Momentum lost. Reshevsky reorganized, pushed back, and beat me in a long endgame.
The worst part? I saw the correct idea. I just didn’t trust it.
That’s the thing about blunders. It’s not just calculation. It’s confidence. And when that wavers, even for a moment, your position can vanish.
A Funny One: Simul in Kansas, 1974
I once played a 40-board simul in Wichita. On board 27, a kid maybe 10 years old set a trap in the Scandinavian Defense. I waltzed into it. He won a piece on move 12. I fought hard, recovered material, and offered a draw by move 30.
He looked up and said, “My teacher says I should never take draws.”
He played on—and beat me.
I shook his hand and said, “Your teacher’s right.”
I found out later the kid became a master. I suppose I helped.

People sometimes ask: What do you learn more from—wins or losses?
And I say: Neither. You learn the most from games that stay with you. The ones that meant something. The ones that turned on a single decision. Because it’s not the result that teaches you—it’s the moment before the result. The decision. The doubt. The clarity. That’s where growth lives.
My favorite games weren’t always wins. And my worst blunders weren’t always losses.
They were moments. Human ones.
And chess, after all, is nothing if not a mirror of us at our most human.



Chapter Nineteen: Raising a Family While Living Out of a Suitcase
I often say that I lived two lives: one over the chessboard, the other around a dinner table. And both required strategy, patience, and—if I’m honest—occasional sacrifices.
Being a chess professional in America was never easy. Being a family man at the same time? That was the real endgame. Because chess doesn’t come with a salary. It comes with prize money, travel reimbursements, and the occasional lecture fee. It doesn’t come with stability. It comes with red-eye flights, $25 checks that take months to arrive, and weekends spent in motel rooms with tournament pairings posted on the wall in pencil.
I married in the early 1960s, and not long after, my son was born. His name is Eliot. Smart kid. Quiet like me. From the very beginning, I wanted to be present. I wanted to be the kind of father who showed up, who taught, who listened. But chess had other ideas. It pulled me in multiple directions—coast to coast, continent to continent. And so, I found myself balancing diapers with d4s, bedtime stories with bishop endings, and grocery lists with rook lifts.
My wife—may she forever be thanked—was patient. Supportive. She understood that chess wasn’t a hobby for me. It wasn’t even just a career. It was how I thought, how I breathed. She managed the home while I managed the clock. There were moments of strain, of course. Missed birthdays. Tournaments scheduled too close to the school recital. Times when I came home more exhausted than triumphant.
But I brought stories. And little trophies. And sometimes a rolled-up scoresheet with my notes scribbled on the back in red ink. Eliot would unroll them and ask, “Did you win this one?” Sometimes yes. Sometimes no. But always with a lesson.
I tried to be present when I could. I wrote letters from the road—on hotel stationery, with coffee stains and time zone confusion. I called when I could afford the long-distance charge. I made it to parent-teacher nights when I was in town. And I told my son, as often as I could: “Think before you move. On the board, and off it.”
Raising a family while living out of a suitcase meant budgeting tightly. It meant booking the cheapest airfare, sleeping in tournament halls during double rounds, and memorizing diner menus across half the states. It meant watching every dollar, knowing that one early-round upset could mean you don’t make rent that month.
But it also meant moments of grace.
I once brought Eliot with me to a U.S. Open. He was about ten. He sat in the back of the hall with a pad and pencil, drawing knights and bishops with cartoon faces. During breaks, I’d show him puzzles. “White to move and win,” I’d say, pointing to a diagram. He’d squint, then grin, then say, “You tricked me again.”
That trip reminded me why I kept playing. Not just for myself—but to share it. To pass it on.
I didn’t pressure him to take up the game. I never believed in forcing the next generation. But I taught him the fundamentals. And more than that, I taught him the discipline it gave me. Chess teaches patience, focus, humility. It teaches you to lose with dignity and to win without arrogance. If he absorbed even half of that, then I did something right.
The suitcase life also meant friendships formed on the road—fellow grandmasters, local organizers, kids at clubs who followed me from simul to simul. Some families only knew me from newspaper clippings or chess magazines. But I felt part of a wider community—one held together not by location, but by shared love of the game.
Was it perfect? No. I missed things. I made mistakes. There were times I should’ve said no to a tournament and yes to a quiet weekend at home. But I also know this: I was always honest. With my family, and with the game. I never promised riches. Only that I would keep showing up—with integrity, with effort, with love.
And somehow, we made it work. We built a life around the 64 squares. A humble life, maybe. But a meaningful one.
Eliot grew up and found his own path—not in chess, but in his own world of logic and learning. I supported him, as my parents supported me. He still remembers the pieces. He still knows how to castle. And every so often, he’ll ask, “Dad, want to play a quick game?”
And I always say yes.
Because after all the miles, all the trophies, all the rounds—there’s nothing better than playing a quiet game at home, with someone you love, using a set that’s missing a pawn.
That’s the real victory.



Chapter Twenty: Chess in the Computer Age – What We Didn’t See Coming
If someone had told me in 1950 that one day a machine would not only play chess better than any human, but explain it better too—I’d have raised an eyebrow and adjusted my glasses. Not because I didn’t believe in technology. But because I didn’t believe anything could truly understand chess without soul.
I was wrong. Or at least, partly wrong.
The rise of computers changed chess more than any opening revolution, more than Bobby’s triumph, more than the fall of the Berlin Wall. It didn’t happen all at once. It crept in, quietly, like a pawn that turns into a queen when you’re not looking.
At first, chess and computers were acquaintances. In the 1960s, we heard rumors of MIT projects trying to teach machines to “play.” Back then, the programs were laughable. They’d blunder queens, fall for basic tactics, and collapse in ten moves. We joked about them in tournaments. “You could beat that thing with a broken rook.”
By the ’80s, though, the laughter started fading. The programs got better. Then they got faster. Then they got scary.
When I first played against a chess computer—on a bulky home console—I underestimated it. I played a casual opening, figured I’d mop up in twenty moves. Then I missed a tactic, dropped a pawn, and suddenly found myself in a worse endgame. I won, but barely. That was the first time I felt it: this wasn’t a toy. This was something evolving.
Then came 1997. Deep Blue. Kasparov. The match heard round the world.
I wasn’t in New York for it, but I followed every game. I analyzed them like a student again, pen in hand, trying to understand how a computer could hold its own against the greatest human mind of our time. And not only hold its own—win.
When Garry lost Game 6, I wasn’t stunned. I was sobered.
We had crossed a threshold.
What we didn’t see coming was how fast the change would happen. Within a few years, chess engines were playing beyond even Kasparov’s level. Rybka, Fritz, Houdini. Then Stockfish. Then AlphaZero. Each one better than the last, and none of them had ever sat in a classroom, read Nimzowitsch, or eaten cold sandwiches between double rounds.
But here’s what really shook me: it wasn’t just that the computers were winning. It was how they played. At first, their moves felt alien. Cold. Mechanical. But over time, something stranger happened—the machines started playing beautifully. They made sacrifices. Long-term pawn moves. Deep positional ideas that no human had thought of. It was like watching the ghost of Alekhine and a Martian playing together.
And suddenly, we were the students.
For someone like me—who’d spent decades teaching others, writing annotations, guiding young players—it was humbling. The lines I had called “unclear” were now +1.37 for White. The sacrifices I thought dubious? Sound. The defenses I thought impenetrable? Swiss cheese.
I had a choice: dig in and deny it, or learn.
I chose to learn.
I bought a laptop. Downloaded engines. Played around with databases. I asked younger players to help me navigate this brave new world. And slowly, I came to see the value—not just of the computer’s brute force—but of its perspective.
Engines don’t get tired. They don’t worry. They don’t fear ghosts. They simply calculate. And because of that, they’ve shown us truths we never imagined.
But there’s a danger too.
With every position pre-analyzed and every line mapped to the fourth decimal point, where does creativity live? When players rely too heavily on memorized lines and machine prep, do they stop thinking?
That’s the paradox of the computer age. The tools are miraculous. The danger is in forgetting how to use them as tools—not as crutches.
I still believe in human chess. In intuition. In the feeling you get when a bishop pair starts humming in harmony. No engine can feel that. And no engine can teach you how to look your opponent in the eye after a tough loss and shake hands with grace.
But I also believe in evolution. In adapting.
The game is deeper now because of computers. Richer. And more accessible. Young players today can study thousands of grandmaster games from their phones. They can train with puzzles I never dreamed of. They can get better faster than we ever could.
That’s a gift.
And so I teach differently now. When I show a game, I show the human logic—but I also show what the engine says. We compare. We learn. We try to blend intuition with precision. It’s a new dialect of an old language.
Chess didn’t die in the computer age.
It grew up.
And me? I may not beat Stockfish. But I’ll still put my rook on an open file, advance my central pawns, and look for the square where the knight belongs—not just because the machine says so, but because forty years of experience tells me it feels right.
There’s still room on the board for feeling.
And there always will be.



Chapter Twenty-One: Why I Never Quit, and Never Will
Some players walk away from chess. They say they’ve done all they can. That their best days are behind them. That it’s time for something else—golf, gardening, grandchildren. I’ve heard them say, “I don’t have the fire anymore.”
I never said that.
Because for me, the fire was never a flame. It was a quiet ember, steady and enduring. Chess was never something I needed to quit. It was something that became me. Just as much as my name, my voice, my breath.
I played my first serious game in the Bronx when I was seven years old. I sat at the board and felt something settle into place. A kind of stillness. A challenge. A joy. And I’ve been chasing that feeling ever since—not just for the thrill of winning, but for the moment where thinking becomes music, where calculation becomes art.
Why didn’t I quit?
Because chess never stopped giving.
Even when I lost—and I lost plenty—it gave me something to learn. Something to understand. Something to reflect on. It gave me purpose. And over the years, it gave me people—students, fellow masters, tournament directors, fans, kids with battered scorebooks and big dreams. A whole community connected not by language or background or belief, but by knights and squares.
There were lean years, sure. Years when prize money didn’t stretch far, when I wondered if I could make it to the next event. Times when I finished in the middle of the pack and felt the weight of age creeping up behind me.
But every time I sat down at the board, I felt young again.
Chess is generous that way. It doesn’t care about your birth certificate. Only your position. Only your next move.
Even as computers rose, even as new prodigies replaced the ones I once called “young,” even as I found myself more often watching than playing—I stayed. I adapted. I taught. I wrote. I shook hands across boards and passed on what I’d learned.
I once gave a lecture to a group of teenagers at a summer chess camp. One of them, maybe thirteen, asked me bluntly: “Mr. Bisguier, what do you do when you’re not playing anymore?”
I smiled and said, “That’s the secret. You never stop playing. The board just changes.”
Because chess isn’t just a game. It’s a way of seeing. Of moving through the world. It teaches you to pause before acting, to think three steps ahead, to recognize patterns, to be humble in victory and gracious in defeat.
I’ve known players who quit because they didn’t reach their goals. Didn’t become grandmasters. Didn’t win the big tournament. I understand that disappointment. But I always remind them: you don’t measure chess by titles. You measure it by time spent in love with it.
And I’ve been in love with it all my life.
There’s an old story I like to tell. I was in my seventies, playing in a local open tournament. Nothing fancy. Just a gym with some tables and clocks. A young master, maybe twenty-two, came up to me before the round and said, “Mr. Bisguier, it’s an honor. But I hope you’re ready—I’m not going easy.”
I smiled and said, “Neither am I.”
We played. He won, barely. Afterward, he shook my hand and said, “You still see everything.”
I said, “No—I just see what matters.”
And that’s how I feel about life now. I’ve played the long game. And I see what matters.
It matters that I taught.
It matters that I played honestly.
It matters that I stayed.
Even today, long after the spotlight has moved, I sit with a board in my lap, replaying old games, studying new ones, or just enjoying the movement of ideas. Sometimes, I set up positions with no opponent. Just me and the pieces. It’s not about the win anymore. It’s about the process. The thought. The love.
And I’ll never quit that.
Not because I’m holding on.
But because there’s nothing to let go of.
The game is in me.
And I’m still making moves.



Chapter Twenty-Two: On Humility, Teaching, and Playing the Long Game
If there’s one thing chess has taught me more than any other lesson—more than calculation, more than discipline—it’s humility.
You sit at the board, and all your credentials, all your trophies, all your clippings from Chess Life—none of them help you if you blunder on move 14. The board doesn’t care who you are. It doesn’t care if you once beat Fischer or tied for first in the U.S. Open. It gives you thirty-two pieces and a problem. Solve it—or don’t.
That’s why I’ve always believed the best players, the truest professionals, are the ones who learn how to lose. And more than that, how to keep learning after they’ve lost.
Because this game will humble you, again and again.
And that’s where the real growth lives.
When I began teaching more seriously in the 1970s—after the peak of my tournament days—I didn’t think of myself as “Professor Bisguier” or “Grandmaster-in-Residence.” I was just Art. A guy who knew the game and knew how to show it to others in a way that made sense.
I gave lessons at clubs, in schools, at camps, and occasionally in private homes. My students ranged from eager seven-year-olds with unchecked energy to gray-haired retirees looking for a second chance at the game. Some wanted to improve. Others just wanted to be understood.
One of the first things I taught every student: Play the position, not your opponent.
They’d nod, write it down, and a few moves later play as if their opponent couldn’t see threats just because they wore sneakers or had a lower rating.
Chess doesn’t care about your expectations. That’s the beauty of it. And the danger.
Another lesson: Never assume you're winning until the other guy shakes your hand. I’ve seen more lost games salvaged—and won games thrown away—because of hubris than I can count. A player wins a pawn and thinks the game is over. It's not. It's just beginning.
And perhaps my most important lesson of all: Every game, even the worst one you ever played, contains something worth studying.
I once lost a game in thirty-one moves to a young master in a weekend Swiss. I had been better out of the opening, then played a lazy queen move, walked into a pin, and watched my position collapse. After the game, instead of sulking, I invited him to lunch and asked to go over it together.
He was stunned.
“But you’re a grandmaster.”
I told him, “And today, you played better. That’s all there is to it.”
That moment stuck with him. I later found out he became a teacher too.
That’s the real long game—not the one on the board, but the one played over years, decades, lifetimes. The one where you pass on what you know not to preserve your name, but to help someone else discover their voice in the game.
Humility doesn’t mean being meek. It means being clear about what you know, and even clearer about what you don’t. It means shaking your opponent’s hand even when it hurts. It means listening to a student’s suggestion and realizing they just found an improvement on your line. It means understanding that chess, like life, is too deep for any one of us to master completely.
In my later years, I started keeping what I called a “Humility Notebook.” It wasn’t for accolades or best games. It was for errors. Missed tactics. Overestimated positions. Misplayed endings. I’d write the date, the opponent, and the moment it all turned. Then I’d try to find the deeper reason—not just the move I got wrong, but the thinking I got wrong.
Sometimes it was fatigue. Sometimes ego. Sometimes rushing.
Often, it was the simple mistake of thinking I understood more than I did.
That notebook became one of my most valuable teachers.
When I shared it with my students, they couldn’t believe it. “A grandmaster has a mistake journal?”
Of course I do.
What do you think made me one?
I always said: The best players aren’t the ones who win the most. They’re the ones who learn the most from losing.
And teaching helped me learn that. Again and again.
There’s a rhythm to a life lived in chess. You learn. You teach. You forget. You relearn. You stumble. You recover. You lose with grace. You win with restraint. You annotate your mistakes with clarity. You explain your victories without arrogance.
And you keep showing up.
I’m still showing up.
Whether it’s to answer a question from a student, give a lecture in a dusty club hall, or quietly analyze a game I played forty years ago—I’m still in the long game.
And I’ll stay in it as long as I can.
Because humility, like chess, has no end.
Only new positions to explore.



Chapter Twenty-Three: Final Reflections from the 64 Squares
It’s a funny thing, looking back over the course of a life. You start to realize that the moments that felt small—an early game in a smoky room, a handshake after a hard-fought draw, a lesson shared with a young student—often mattered more than the trophies and titles. The real meaning is never just in the medals. It’s in the moves between them.
I’ve lived on the 64 squares for nearly eight decades. I’ve watched the game change—slowly at first, then rapidly. I’ve played against some of the greatest minds of the 20th century. I’ve written thousands of annotations, crossed thousands of miles, and met thousands of people—each one drawn, like I was, to the quiet promise of a wooden board and thirty-two pieces.
Chess has given me more than a career. It’s given me a lens. A way of seeing the world.
I see it in balance.
In positions of strength and vulnerability.
In transitions—openings to middlegames, childhood to adulthood, ambition to reflection.
I see it in patience. In the understanding that sometimes, the best move is to wait—to hold your ground and let the position evolve.
I see it in respect. In the handshake before the first move. In the smile after a crushing defeat. In the knowledge that your opponent today might be your teacher tomorrow.
I see it in discipline. In the hours I spent bent over a board, alone, in the quiet—studying endgames, reading old books, trying to understand the logic of long-departed masters.
And I see it in continuity.
The first time I played, I was a boy with a head full of possibilities and a pocket set in my bag.
The last time I played—well, who knows when that will be? I still sit down regularly. Against old friends, students, or a quiet board late at night. I still make notes. I still catch myself smiling when a plan comes together. I still get that little flutter in my chest when a rook lift lands just right.
Some players chase immortality in brilliancies. I chased clarity.
Some players sought domination. I sought understanding.
Some players wanted to be remembered. I wanted to be useful.
I don’t know how the chess world will remember me. Maybe as the guy who won six U.S. Opens. Maybe as the one who beat Fischer once. Maybe as the steady annotator in Chess Life who always found the instructive line.
But I know how I remember myself.
As someone who showed up. Who loved the game. Who played it honestly.
And who kept playing—even when the spotlight moved on.
Because chess was never about the spotlight.
It was about the next move.
Always the next move.
So if you’ve read this far, if you’ve followed me through the Bronx halls and the Olympiad stages, through opening traps and endgame studies, through wins, losses, and lessons—I thank you.
Now, it’s your move.
Make it count.
And whatever happens on the board—
Keep playing.
Always keep playing.
🕊️♟️



Epilogue: The Last Game Never Ends
When I was a boy, I thought the game ended when the king fell.
When I was a young man, I thought it ended when the clock struck zero.
When I was champion, I thought it ended at the final score.
Now, after a lifetime on both sides of the board, I know better.
The last game never ends.
It lives in the mind of a student puzzling out their first mate in two.
It lives in a dusty scoresheet pulled from a drawer fifty years after it was written.
It lives in a father showing his child how knights move in an L-shape.
It lives in the quiet tension before the first move, and in the quiet understanding after the last.
I’ve seen the arc of chess bend from lonely hobby to global obsession. From smoky backrooms to online platforms hosting millions of games a day. I’ve seen the pieces digitized, the openings codified, and the endgames solved.
And still, the magic remains.
Still, two people sit down.
Still, thirty-two pieces begin to dance.
Still, one small mistake can undo the most beautiful plan.
Still, one quiet move can change everything.
If this is the end of my story, then let it be the beginning of someone else’s. Let a kid from the Bronx, who started with a pocket set and a dream, remind you that a game can be a life. And that a life, if lived with care, patience, and love—for the game and for those who play it—can be a kind of checkmate against time itself.
So go ahead.
Set up the board.
Reset the clock.
Let the pieces breathe.
And play your best.
I’ll be watching.
And I’ll be smiling.
Because the last game?
It’s yours now.
♟♙♖♞♗♛♚
—Arthur Bisguier



The Right Moves: My Life in Chess
By Grandmaster Arthur Bisguier

Part I: Opening Principles
1. Pawn to King Four: The Bronx Beginnings
 Discovering chess in a working-class Bronx apartment and falling in love with the game at an early age.
2. Chess in the Shadow of War
 Coming of age during World War II, finding refuge and purpose through chess clubs and early tournaments.
3. Master at Sixteen
 Becoming a U.S. Junior Champion and National Master, and learning the discipline needed to climb the ranks.
4. My Mentor, Isaac Kashdan
 Guided by one of America’s greats, learning the structure, strategy, and grace of the professional game.
5. Bronx Science and the Concrete Jungle of Tournaments
 Balancing academics and chess while cutting teeth on the gritty New York City tournament circuit.
6. Yale, the Army, and the Game I Never Left
 Studying math at Yale, drafted into the Army, and keeping chess close through it all.

Part II: Into the Middlegame
7. Winning the U.S. Junior and Senior Titles
 The path from promising junior to U.S. Champion, and what it took to climb to the national summit.
8. The 1954 U.S. Championship and a Young Man Named Bobby
 Taking the crown just as Bobby Fischer emerged—a turning point for American chess.
9. Pan-American Glory and the Taste of International Boards
 Capturing international titles and discovering the deeper game beyond American borders.
10. Zurich and the European Lions
 Facing the best of Europe, including Soviet titans, and learning what it means to survive and thrive on the global stage.
11. Fischer, Reshevsky, and the American Chess Divide
 Caught between two legends—one rising, one rooted—and what that taught me about conflict, pride, and legacy.
12. Olympiads: My Seat at the World’s Table
 Representing the U.S. across decades of Olympiads and understanding the game’s role in Cold War diplomacy.

Part III: The Endgame Evolves
13. Champion but Never King
 Living with the reality of never challenging for the world title—and finding pride in persistence.
14. Chess with Bobby Fischer: Friendship, Rivalry, Ghosting
 A complex relationship with the greatest of them all, marked by moments of brilliance and distance.
15. Teaching, Touring, and the Life of a Professional Grandmaster
 Giving back to the game—through simuls, lectures, and living as a full-time chess ambassador.
16. The U.S. Open Circuit: Motel Rooms, Simuls, and Smoky Halls
 Life on the road playing in America’s great open tournaments—where the real work got done.
17. Chess Journalism and the Art of Annotating Moves
 Writing for Chess Life and beyond, and why explaining a move clearly can be as noble as playing it.
18. My Favorite Games and Worst Blunders
 The games I cherish, the ones that haunt me, and the lasting lessons from both.
19. Raising a Family While Living Out of a Suitcase
 Balancing chess with fatherhood, and what it meant to be a family man on a grandmaster’s schedule.
20. Chess in the Computer Age: What We Didn’t See Coming
 How engines changed the game—and why the soul of chess still matters.
21. Why I Never Quit, and Never Will
 The mindset that kept me playing for decades, and why the game still calls to me even now.
22. On Humility, Teaching, and Playing the Long Game
 What chess has really taught me—about people, patience, and the quiet dignity of lifelong learning.

Final Word
23. Final Reflections from the 64 Squares
 Looking back on a lifetime in chess—and why the real win is showing up, making your move, and passing the game on.
Epilogue: The Last Game Never Ends
 A farewell—but not a goodbye—from one player to all who follow.
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