Wiswell’s Way: A Life on the Squares and Between the Lines
By Tom Wiswell


Chapter One: Brooklyn Beginnings
It all began at the corner of Atlantic and Nostrand, Brooklyn, 1917. A working-class neighborhood, a Jewish family, and a boy who would grow up to be, among other odd things, a world checker champion. Yes—checkers, the game you played at your grandfather’s kitchen table, which I turned into a lifelong study, an art form, and eventually, a philosophy.
I wasn’t born into greatness or madness. Just into a world that still had trolleys clanking down the street and fathers who worked with their hands. Mine owned a small shop and taught me the first lessons of trade, thrift, and tact. My mother taught me patience. The combination, it turned out, is what you need to master any board game—and life itself.
I was a sickly child. Asthma. Frequent hospital visits. I stayed indoors when other boys went out to play stickball. The good part? Books. Puzzles. Games. The mind became my playground. I had a small red checker set given to me by an uncle. Simple as it was, those 64 squares opened a world. They were, I suppose, the first real property I ever owned: a little field of control, strategy, and wonder.
Checkers in those days was hardly considered glamorous. It was the game of barbershops and old men in the park. But something about the symmetry, the hidden tricks, and the idea that a mistake could cost you ten moves down the line… well, it hooked me. I didn’t want to be just good. I wanted to be the best.
By age 14, I was reading American Checker Monthly as if it were the Bible. Not skimming—studying. Annotated matches, expert commentary, grandmaster traps. It was chess’s humbler cousin, yes, but it had its own sharp brilliance. The best part? I could play in my head. I’d sit on the subway or lie in bed at night, replaying openings and endgames, visualizing silent battles with champions I never met.
In high school I wasn’t popular, but I was respected. I ran the school’s checker club—self-appointed captain and chief evangelist. I’d challenge anyone, anywhere, for any stakes: cafeteria trays, bus fare, dignity. Sometimes I lost. But I always learned. That was my secret. I took notes after every game, not just the ones I won. Losing became my best teacher.
I had no coach, no mentor. Just books, grit, and an obsessive drive. I think many champions start that way. You don’t wait for permission. You declare it to yourself. “I am a student of this craft.” That was me at 16.
I once entered an open tournament at a YMCA downtown. All grown men. All bigger, louder, more confident. But I was calm. I had the preparation. And I won. Not by showmanship—but by consistency. That’s a word I want to linger on: consistency. The engine of quiet success.
When I told my parents I wanted to pursue checkers seriously, they gave me that look—the one between confusion and concern. “You can’t make a living playing a board game,” my father said. “It’s not even chess!” But I didn’t want to make a living. I wanted to make a life. There’s a difference. A paycheck gives you food. A calling gives you identity.
World War II interrupted everything. But I’ll get to that in the next chapter. For now, I want you to imagine a boy—skinny, bookish, coughing through Brooklyn winters—sitting at a linoleum kitchen table, moving red and black discs back and forth for hours, whispering to himself, “If I move here, he’ll move there…”
It all starts with the first move. In checkers, and in life, the first move is rarely the best one. But it’s always the most important.
So I moved.
And I’ve been thinking five steps ahead ever since.




Chapter Two: War, Strategy, and the Game of Survival
When the war came, it didn’t knock politely. It slammed open the door of every young man’s life, rearranged their ambitions, and demanded their service. I was no exception. In 1942, I enlisted in the Army Air Forces. Not because I had some romantic vision of heroism—but because I felt it was my duty. Every game, every book, every quiet night with my checkers set had trained me to believe in preparation and responsibility. And this was a time for both.
They shipped me off to the Pacific Theater—New Guinea, the Philippines, the steamy, mosquito-haunted jungle fronts of war. I was part of the 93rd Bombardment Group, serving in ground operations. Some days I worked logistics; other days, I helped patch up the wounded or buried the dead. Every day was survival. You played the long game or you didn’t play at all.
People often ask, “Did checkers help you in war?” My answer: absolutely. War is a series of moves and countermoves, decisions made with incomplete information, time pressure, and stakes as high as life and death. Every action—digging a trench, setting up a perimeter, choosing a route—had echoes of the board. You calculate risk, anticipate your opponent, and pray you’ve seen far enough ahead.
At night, under canvas tents or the open sky, I would replay old games in my mind. I’d reconstruct championship matches from memory—Ryan versus Jordan, Long versus Banks, or some classic I’d once studied back home. It gave me mental order in a world of chaos. My mind became my sanctuary, a fortress of black and red where I still had control.
We had downtime between air raids and jungle patrols, and that’s when I started teaching other soldiers to play. Not just to pass the time—but to keep them sharp. Some took to it quickly. One fellow from Iowa beat me within two weeks. I’d been going easy on him, but it still stung. That was a lesson too—don’t condescend to your students. They can surprise you.
Checkers became our mental calisthenics, a chess match in overalls. We’d use pebbles, buttons, coins, anything flat. Sometimes I’d carve sets from coconut shells or chalk them onto crates. One officer even requisitioned a regulation board from the Red Cross after hearing of my “camp tournaments.” That’s how I earned the nickname “The Professor of the Jungle.” They’d come to me for advice—both in tactics and life. “What should I do, Wiswell?” they’d ask. “Think two moves ahead,” I’d say. “And never underestimate the quiet guy.”
I wrote letters home during those years, but my real diary was internal. I made mental notes—about people, patterns, survival. I learned how fear affects decision-making. I learned the value of silence before speaking. And I saw, again and again, that every human being is capable of greatness or collapse depending on the pressure applied.
One moment I’ll never forget: a bombing run had gone terribly wrong, and we were collecting survivors from a crash site near Tacloban. There was a soldier—his legs shattered, his face burned—gripping something in his hand. I knelt beside him. It was a small, carved checker piece, black, smoothed by sweat and blood. “You gave me this,” he whispered. “Said it’d bring me luck.” I didn’t remember the moment, but I nodded anyway. “You’re still in the game,” I said.
He died an hour later.
That one moment changed me more than any tournament ever could.
The war hardened me, yes—but it also gave me perspective. I saw that life wasn’t about winning at all costs. It was about playing honorably, courageously, with full attention. That became my mantra, my ethic. Whether you’re facing a kamikaze or a clever endgame trap, you give your best, keep your eyes open, and accept the result with grace.
When I finally came home in 1945, I was 28 years old. I had seen more death than any boy from Brooklyn should, and I’d aged in ways no mirror could reflect. But I also came back with a purpose: I would dedicate myself to the art and science of checkers—not just as a player, but as a teacher, writer, and philosopher of the game.
People were chasing the post-war boom: houses, careers, babies. Me? I went straight to a library, pulled out the volumes of American Checker Monthly, and began studying again.
Some wounds you heal by going forward. Others you heal by going back.
I went back to the board. Back to the 64 squares.
That’s where the next chapter of my life would begin.




Chapter Three: Return to the Board
Coming back from war was like stepping into a world that had forgotten I’d left. Brooklyn still bustled. The checker sets still sat on toy store shelves. But I wasn’t the same boy who left. I’d gone to war with a head full of strategy and come back with a heart full of questions. And yet, something deep inside me longed for the board again—for the grid, the rules, the quiet certainty that if you make the right moves, you win. Or if you lose, you know why.
I returned with one bag, one uniform, and one mission: become world champion of checkers.
I took a room on the second floor of a boarding house in Flatbush, surrounded by old Polish widows, their radios tuned to polka. I scraped together meals, did odd jobs—tutored math, wrote short essays, even boxed groceries at the A&P on Fulton Street. But most of my energy went to checkers. I read, played, annotated, and studied—like a man possessed. But it wasn’t madness. It was clarity. After war, all I wanted was clean combat—on the squares, with rules.
I started attending clubs again—Checker Club of New York, the Manhattan Checker Club near Union Square, wherever the game was alive. The city had changed, but the rhythms of play had not. Crusty old-timers still chewed cigars and barked openings like gospel: “Go for the Double Corner, kid!” or “Avoid the Switcher Trap!” I soaked it all in.
But I knew I needed to evolve past the old boys. The game had been mostly reactive—memorized lines, forced draws, sterile variations. I wanted something more creative, more expressive. So I began to innovate. I explored unorthodox openings, unconventional tempo shifts, ideas from chess and even military strategy. I kept notebooks, scrawled diagrams in the margins of used textbooks, and played hundreds of practice games alone, visualizing lines into the fourth or fifth ply.
In 1946, I entered my first serious tournament since returning—The Eastern States Championship. I was unknown, rusty, and suspected of being a war-torn curiosity. But I came in with a game plan: attack early, confuse late, finish clean. Round after round, I won. By the final table, I was facing a former champion—James “Snake Eyes” McGrath—an Irish brute with the best bluff face in the business. We drew the first game. In the second, I set a trap two moves deep in the midgame. He walked into it like a sleepwalker. I won the title.
A new name had returned to the checkers world: Wiswell.
That win put me on the map. I was invited to tournaments across the country—Chicago, Philadelphia, even a match in Canada. I traveled by bus, slept on floors, carried one bag with three books and a portable board. But I was building something: a career, a reputation, a life around thought and elegance. Every game I played was a message to the world: This isn’t just a game—it’s art, it’s battle, it’s truth.
The press started calling me “The Gentleman Champion.” I always wore a tie, even in heat. I shook hands before and after every match. I took losses with humility and wins without gloating. And when someone asked me for help—even an opponent—I gave it. Because I wasn’t just playing checkers anymore. I was trying to elevate it.
In 1951, I published my first book: The Science of Checkers and Draughts. I wrote it in longhand, revised each sentence a dozen times, and mailed the manuscript to a small publisher in Ohio who specialized in niche strategy games. The book was half instruction manual, half philosophy. I didn’t just want readers to memorize openings—I wanted them to think, to reflect, to feel the moral dimension of play. It sold modestly. But the letters I received? Dozens from all over the world. Soldiers, factory workers, students—all writing to say: “You made me see the game differently.”
That meant more than trophies.
The funny thing is, I never stopped being a student. I studied my own games obsessively. I kept binders full of positions that troubled me. I would wake up at 3 AM with a variation in my head, shuffle to my board in the dark, and try it out before sleep stole it from memory. My best moves often came not in competition, but in solitude—at a diner booth with a napkin diagram, or on a park bench while pigeons cooed overhead.
In those years, I became a fixture of the New York intellectual and game scene. I gave lectures at colleges, wrote articles for checker journals, and did exhibitions where I’d play 12 people at once, walking down the line, moving piece after piece with a kind of quiet fury. People came not just to watch the matches, but to hear me talk. I began to understand my role was bigger than a player. I was becoming a teacher. A philosopher. A voice for what checkers could be.
People underestimate the hunger for clarity in the modern world. Checkers, like life, rewards patience, vision, and the courage to commit. Those were the messages I began weaving into everything I did. Not just how to play, but how to live.
The world was speeding up—television, advertising, the new automobile culture. But I stayed grounded in the squares. The board was still there, unmoved by time. Black. Red. Discipline. Surprise. I was building something lasting, not flashy.
I wasn’t married. I wasn’t chasing fame. I was trying to perfect a craft and live with dignity.
They say the return from war is hard because the world no longer understands what you’ve seen. Maybe that’s true. But I found something to return to. The checkerboard. Not just a hobby—but a sanctuary. A temple. A mirror of mind.
And I was just getting started.




Chapter Four: A Bachelor’s Life in a Checkerboard World
People often asked me, later in life, why I never married. Some asked with curiosity, others with pity. A few asked with a kind of suspicion, as if there must have been some secret behind my long bachelorhood. The truth is simpler and, I think, more profound: I was married to the life of the mind. My love, my fidelity, my deepest hours were all pledged to the game, to thought, to the quiet dignity of a solitary life lived in pursuit of mastery.
I lived alone most of my adult years, in modest apartments filled with books, boards, notebooks, and silence. The silence was important. It allowed me to hear myself think, to work through problems without the noise of someone else’s routine rubbing against mine. I had friends, of course—good ones. Fellow players, students, editors, philosophers. But when the door closed at night, it was just me and the 64 squares. And that suited me fine.
Don’t mistake this for loneliness. I had company—ideas. Every morning I woke with a new variation to test, a new game to analyze, a new phrase to write. I began keeping not only match records, but journals—fragments of poetry, aphorisms, little philosophies that came to me in quiet flashes. A favorite: “You must learn to lose before you can learn to win.” That one stuck. I wrote it one night after being outplayed by a 19-year-old at a tournament in Chicago. It wasn’t just about the game. It was about life.
Living alone gave me the freedom to keep strange hours. I might play practice games until 2 a.m., sleep a few hours, wake and write for three more. I walked the city in long loops, board folded under my arm, thinking out positions as I moved past bakeries and stoops and newsboys shouting headlines. The rhythm of the city mirrored the rhythm of a great game—push and pull, threat and retreat, noise and stillness.
I developed routines. Breakfast was black coffee and rye toast, taken slowly while I replayed the previous day’s games. Afternoons were for correspondence—I answered every letter I received, sometimes hundreds in a month, from players around the world asking for advice or offering their own analysis. Some of the letters were full of dazzling insight. Others were from prisoners, shut-ins, or boys in small towns with nothing but a battered checker set and a dream of improvement. I answered each with respect. Because I knew what it meant to fall in love with an “unimportant” game that taught you how to think and how to live.
Evenings were reserved for study and writing. I began work on my second book, The Art of Checkers, determined to go deeper than mere tactics. I wanted to reveal the character-building nature of the game. Checkers, to me, had become a way to think morally. It required restraint, balance, anticipation. It punished arrogance and rewarded attention. In those years, I became something more than a player—I became an advocate.
Being a bachelor also meant I could travel freely. I rode buses across the Midwest for small-town exhibitions, boarded trains to California for championship matches, and once even gave a series of lectures in Canada where I was paid in handwritten praise and warm soup. I never asked much in terms of money. What I wanted was ears. Minds. Souls that might be opened by a good game well-played.
Of course, there were women. Lovely, intelligent, kind women. Some of them showed up to tournaments or writing workshops. One or two even challenged me over the board, and I was careful never to let my admiration interfere with my concentration. But I always found myself returning to the board, to the books, to the page. I suppose I feared that a life of domestic obligation would pull me away from my chosen field of battle. I wasn’t against love—I just loved differently. My fidelity was to truth, to teaching, to the pursuit of clarity.
Some nights, yes, the silence felt heavy. On those nights I would take long walks through the city or sit in a late-night diner with a board unfolded and play both sides of a classic game. I would think about the lives I might have had—a teacher in a rural school, a father of two, a husband living in some quiet suburb—but those images felt like ghost sketches. My life, with its solitude and discipline and joy, was full in its own way. Maybe not conventional. But whole.
I began to be known as a “gentle sage” of the checkers world. Younger players came to me for advice—not just on endgame tactics, but on life. “How do you stay so calm when you lose?” one asked. “Because I trust the game,” I said. “And I trust myself.”
In truth, checkers kept me grounded. It gave my life shape. It gave my days purpose. It taught me the value of commitment without distraction. And in return, I gave it everything: my time, my mind, my books, my voice.
If I had lived another kind of life—if I had chosen family or fame or fortune—I might not have found the quiet joy that came from knowing I had honored my gift. My choice. My path.
Not everyone is called to solitude. But some of us are. And in that solitude, we discover not emptiness, but depth. Not absence, but presence.
That’s what I found in a bachelor’s life built around a checkerboard world.
And I wouldn’t trade it for anything.




Chapter Five: My Greatest Match
Every champion has that one game—the match that lingers in memory like a high note held long after the music fades. For me, it was in 1953, the National Match Play Invitational, held in a sweltering hall in St. Louis. Wood-paneled walls. Fans buzzing like bees. Dozens of folding chairs and folding minds trying not to buckle under the pressure.
The opponent was William “Fireman” Frazier. A wiry man with fire in his eyes, sharp as a tack and dangerous from the first move. He had won two regional championships and had a reputation for aggressive play and unrelenting pressure. Where I was surgical and strategic, he was wild and intuitive. We couldn’t have been more different—and more evenly matched.
The match was set for ten games over two days. I studied for weeks in advance, poring over Frazier’s games, learning his tendencies. He liked to play the Cross. He avoided the Bristol. He overextended in the late middle game if pressed. I built a psychological map as much as a tactical one.
When I walked into the room that morning, I wore my usual: a pressed gray suit, navy tie, and polished shoes. I always dressed for matches as if going to court. Because for me, the board was a sacred place—orderly, principled, unforgiving, and fair.
The first game was a draw. A testing match. He poked; I prodded. Neither of us risked much. The second was mine—an early sacrifice for tempo gave me board control, and I closed it out smoothly. Third game? His. He caught me in a six-move transition that reversed the pressure, and I tipped my king with a smile. The audience clapped politely, but the tension in the room was building. We were trading blows.
But it was Game Five that would become legend.
We began with the Single Corner Opening—common ground, neutral territory. Five moves in, I shifted a piece to square 14, signaling a rare variation I'd only seen once in a 1928 correspondence match out of Liverpool. Frazier paused, glanced up, and nodded as if to say, “So that’s how it’s going to be.”
The game stretched long—over 90 minutes. We were both deep in thought, the world around us dissolving into the quiet of a room watching two men think like machines and feel like monks. At one point, he tried a double exchange I hadn’t expected. My heart skipped—but I didn’t flinch. I countered with a reverse push that reversed the tempo and reset the tension. By move 28, the board was like a chessboard in a thunderstorm: tension in every square, every diagonal.
And then came the move—my greatest.
It was a sacrifice. Not a flashy one. Not the kind that wins a man applause or ends a game in glory. No—it was a subtle, quiet, almost invisible loss of a piece that opened a trap five moves ahead. Frazier didn’t see it. Nobody in the audience did. But I saw the long path, the silent net tightening.
He advanced. I countered. He jumped. I led him forward again.
And on move 34, I sprang it.
A forced triple-jump reversal, pinning his king in a dead zone. His options evaporated. He stared at the board, ran his hands through his hair, and said only, “Damn.”
He resigned quietly, then reached across the table and shook my hand. “You planned that,” he said.
I nodded.
“That’s the cleanest trap I’ve ever walked into.”
It was. And I never played a better one.
The room erupted in applause—not because I’d won, but because they had seen something rare: a perfect sequence, a game played like a poem, where every word mattered and the last stanza closed the loop.
People later asked me how I’d seen it. “How do you plan five moves ahead with such clarity?” The answer, I always said, was patience. Not calculation. Patience. You can’t force a brilliant move. You have to let the board develop. Let your opponent build the cage they’ll fall into. Let the rhythm of the game suggest the trap, like a melody that hints at its ending.
That match would go on to define me in the minds of many. It was reprinted in Checker Digest and later included in Master Play: Games of Tom Wiswell, annotated in my own hand with quiet pride. I’ve replayed it in lectures, in classes, in my head on long walks through Central Park. And every time, I’m struck not by the cleverness of the play, but by the feeling of the match.
That’s what the great ones give you. Not just a result—but a feeling. A moment where time stopped, where two minds danced across the squares, where clarity met courage.
It didn’t make me rich. It didn’t put my name in the newspapers. But that match—Game Five against Fireman Frazier—was the pinnacle of what I had spent my life chasing: excellence, elegance, and the sublime hush of a perfect move.
After the match, Frazier and I sat on the curb outside the hall, each with a bottle of soda and a folded board between us. We talked—not about the game, but about old matches, strange openings, the loneliness of long travel. He said, “You know, Wiswell, we oughta teach this to kids. Not just how to play, but how to think.”
He was right. And I took those words seriously. That match didn’t end when we tipped the kings. It lived on—through the students I would teach, the books I would write, and the quiet rooms where I taught people not just how to move, but how to pause. How to see. How to be patient in a noisy world.
That, to me, was the real victory.




Chapter Six: Lessons from Losers and Legends
The checkers board, in all its humble simplicity, is one of the few places on Earth where a factory worker can sit down with a professor, where a teenager can beat a veteran, where silence teaches more than speech. I learned early on that everyone—winners, losers, hustlers, scholars—had something to teach me. And so I became a collector. Not of titles or trophies, but of lessons. And the best lessons often came from people who lost.
There’s a tendency, in sport and in life, to chase only the winners. To ask, “What makes them great?” But I asked a different question: What makes the nearly-great fall short? Because understanding the near-miss, the miscalculation, the blind spot—that’s where real growth lives.
I remember a man named Ernie Brox, a Baltimore dockworker with huge hands and a soft voice. I played him in a regional match in 1950. He lost, but not before taking me to the brink. After the game, he sat with me over coffee and said, “You always see further down the road. Me, I only see to the next bend.” That image stuck with me for years. I realized that training the mind is about extending your vision—not just spatially, but morally. You have to see the consequences of your choices—on the board, and in the world.
Ernie taught me humility, though he’d never call it that. He taught me to listen to the man across from me, not just to outplay him. I carried that with me into my writing and teaching: a player is a mirror, not an enemy.
Then there was Leo Martel, a street player from the Bronx, known for his wild openings and wild stories. Leo lost more games than he won—but every match against him was an adventure. He didn’t play to win. He played to test ideas. “I’m looking for something beautiful,” he once told me. “If I find it and lose, I still won.” Leo reminded me that the joy of checkers wasn’t in dominance, but in discovery. He once opened with a bizarre double-edge tempo reversal I’d never seen before. It cost him the game—but I later adapted the idea into a sequence I used to beat a master in Detroit.
Not all my lessons came from losers.
There were legends, too. Old-timers with faces like tree bark and minds sharp as razors. I’ll never forget my first game with Asa Long—the gentleman grandmaster who had held the world title for decades and could play blindfolded with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. Playing Asa was like playing a ghost. You didn’t feel him make moves—you realized he had, like noticing the tide went out without seeing the wave.
He beat me in three games straight. Then he invited me to lunch.
We sat in a diner, and he told me, “Winning is just good manners. Losing well—that’s character.” I wrote that down and never forgot it. Asa was a winner who never stopped being a student. He studied his own losses with surgical attention. “Every defeat,” he said, “is just a move you haven’t understood yet.”
That line reshaped how I approached every post-game analysis. I stopped looking for mistakes and started looking for misunderstandings. Sometimes a loss wasn’t an error—it was a lack of insight. And once you gained the insight, the loss turned to gold.
Another legend—less polished but no less brilliant—was Clyde Redman, a rail-thin Texan who played like a gunslinger and always wore boots to tournaments. Clyde taught me boldness. He didn’t fear loss. He expected it. But in every match, he found some angle, some moment of fire that made you sweat. Clyde believed in courage over caution, and while I favored discipline, I admired his audacity. In one match, he forced a three-piece draw from a position that most would’ve folded on. When I asked him why he pushed it, he said, “Ain’t nobody learns nothin’ from folding.”
The older I got, the more I realized that genius comes in many forms. Some players were artists. Some were scientists. Some were philosophers without knowing it. They played in barbershops and cafeterias and train stations, and they taught me things no book could.
I tried to repay these lessons by giving freely. I never hoarded knowledge. After matches, I’d walk through my thinking with opponents, show them where they’d gone wrong, or even where I had nearly made a fatal mistake. I believed in open books—literally and figuratively.
People asked why I didn’t protect my secrets. The truth? There are no secrets in checkers. Just levels of seeing. And if I could help someone see a little better, then I was doing something worthwhile.
I began to collect these stories and lessons in notebooks—hundreds of pages of positions, annotated lines, but also people. I kept profiles of players I admired. Their quirks. Their key games. Their great insights. These became the foundation of my lectures and writings. Because checkers wasn’t just a game of moves—it was a game of minds. Human minds. And every one of them was a story waiting to be told.
By the mid-1950s, I had beaten national champions and lost to busboys. I had drawn with legends and been surprised by teenagers. And every game taught me something new—not about checkers, but about living.
Losing teaches grace. Winning teaches responsibility. Playing teaches presence.
And listening—to the players, the legends, the losers—that teaches wisdom.
Those lessons never ended.
And I was always listening.




Chapter Seven: The Psychology of a Champion
If you ask someone what makes a champion, they’ll usually list the obvious: talent, discipline, experience, maybe a bit of luck. But I’ll tell you something different. What separates the champion from the nearly-great is what happens inside the head—between the ears, behind the eyes, in the quiet moment before you move.
The real game of checkers isn’t just played on the board. It’s played in the mind.
I learned this lesson not from my best wins, but from the games where I felt myself unravel—not because I made bad moves, but because I let my opponent inside my head. Once you’re rattled, once your emotions are making the moves, you’ve already lost. So I studied not just the lines, but the mindset that wins consistently.
First: calm. If you want to think clearly, you need to feel clearly. Calmness isn’t a gift. It’s a habit. Before every match, I breathed deeply, cleared my thoughts, and visualized the board before it was even set. I wasn’t meditating—though some would call it that now—I was anchoring. Calming the nerves, taming the noise. You can’t see five moves ahead if your heart is pounding with fear.
Second: confidence without ego. This is a razor’s edge. Too little confidence and you second-guess every line. Too much, and you underestimate your opponent and fall into simple traps. The best players trust their instincts, but verify their reasoning. They don't play hunches—they play judgment. Confidence comes from preparation. Ego comes from insecurity. Know the difference.
Third: emotional detachment. I’ve seen players crumble because they missed one opportunity. They dwell on it, replaying it in their heads even as the match moves forward. That’s a fatal error. You can’t live in the past on the board. Every new position is a fresh opportunity. Carrying regret into the next move is like carrying a stone in your shoe—eventually, it slows you down.
I trained myself to forget as I played. Not recklessly, but efficiently. If I blundered, I acknowledged it internally—then released it. I call this “clean thinking.” It’s like wiping the blackboard before writing a new equation. A clean mind sees clearly. A cluttered mind sees ghosts.
Another key: patience. You wouldn’t believe how many games are lost by impatience. A player wants to force a win, so they push when they should hold. They see an opening that might work and leap before the position ripens. Champions wait. They wait for the moment—not a moment. They let the game come to them. Patience is not passivity—it’s readiness.
Now let me tell you about something most people ignore: rhythm. Every player has a tempo, a pace of thought, a way they move and wait and act. Some are fast, aggressive, looking to strike early. Others are slow, methodical, laying traps. A champion reads the rhythm, like a dancer. They adjust their own tempo to throw off the opponent’s. If he plays quick, I play slower. If she’s cautious, I accelerate. Break the rhythm, break the flow—and you create uncertainty. That’s when mistakes happen.
I remember a match against a young prodigy in Kansas City. He had all the skill in the world, but his rhythm was predictable. Three seconds per move, every time. So I played one match slowly, then blitzed the next. He was rattled. Skipped a tempo. Missed a key square. That’s psychology, not tactics.
Another aspect: body language. I studied my opponents without staring. How they leaned, how they touched their pieces, how they breathed. These tiny cues told me volumes. Confidence has a posture. So does doubt. Champions read these cues the way poker players read faces. And they never reveal their own.
I trained myself to be unreadable. My face was neutral. My movements minimal. I drank water at regular intervals, not out of thirst, but control. My breathing stayed steady. You wouldn’t know if I was winning or losing unless you looked at the board. This unnerved some players. They wanted to see emotion, to draw some hint of weakness. But I gave them nothing.
Then there’s visualization. Before a big match, I’d lie back in a quiet room and play imagined games in my mind—perfect replicas, move by move. I’d watch myself walk to the table, shake hands, sit down, and make every move I planned to make. I’d see the traps forming, the pressure building, the final exchange. This wasn’t fantasy—it was rehearsal. And when the real game came, my brain felt like it had already played it.
Champions know that most of their preparation happens before the match.
Let’s not forget fear. Every serious player feels it. The fear of failure, of embarrassment, of not living up to your own expectations. I’ve felt it. I’ve sat across from a stronger player and felt the little tremor in the stomach. But I learned not to fight fear—just to ride it. Like a current. I let it remind me that the stakes mattered, that I cared. Then I let it pass.
The last secret is love. A champion doesn’t play only to win. He plays because he loves the game. Loves the challenge, the beauty, the depth. If your only joy is in the result, you’ll crumble when you lose. But if your joy is in the play itself, then you’re free. That’s the deepest strength: a heart that can win or lose and still be whole.
That’s what I tried to teach every student who came to me. I didn’t just teach moves—I taught mindset. Not just how to win, but how to think like someone who deserves to win.
In the end, the champion is not the one who beats everyone else.
It’s the one who masters himself.




Chapter Eight: Publishing the Game: My Books, My Mind
It’s one thing to play a beautiful game. It’s another thing entirely to capture it. To take the movement of thought, the rhythm of strategy, the nuances of play—and turn them into words. That became my second great calling: writing books about checkers that didn’t just record games, but tried to reflect the soul of the game itself.
My first book, The Science of Checkers and Draughts, came out in 1952. It was modest—a slim volume with a plain cover, typeset in a font that looked like a school manual. But it was the product of years of accumulated thinking. It contained annotated games, diagrams, endgame problems, and scattered throughout, my own thoughts—short, pithy observations like: “The player who moves too soon often regrets too long.” The book sold well among players. But more importantly, it started a conversation. People began to quote me. Not just the lines of play—but the lines of thought.
I never saw my books as mere technical manuals. They were part journal, part philosophy, part silent teacher. I wanted a young person in a quiet town to open one of my books and feel like they had a mentor beside them. I wanted my books to slow the reader down, to make them pause before they moved, and think before they jumped.
The writing process was rigorous. I worked by hand—always by hand—with a fountain pen and legal pads. I would play through each game five or six times, then write out the move list. Then I’d go back and annotate—explaining why a move was made, what its effect was, and what the alternate possibilities might have been. Writing about a game was like conducting an autopsy: you had to peel back the skin and understand the organs of decision.
Sometimes I added small moral lessons. In a section about early-game patience, I wrote: “Life, like checkers, punishes haste. The board has all the time in the world. You don’t.” That line ended up being quoted more than anything else I ever wrote.
In 1955, I published The Art of Checkers. This book was different. Less technical, more personal. I included reflections on the psychology of the game, notes on famous players, and even a few brief parables. One of them, called “The Man Who Could Not Wait,” told the story of a brilliant player undone by his impatience. It ended with a simple line: “He moved quickly and was quickly forgotten.”
That book got noticed. It led to invitations to write for Games Digest, to lecture at high schools and community centers, to appear on radio programs about “unusual minds.” I was even interviewed once by a young TV producer who asked if checkers could ever become a televised sport. “Not unless you film the players thinking,” I told him. “That’s where the drama is.”
Over the next two decades, I wrote more than 20 books and booklets. Checkers as a Way of Life. The Silent Strategy. Mind Moves and Moral Moves. Many were self-published, printed in small batches, passed around between enthusiasts like sacred texts. I didn’t care about royalties. I cared about reach.
My mailbag grew. I received letters from all over the world—from Nigeria, the Philippines, Germany, Iowa. Most began the same way: “Dear Mr. Wiswell, I read your book and...” Some shared gratitude. Some challenged my analysis. Some offered their own games, annotated in shaky handwriting or typed on old machines. I responded to every one I could. Because if a person takes the time to study your words, the least you can do is see them.
What many people didn’t realize is that my books weren’t just about checkers. They were about thinking. The structure of play, the pattern recognition, the patience and discipline—these were lessons for anyone, even those who’d never touched a red or black piece. I once got a letter from a prison chaplain in Missouri who used my books to teach young inmates focus. “They sit quietly now,” he wrote, “because they know a mistake has consequences.”
Publishing changed how I saw myself. I was no longer just a player. I was a transmitter. A conduit between the wisdom of the game and the hunger of minds seeking clarity.
I also started writing aphorisms—short, distilled truths that came to me in the margins of my notebooks. I’d jot them down after matches, on train rides, or while eating a sandwich alone at a corner deli. Some became signatures:
· “You must learn to lose before you can learn to win.”
· “Move with a plan or move out of the way.”
· “The mind is your real opponent.”
· “Draws teach you how close you came.”
· “To rush is to regret.”
These weren’t just clever sayings. They were the truths of a life spent studying precision, patience, and thought.
By the 1970s, people began calling me “The Poet of the Checkerboard.” I never asked for that title. But I wore it proudly. Because if you play something long enough, and deeply enough, it becomes not just a game—but a language. And if you listen closely, the game speaks back.
I published for the rest of my life. Even when my hands grew shaky. Even when my eyes blurred. Because there was always another idea to share. Another game to preserve. Another player out there who might read a line and feel, for just a moment, that they understood something new.
And that’s what writing is. Not preservation, but transmission.
And I was proud to be part of the current.




Chapter Nine: The Checkerboard Philosopher
I never set out to become a philosopher. I was just a man with a checkerboard and a mind that wouldn’t stop turning. But the more I played, and the more I wrote, the more I came to realize something curious: checkers wasn’t just a pastime. It was a mirror of life. A silent instructor. A training ground for the soul.
People started calling me “The Checkerboard Philosopher.” It started as a compliment, maybe even a nickname. But over time, I began to accept the title—because I realized they were right. I had developed a philosophy, forged not in ivory towers or lecture halls, but over thousands of hours spent hunched over 64 squares, facing opponents of every age, shape, and walk of life.
My philosophy was simple: every move matters. Every loss has meaning. And every game—whether played with plastic pieces or with real-life consequences—is a test of character.
The board, in its minimalism, teaches universal truths. First: limits. You don’t play checkers with 100 squares. You play with 64. That boundary, that finite frame, forces you to be creative within constraint. Just like life. You don’t get unlimited time, energy, or opportunity. You learn to operate within boundaries—and to do so with style, grace, and awareness.
Second: consequences. Every move leads to another. Some directly, some through a long chain. You don’t always see the effect of your decision right away, but it will come. So you think carefully. You weigh. You measure. Because once the hand is lifted, the move is made. That’s true on the board—and it’s true in life. Words spoken. Choices made. They ripple.
Third: reversibility. Some mistakes can be undone. Others cannot. Checkers teaches you the difference. You must learn to recognize which errors can be corrected and which demand humility. That’s a lesson few schools teach. But the board teaches it every time.
I began to jot down these thoughts—first in margins, later in essays. One day I wrote: “Checkers teaches the difference between action and reaction. Move because you see something, not because you feel something.” That became a guiding principle not just for my play, but for how I approached conflict, stress, even grief.
Students would come to me asking how to improve. I’d say: “Learn to sit with the board before you move. Let it speak.” They’d look puzzled, but in time, they understood. The board isn’t just a surface. It’s a conversation. Each position is a question: What will you do now? And every move is an answer. Some are brave. Some are cowardly. Some are brilliant. Some are escapes. But all are honest.
Checkers demands honesty. You can’t bluff your way through. You can’t talk your opponent into losing. It’s just you and your mind. No noise. No distractions. Just pure thought. That’s why I came to love it more than any other game. And why I saw it as a form of meditation—active, disciplined, but deeply still inside.
As I grew older, I came to believe that games—real games, with depth—were one of the last remaining arenas of honest competition. In a world full of spin, showmanship, and shortcuts, checkers remained incorruptible. You win because you earn it. You lose because you slip. And you learn because you care.
I taught prisoners, children, executives, janitors. And I taught them all the same way: with respect, with patience, with belief in their potential. Because a checkerboard doesn’t care who you are. Only how you think. And if you train the mind, you can train the heart.
My philosophy eventually coalesced into principles. Not rules, exactly—more like touchstones:
· Clarity over cleverness. Don’t hide behind tricks. Seek truth.
· Presence over speed. A fast mistake is still a mistake.
· Silence over noise. Let your moves do the talking.
· Respect over ego. The opponent is not the enemy. The real opponent is confusion.
I began including these ideas in my lectures. I’d be invited to schools, community centers, even churches. I’d bring a board, a chalk, and maybe one small game to analyze. But mostly I spoke about thinking. About how to build a mind that can hold complexity, delay gratification, and recognize patterns. Some called it “old-fashioned.” But I knew better. It was foundational.
I remember once being asked to speak at a business leadership seminar in the late '70s. The room was filled with sharp suits and sharper tongues. They wanted tactics. Strategy. Some edge to win the rat race. I gave them this instead: “A good player never forces a move. He waits, watches, and chooses. And when the choice comes, it is clear.”
The room was quiet for a beat. Then the questions came—not about profits, but about patience.
That’s when I knew: the checkerboard had more to offer than victory. It offered wisdom.
By the time I reached my sixties, I had begun to collect my thoughts in a small, private volume I never published—The Book of Squares. It was less about checkers than about living well. Aphorisms, reflections, short essays. Maybe one day someone will find it and see a map of how a man learned to think through play.
So, yes. I accept the title: The Checkerboard Philosopher.
Not because I sought it. But because I lived it.
And I believe that in a world of rushing noise and shallow thinking, there is still value in sitting quietly, studying the squares, and saying to yourself: I will move with care. I will move with meaning. I will move with mind.




Chapter Ten: On Poetry, Simplicity, and the Elegant Move
If you asked me what my greatest joy was—not the proudest, not the most public, but the deepest—I’d answer without hesitation: the quiet moment when a game unfolds with elegance. Not just victory. Not just cleverness. Elegance.
There’s a kind of move in checkers, rare and elusive, that resolves the position not with force, but with grace. It’s the kind of move that, once seen, feels inevitable—like a final line of a poem that rhymes not just in sound, but in meaning. That’s what I came to seek: not just the right move, but the beautiful one.
I’ve long believed that strategy and poetry are closer than people think. Both demand precision. Both honor rhythm. Both reward the ability to say a great deal with very little. And in both, what you leave out is as important as what you include.
Checkers taught me minimalism before I knew the word. The board is spare. The rules are simple. The pieces are uniform. But within that economy lies infinite possibility. You don’t need flashy equipment or special knowledge to begin. You need only attention—and reverence.
As I matured in the game, I stopped chasing complexity for its own sake. In my youth, I delighted in elaborate traps and obscure variations. But over time, I came to value simplicity. I wanted moves that didn’t scream brilliance, but whispered truth. The clean exchange. The patient retreat. The poised advance.
I once told a student: “A move that wins is good. A move that teaches is better. A move that does both with grace is rare—and worth waiting for.”
There are games I remember not for the outcome, but for a single moment of clarity. A quiet realization that the right move was not the bold one, but the precise one. That kind of move doesn’t just beat your opponent. It honors them. It says: We are playing not against each other, but with each other, in pursuit of understanding.
In those moments, I felt what the poets must feel when the stanza resolves, when the meter lands, when the phrase tightens like a knot and then opens like a blossom. That was checkers at its highest.
And so I began to write more poetry. Not about the game, but from it. I carried a small notebook in my coat pocket and jotted verses between rounds, in train stations, at night in my hotel rooms. Most were never published. A few slipped into my books as epigraphs.
Here’s one I still remember:
Sixty-four squares, black and red,
A place where thought and courage wed.
A leap, a loss, a line retraced—
The game is short, the truth is laced.
I don’t claim to be a great poet. But I do believe that poetry was the natural outgrowth of my checker mind. Both arts require silence, attention, discipline, and courage. Both involve not just seeing—but feeling the shape of a pattern before it fully reveals itself.
I encouraged my students to write—about the game, about their lives, about their mistakes. “Writing,” I told them, “is how you find out what you really think.” Just like a game reveals the hidden structure of your mind, so does a sentence.
Some resisted. They said, “I’m not a writer.” I said, “Neither was I—until I began to write.”
And the more I wrote, the more I saw how the simplicity of a good move mirrored the simplicity of a good line. Not flashy. Not overcomplicated. Just true.
I began to include short poems in the back of my books. Titles like Red King, Black King and The Corner Square—little meditations on time, risk, and balance. Some reviewers ignored them. But every now and then, I’d get a letter from a reader who said: “I never knew checkers could be beautiful until I read that poem.”
That, to me, was everything.
I also started to experiment with wordless teaching. I’d give a student a position, say nothing, and let them sit with it for five or ten minutes. No hints. No diagrams. Just silence and the board. They’d struggle, fidget, grow frustrated. But then—if I’d chosen well—there’d come a shift. A click. A breath. And they’d find the move.
And they’d feel it.
That’s what elegance does. It reveals itself through feeling before you can explain it. It lands not just in the brain, but in the bones.
I wrote an aphorism about it once:
“Clarity is not the absence of difficulty. It is the presence of light.”
The greatest move I ever made wasn’t the one that brought applause or sealed a championship. It was a quiet kinging sequence in a late-round draw that saved a losing position and made both players smile. The audience didn’t notice. But we did. And we knew: something elegant had happened.
So if I have one message for those who take up the board, or the pen, or any serious craft, it’s this:
Seek elegance. Not just effectiveness.
Seek simplicity. Not just surprise.
Seek beauty. Not just victory.
Because in the end, the elegant move is the one that lingers—not in the record books, but in the heart.



Chapter Eleven: The Art of Explanation: Teaching Without Preaching
When I look back over my life, I see the games, yes—but more than that, I see the students. The thousands of men and women who sat across from me at folding tables, school desks, diner booths, and quiet library corners. Some came with talent. Some came with nothing but curiosity. All of them came to learn. And it was my greatest privilege to teach.
But teaching, I discovered, is not simply about knowing. It’s about explaining—clearly, patiently, and without pride. I had met too many experts in life who couldn’t explain a thing without puffing up their chests or burying you in jargon. I vowed early on to be different. I would teach the way I wish I had been taught: with kindness, precision, and humility.
The first rule of explanation? Start where the student is, not where you are. Too many teachers speak from the mountaintop. They forget what it’s like to be in the valley. I always began by asking questions: “What do you see?” “Why did you make that move?” “What were you afraid of there?” These weren’t just diagnostic. They were respectful. They said: I care what you think.
That built trust. And trust, I found, was the gateway to understanding.
Next: avoid flooding. Some teachers overwhelm students with options, variations, data. I preferred to focus on one idea at a time. “Let’s look at the Double Corner,” I’d say. “Just the first five moves. We’ll get to the rest later.” Mastery, I came to believe, is built not by breadth, but by depth. Drill a single concept until it becomes instinct. Then move on.
I also taught visually. I used chalk, sketches, coins on napkins, bottle caps on diner tables—anything to show a pattern. If a student couldn’t follow a line, I didn’t repeat it louder. I drew it simpler. Because some minds don’t learn through language. They learn through shape.
And above all, I avoided shame. I never mocked a bad move. Never rolled my eyes. Never said, “How could you miss that?” Because nothing kills learning faster than humiliation. The student has already exposed their ignorance. My job was to meet it with encouragement, not scorn.
I had a rule in my classes: “Mistakes are welcome.” And I meant it. A mistake, in checkers, is not failure. It’s a flare. It shows you where your thinking went astray. If you trace it, you grow. If you hide it, you don’t. I taught my students to analyze their mistakes not with self-loathing, but with curiosity.
There was a boy named Lenny, about ten years old, who once blundered away a winning position in a youth match. He cried after the game. I sat with him and said, “Do you know why you lost?” He nodded. “Then you’ve already won something.” He looked up. “Like what?” I said, “The chance to never lose that way again.” He smiled. That moment stuck with me.
I often taught adults too—businessmen looking for strategy, retirees looking for challenge, even couples looking for something to do on quiet nights. One woman told me that learning checkers saved her marriage. “We stopped arguing about life,” she said, “and started arguing about the board.” I understood completely.
My goal was never to make champions. It was to make thinkers. People who could see the consequences of their choices, weigh their options, and act with care. If they also learned how to trap a piece on square 23, all the better.
But I didn’t just teach technique. I taught mindset. I reminded students that every game is an opportunity to practice patience. Every match is a mirror. How you play tells you how you live. Do you rush? Do you panic? Do you hold grudges after losses? These are not checker problems. These are life problems.
And that’s where the teaching deepened. My lectures became part strategy, part sermon. Not religious—but moral. I told stories of great matches, great blunders, quiet draws that meant more than victories. I quoted Shakespeare and Lao Tzu. I read short poems and aphorisms. One student said it felt like checkers mixed with philosophy class. I took that as the highest compliment.
I was careful not to preach. Preaching turns ears off. But inviting people to think? That opens doors.
Once, during a workshop in Pennsylvania, a man raised his hand and asked, “What’s the point of learning all this? I’m never going to be a champion.” I smiled and said, “Neither am I—not anymore. But I still play, because the game sharpens my mind, steadies my hand, and humbles my spirit. That’s the point.”
He nodded. Two years later, he sent me a letter saying he had started teaching checkers at the local senior center.
That’s how it spreads. Not through big stages or televised tournaments, but through quiet rooms where one person says to another: “Let me show you something.”
Teaching, I came to believe, is not about transferring knowledge. It’s about transforming attention. Turning a wandering mind into a focused one. Turning a scattered habit into a discipline. Turning frustration into insight.
And when that happens—when the student’s eyes light up and they say, “Oh! I see it now”—you don’t need applause.
You just smile and move the next piece.



Chapter Twelve: My Life with Words: From Checkers to Aphorisms
As much as I loved the checkerboard, there was always another board I played on—a silent one, unseen by spectators, yet just as precise and demanding: the blank page. If checkers taught me discipline, writing taught me clarity. If checkers gave me structure, language gave me voice. And somewhere along the way, in the long afternoons between matches and the quiet hours after midnight study sessions, I began collecting words—short ones, sharp ones, simple truths written down not as strategy, but as philosophy.
They called them aphorisms. I just called them “sayings.” Brief thoughts, honed by repetition and reflection, the kind of thing you can carry in your pocket for years. I didn’t write them to impress. I wrote them to remind myself how to live.
It started with a simple line, scribbled in the margin of one of my notebooks after a long match:
“You must learn to lose before you can learn to win.”
I didn’t plan it. It just came out. But when I read it again later, it rang true—more than anything I’d said that day. I underlined it. Then I wrote another. And another.
Soon I was filling notebooks not just with game positions, but with lines like:
· “Move with a plan—or move out of the way.”
· “The game will wait. But life won’t.”
· “A good player sees the board. A wise one sees the pattern.”
· “You don’t have to move fast. You have to move well.”
These weren’t just advice for the board—they were advice for living. Over time, I realized that everything I learned through the discipline of checkers was, in fact, a distillation of how to face the world. With care. With calm. With awareness.
My friends began calling me a “pocket philosopher.” I didn’t object. I liked the idea of truth you could fit in your pocket. Something short enough to remember, but deep enough to rethink.
Some lines were born from pain:
“Regret is just a move you haven’t studied yet.”
That one came after a match I botched by overlooking a basic pin. I could’ve cursed myself. Instead, I wrote it down. And moved forward.
Others were born from delight:
“When the mind is still, the right move appears.”
That came after a beautiful recovery in a match I thought I’d lost—until I stopped trying to force the win and just sat quietly with the position.
Aphorisms, I came to believe, were not just literary ornaments. They were tools—small, sharp chisels that could shape how we think. They taught brevity, discipline, and—most of all—precision. Just like a checker move. Say too much, and the meaning is lost. Say too little, and the thought slips through the cracks. But say it just right—and it sticks.
I started including these sayings at the end of my letters to students, or tucking them into the final pages of my books. Some readers skipped them. But others wrote back, quoting them in ink or pencil, underlining their favorites. One man even carved “Think two moves ahead” into a block of wood and sent it to me in the mail.
In time, I began reading more widely. Not just strategy manuals, but the aphorists: La Rochefoucauld, Pascal, Confucius, Emerson. I saw myself in them—men who took the wide complexity of experience and pressed it into a sentence you could live by.
I began sharing some of my own sayings at lectures. Not with fanfare. Just as punctuation to the lesson. I'd say, “Today we learned how to create a bridge in the midgame. Here's something to think about on the train home: He who sacrifices wisely never regrets it.”
People began asking for copies. I started typing them up, arranging them loosely by theme: Patience. Decision. Error. Focus. I never published them formally. But they spread. Some turned up in newsletters. Others found their way into speeches and sermons. One minister wrote me saying he had quoted my line “Control is not conquest” in a marriage counseling session.
That’s when I understood something deeper. The checkerboard was a world in miniature. A simulation of cause and effect, rhythm and risk. But the lessons of the board—if translated well—could reach far beyond it. Into business. Into relationships. Into self-control.
So I kept writing. Some sayings came after matches. Others while peeling an apple. Some arrived in dreams. Others in grief.
And they weren’t all serious.
One of my favorites:
“A bad sandwich can ruin a good position.”
Because it’s true. You play better when you eat better.
But most were earnest, heartfelt, forged from decades of observation:
· “The slower player often wins—because he knows why he’s slow.”
· “You don’t need many moves. You need the right one.”
· “Don’t play to impress. Play to express.”
· “The best defense is not fear—it’s foresight.”
In the twilight of my career, I was asked by a young publisher if I’d consider compiling my aphorisms into a little book. I agreed. The result was Wiswell’s Wisdom, a pocket-sized volume printed in a limited run. It never made bestseller lists. But it made people pause.
And that was enough for me.
I wasn’t trying to be a sage. Just a man who noticed things—and took the time to put them into words that could travel farther than I could. Words that could outlast me.
Because a well-played game fades.
But a well-phrased truth stays.




Chapter Thirteen: “Move with a Plan”: Principles for Life and Play
I’ve said it more times than I can count—at tournaments, in classes, scribbled in the margins of letters and books:
“Move with a plan.”
Three words. They sound simple. But I came to believe they might be the most important advice I ever gave—on the board, and off.
The world is full of people making moves. Quick ones, flashy ones, reactive ones. But a move without a plan is a coin toss, a shot in the dark. And life, like checkers, is not kind to the careless. If you don’t know why you’re moving, chances are you’re just dancing toward trouble.
So what does it mean to move with a plan?
First: You must understand your position. Before you reach for a piece, ask: What’s really happening here? Who has the advantage? Where is the pressure? What are the threats? I taught this to every beginner. Too many people look only at their next move. Champions look at the whole board—and at their place on it.
Second: You must know your goal. In checkers, your plan might be to reach the king row, control the center, force a trade, or delay until a draw. In life, your plan might be to build something meaningful, protect your peace, raise a family, write a book. Whatever the goal, you must name it. You can’t steer toward what you haven’t defined.
Third: You must map the steps. Plans are not dreams. They’re paths. “Get better at checkers” is a wish. “Study the Bristol opening for ten minutes each day this week” is a plan. Specific, repeatable, measurable. I applied the same logic to my writing: not “write a book,” but “draft one lesson per week.” That’s how every one of my books got written. Not all at once. One clean square at a time.
I remember once facing a young player who moved quickly and confidently. But he had no plan. His pieces advanced like a wave, but there was no structure behind them. By midgame, his position collapsed. After the match, I asked what he’d been thinking. He shrugged: “I was just trying to keep pressure on.” I said, “Pressure isn’t a plan. It’s a tactic. What were you aiming for?”
He didn’t know. And that’s why he lost.
Life does that to you too. You push forward, thinking activity equals progress. You chase jobs, relationships, goals—without asking why. And one day you look around and realize: you’re exposed. Out of position. Vulnerable.
I’ve seen people make their biggest mistakes not when they were confused, but when they were overconfident. They confused momentum for meaning. That’s why I taught even the most aggressive students to pause. Not to delay—but to think.
A good plan, I would tell them, is flexible. It adapts. You might intend to control the right flank, but your opponent shifts, and the plan must shift with it. Rigidity is not strength. Awareness is. The same applies to life. If your goal is peace, and the path you’ve taken leads to conflict, it’s time to adjust. That’s not quitting. That’s recalculating.
There’s a concept in checkers called tempo. It refers to the pace and timing of your play. I think life has tempo, too. Sometimes it’s your move. Sometimes it’s not. The wise player doesn’t rush the moment. They wait, read, and respond. Moving with a plan means knowing when not to move.
I applied this principle even to my relationships. I didn’t enter them casually. Not because I was cold, but because I understood that people, like pieces, move toward or away from your goal. And the wrong alignment, no matter how charming, can cost you more than the board.
People often asked me how I managed to write, teach, travel, and still maintain calm. I always answered the same way: I moved with a plan. Not a perfect one. But an intentional one.
I had a daily plan. Morning review of games. Midday writing. Evening correspondence. It wasn’t rigid. But it gave my days structure. And in that structure, I found freedom. Just like on the board. The limitations create the space for meaning.
One of my students once said, “Isn’t it tiring to live with so much discipline?” I smiled and replied, “It’s more tiring to live without it.”
Now, this doesn’t mean you can anticipate everything. Life will throw surprises, sacrifices, forks in the road. But if you have a plan, you can respond—not react. And there’s a big difference.
A reaction is emotional. A response is chosen. And the act of choosing—calmly, wisely, based on a plan—that’s what gives you power. In checkers. In conversation. In crisis.
There’s a story I sometimes told in lectures. It was about an old match where I faced a player who set an early trap. I saw it. I could’ve avoided it safely—but instead, I sprang it on purpose, because I had a deeper plan. Five moves later, he realized I’d lured him into a corner. He looked up and said, “You saw that?” I said, “Ten minutes ago.”
That’s the power of a plan. It lets you take risks intelligently. Not because you hope they’ll work, but because you’ve thought them through.
So when I say “Move with a plan,” I’m not asking you to be cautious. I’m asking you to be awake. Know why you’re doing what you’re doing. Know what you’re aiming for. And know what you’ll do when the unexpected shows up.
The world rewards action. But life rewards intention.
So make your move. But make it count.




Chapter Fourteen: “You Must Learn to Lose”: Why Defeat Is a Gift
It’s the most-quoted line I ever wrote:
“You must learn to lose before you can learn to win.”
I meant it when I first said it, and I mean it more the older I get.
In a world obsessed with winning, losing is treated like a disease. Something shameful. Something to hide. We glorify victory, trophy photos, records, streaks. But I have learned more from my losses than from any of my wins. And if I’ve had any wisdom in my career, it’s because I paid close attention to how I lost—and why.
Losing, to me, was never failure. It was feedback. Honest, unvarnished, precise. The board doesn’t lie. You either saw it or you didn’t. You either planned well or you didn’t. And if you didn’t—well, congratulations. You now have the chance to improve.
Early in my career, I hated losing. I’d stare at the board after a match, jaw tight, replaying the blunder again and again. I once skipped dinner after a loss in Philadelphia and spent five hours in my hotel room retracing a three-move trap I’d walked into. At 2 a.m., I realized I’d played it too fast. Not just on the board—but in my mind. I was so eager to win that I forgot to think. That night, I began the habit of reviewing every game I lost. And not just for the mistake—but for the mindset behind the mistake.
That’s when my learning accelerated.
I kept a “Loss Ledger.” It wasn’t just notation. It was reflection:
· “Was I distracted?”
· “Was I overconfident?”
· “Did I prepare for this variation?”
· “Was I too proud to accept the draw?”
Each answer made me stronger.
I tell my students: Losing is the tuition you pay for mastery. And the smarter you pay it, the sooner you graduate.
Of course, not all losing is the same. There’s losing with dignity—and losing with collapse. There’s the kind of defeat that humbles you, and the kind that hardens you. I’ve felt both. The secret is to let defeat soften you—not to make you fragile, but to make you receptive.
Because a person who cannot lose cannot learn.
I once played a boy in a school tournament who stormed out of the room after losing to me. Later, I found him in the hallway, arms crossed, tears hot on his face. “I played perfect,” he said. “You just tricked me.” I said gently, “If I tricked you, then you missed something. That means you can get better.” He didn’t like it. But three months later, he wrote to say he had re-studied the game, found the moment, and finally understood. “Thank you for not letting me blame you,” he wrote.
That’s why losing is sacred. It puts the burden back on you. No excuses. No illusions. Just a mirror—and a question: What will you do now?
Over time, I came to love certain losses. There’s a kind of beauty in being outplayed by someone with greater insight. In 1964, I lost to a young master from Indiana in a brutal endgame. He made a sequence I didn’t see until the sixth ply. It was clean, devastating, and elegant. I shook his hand and said, “That was art.” I studied that loss more than any win that year. It changed how I saw endgames forever.
Some players hide from their losses. They say the sun was in their eyes. The chair was uncomfortable. The opponent was lucky. I never allowed that in my students. “If you lost,” I’d say, “take it. Own it. Then mine it.”
Because every defeat is a mine—and if you dig deep enough, you’ll find the gold.
And there’s another gift in losing: empathy. When you know the sting of failure, you treat others with care. I never gloated in victory. Never mocked a blunder. Because I’d been there. I knew what it was to see a mistake just after making it, to feel the flush of regret, the weight of silence. A good player celebrates the game, not the defeat of the other person.
I taught my students how to lose well. That meant three things:
1. Acknowledge it. No excuses, no denial. Say it plainly: “I lost.”
2. Thank your opponent. They gave you the gift of insight.
3. Study the game. Find the moment. Understand the cause.
Do that, and you will become stronger—not just at checkers, but at anything worth doing.
There are losses outside the board, too. Rejections. Failures. Projects that don’t land. People who don’t understand. Life, I’ve found, hands out plenty of defeats. But if you meet them with the same mindset—acknowledge, thank, study—they don’t break you. They build you.
I sometimes told the story of how I submitted my first checker book to three publishers. All three rejected it. One said the market was too small. One said it was “overly philosophical.” One didn’t reply at all. I felt humiliated. But I re-read the manuscript, made it better, and sent it again. That version got published. And it changed my career.
The loss made me sharper.
And one more thing: losing teaches patience. Most people don’t win their first match. Or their tenth. Some take years. If you want quick results, you’ll give up too soon. But if you accept loss as part of the path, you’ll stick with it. You’ll become durable. And in time, you’ll become good.
So yes, I wrote it. And I stand by it.
You must learn to lose before you can learn to win.
Because in losing, we meet ourselves.
And the one who meets himself fully will one day win—with grace.




Chapter Fifteen: Discipline, Delight, and the Joy of Thought
When people talk about champions, they often focus on discipline—as if mastery were simply a matter of grit, repetition, and willpower. And yes, discipline matters. But I’ve never believed in discipline for its own sake. If you don’t love what you’re doing, then all the discipline in the world becomes a burden.
But when discipline is joined to delight—when the daily practice brings joy—that’s when greatness emerges.
I never set alarms to study checkers. I never needed anyone to tell me to write, to review, to replay a game in my head for the hundredth time. I wanted to. It wasn’t duty—it was desire. The same way a musician returns to his instrument, or a gardener to her soil, I returned to the board not because I had to, but because I got to. There was delight in the lines, the logic, the quiet click of a well-seen pattern.
And that’s what many miss: the deep, almost sacred joy of thinking.
We live in a world that prizes speed, reaction, and noise. But the mind, like a great player, doesn’t rush. It observes. It weighs. It listens. And when it acts, it does so with clarity.
That is the joy I found in checkers—not just the winning, not even the playing, but the thinking. The long pause before the move. The slow unraveling of a complex sequence. The realization, midgame, that your opponent has built a clever trap—and the quiet smile as you find your way out of it.
To think well is to live well. To think clearly is to move through the world with purpose. That’s what I tried to teach—not just technique, but thoughtfulness.
So what does discipline look like when it’s married to delight?
For me, it looked like mornings with a pencil and notebook, reviewing yesterday’s endgame. It looked like long walks through the park, board under my arm, rehearsing openings in my mind. It looked like reading obscure match records from the 1880s, just to see how another mind once approached the same problems I was facing now.
No one made me do it. No one paid me to. But I was never happier.
Still, let’s not romanticize it entirely. There were hard days—dry spells, fatigue, boredom. But I learned to embrace those too. Because discipline is not about being perfect every day. It’s about showing up. I wrote an aphorism once:
“You don’t need to feel inspired. You just need to begin.”
Often, the delight would follow.
And when it didn’t—when the lines blurred or the mind fogged—I knew to rest. To step back. To read poetry, or walk without thinking, or speak with a friend. That too is part of discipline: knowing when to pause.
In my teaching, I tried to kindle both discipline and delight. I didn’t want students who studied just to impress or to win trophies. I wanted them to fall in love with thinking. I wanted them to see the beauty in the balance of moves, the symmetry of ideas, the silent elegance of a draw well earned.
I remember once giving a lesson to a group of schoolchildren. One girl, maybe nine years old, kept losing and frowning. I knelt beside her and said, “Do you like the puzzle?” She paused, then nodded. “Then you’ve already won,” I said. “The rest will come.”
That’s the key: find the joy in the puzzle itself.
When you do, discipline becomes second nature.
There’s another side to this coin—delight can also deepen discipline. If you truly love something, you want to do it well. You want to protect its integrity. You don’t cut corners, not out of fear, but out of respect. The game deserves your best. So you give it.
That’s how I felt every time I set up the board. Whether in a crowded hall or alone in a diner, I handled each piece with care. Because the board had given me so much: clarity, challenge, companionship. It had trained my mind and shaped my soul. It had made me more human.
I once wrote:
“The mind is happiest when it is quietly working.”
I believe that. We don’t need constant stimulation. We need meaningful concentration. A problem worth solving. A position worth pondering. A thought worth refining.
In those moments, when the noise falls away and the mind settles into focus—that’s joy. Real joy. The joy of thought.
It’s the joy I wish for every student, every reader, every wandering soul who stumbles across the checkerboard and wonders, “Could this small game offer something larger?”
Yes, it can. But only if you bring two things: discipline and delight.
And if you do, the reward is not just mastery.
The reward is yourself.




Chapter Sixteen: A Game Without End: Playing for Its Own Sake
There comes a point in every player’s life—every artist’s, every thinker’s, every seeker’s—when the outer rewards stop mattering. Titles fade. Applause dies down. The trophies gather dust. And you’re left with the thing itself. The craft. The rhythm. The board.
The question becomes: Why do I still play?
For me, the answer came quietly and gradually, sometime in my sixties. I no longer had anything to prove. I had written my books, taught my students, played my finest matches. My name was known in checkers circles, if not beyond. But still, I rose each morning, laid out the board, and played.
Not to win.
Not to teach.
But to play.
Because checkers—like any true discipline—is a game without end.
No matter how long you study, you never master it completely. There is always another variation. Another combination. Another human mind across from you making a move you didn’t expect. That’s what kept it fresh, kept it honest. And that’s why I kept coming back.
There is joy in repetition when repetition leads to refinement.
There is dignity in doing a thing well, not because someone is watching, but because you’re watching.
I used to walk into quiet diners or empty classrooms and set up a board with no opponent. Just myself. I’d replay old games, or invent new ones. I wasn’t sharpening for competition. I was simply dwelling in the flow of attention. The board had become a meditation mat. A mirror. A space of stillness.
And I discovered something beautiful: when you no longer need a reason to play, you’re finally free to love the game.
The ancient Greeks called it autotelic—something that is its own reward. That’s what checkers became for me. Not a means to an end. But an end in itself. The way a tree simply grows. The way music is played not to arrive at the last note, but to dwell in the notes between.
I tried to pass this on to my students, especially the younger ones chasing trophies. I would say, “Yes, aim to win. Prepare hard. But let the game matter even if no one claps. Let it matter because you care.”
I believe this is one of the most important truths of a meaningful life: you must find something you do for its own sake.
For some, it’s gardening. For others, painting. For me, it was a square board and round pieces. I didn’t need it to lead to anything else. It was the destination.
That’s rare in our world. We’re taught to monetize everything. Turn hobbies into hustle. Make every move part of a plan. But some things—the best things—can’t be sold or scaled. They must be lived, quietly and deeply.
That’s what checkers gave me. A sanctuary.
I had a friend, a violinist, who once told me that the most honest playing happens when the concert ends and the room is empty, and she plays one last piece just for herself. I understood that perfectly.
I had those moments, too.
Late nights, no audience, no opponent. Just me and the board. One more game. One more thought. The kind of playing that asks for nothing in return.
And in those moments, I felt whole.
Sometimes, a student would ask, “How do you keep going?” I’d smile and say, “Because I never arrived.”
There is no finish line in checkers. No “final game.” Even the greatest matches feel like chapters in a book without an ending. That’s how you know it’s real. The board outlives you.
And so I came to see myself not as a master, but as a steward. A caretaker of something ancient and alive. I didn’t invent the game. I didn’t complete it. I simply tended it, practiced it, shared it. Like a monk copying scrolls in a quiet room, knowing the value was in the act itself.
One of my final aphorisms was this:
“You don’t play the game. The game plays you—if you let it.”
I let it.
And it gave me a life rich in meaning, rhythm, and quiet joy.
So if you ask me now why I still play, why I still think about endgame positions on rainy afternoons, or why I keep a board by my bedside even in old age, I will tell you plainly:
Because I love it.
Because it teaches me.
Because the game is not over.




Chapter Seventeen: Endgame
They call it the “endgame” in checkers—that final phase of the match when most of the pieces are gone, the choices fewer, the consequences sharper. Every move echoes louder. Every step carries the weight of what came before. There is no bluffing in the endgame. Just precision, memory, and grace.
That’s where I find myself now.
Not just in play, but in life.
There’s a strange clarity that comes with age. You start to see your days the way you see a good board position: from above, with enough distance to recognize the patterns. You see the missteps, the masterstrokes, the quiet draws that meant more than any win. You remember not just what you did—but how you thought when you did it. And you marvel at how far your mind has come.
For me, the endgame is not a place of regret. It is a place of recognition.
I look back and see a life shaped not by chance, but by choice. I could have chased money. I could have followed fashion. But I chose thought. I chose stillness. I chose a game that offered no riches, no roaring crowds, just the steady reward of understanding something deeply.
And I’m glad I did.
People often ask me: “Do you feel your life was small?”
They mean well. But they misunderstand. A life is not measured by its noise. It is measured by its depth. And in 64 squares, I found oceans.
I taught thousands. I played thousands. I wrote books that found their way into quiet hands in quiet towns. I received letters from soldiers, prisoners, monks, and mothers—all thanking me not for making them win, but for helping them see. That, to me, is enough. More than enough.
I believe that our legacy is not what we accumulate, but what we illuminate. And if I’ve lit even one candle in another person’s mind, then my work has mattered.
The endgame also brings simplification. Just as the board clears and space opens, so too does life. I have fewer distractions now. Fewer possessions. But more clarity. More time to reflect. To revisit old notebooks. To reread letters. To replay games I once lost—and understand why.
Sometimes I sit with my board and play both sides of a game I never finished. I don’t care who wins. I’m listening now for harmony. For moves that sing. That’s what the endgame can offer—not conquest, but completion.
And there’s a sweetness to it.
I recall the great endgame masters—guys like Asa Long, who could dance with just three pieces left. Their brilliance didn’t lie in power. It lay in subtlety. In the way they waited. In the way they didn’t force the finish—they finessed it.
That’s how I want to finish.
With attention.
With care.
With gratitude.
Because gratitude is the truest measure of understanding. And I am grateful—for every student who asked me a question that made me think deeper. For every opponent who outplayed me and taught me humility. For every reader who found in my words a thought they’d never had before.
I’m even grateful for my mistakes. Especially those. They kept me honest. They kept me teachable.
In the endgame, there’s no hiding. And so I’ll tell you plainly:
I’ve lived a good life.
Not a loud one.
But a true one.
And when my final move comes, I hope it’s like one of those clean kinging sequences—quiet, balanced, well-timed. No flash. Just fitting.
Because the goal, in the end, is not to win every match. It’s to play beautifully, think clearly, and leave the board a little wiser than when you found it.
That’s the game I played.
And it never really ends.




Chapter Eighteen: Checkers in the Age of Distraction
I come from a time when silence was common and focus was assumed. You sat at a board with another human being, and for two hours the world fell away. No beeping, no buzzing, no side conversations. Just the rhythm of thought, the weight of position, the quiet beauty of intention. But that world, like the smell of pipe tobacco in old checker clubs, has mostly vanished.
Today, attention is under siege.
The age we live in now is noisy—restless, quick, impatient. People scroll instead of study. They react instead of reflect. The modern mind is pulled in a thousand directions, and not one of them very deep.
And in this era, checkers—my beloved game—has become, for many, an antique.
But I disagree.
I believe checkers may be more vital now than ever before.
Why? Because it trains the very muscles our society is letting atrophy: concentration, patience, foresight, humility.
Let me tell you what checkers teaches that a flashing screen never can.
Checkers teaches stillness.
Not just physical stillness, but mental. You can’t rush the game and win. You have to sit with a position, weigh possibilities, let your vision stretch into the future. Every move demands presence. And presence is a rare thing these days.
Checkers teaches attention.
Real attention. The kind where you notice not just what your opponent does, but what they might do. You notice rhythm. You notice risk. You notice the shape of a mistake before it happens. It’s not just thinking—it’s observing.
Checkers teaches consequence.
In the digital world, mistakes vanish with a backspace. But on the board, they remain. You don’t get to undo a bad jump. You have to live with it. That gives your choices weight. And weight breeds wisdom.
When I watch young people today, I see flashes of brilliance—but not much follow-through. They’ve been trained to skim, not study. To multitask, not master. But checkers offers them a remedy. Not a cure-all—but a way back to depth.
I taught a class once to a group of teenagers who had never played a board game in their lives. At first, they fidgeted. They kept reaching for their phones. But I made a rule: no electronics. Just wood, paper, and silence. By the end of the hour, they were hooked. They leaned over their positions like scholars. They debated tactics. They asked for books.
One girl said, “This feels like my brain is breathing.”
I never forgot that.
Because that’s what checkers can do in this age of distraction: help the mind breathe again.
Some say we should “update” the game to keep pace. Add lights, apps, sound effects. I say: don’t change the game. Let it change you. Let it slow you down. Let it draw you in. Let it train your mind the way weightlifting trains the body.
I wrote an aphorism once:
“The quietest games sharpen the loudest minds.”
That’s still true.
Now, I’m not against technology. I typed this book on a modern machine. I answered emails with gratitude. I even watched a few digital tutorials on checker variants from around the world. But technology should serve attention—not replace it.
And the real game, the one that lives between two people and a simple board, still holds something that no screen can offer: relationship. You sit across from another mind. You learn their patterns, their temperament, their honesty. A game of checkers is a two-hour conversation without words. And that, in this divided and distracted world, is rare.
I believe we will come back to it.
Not everyone. Not quickly. But some will tire of the shallow scroll. They’ll seek substance. And they will find it—in the quiet disciplines. In chess. In calligraphy. In gardening. In checkers.
I hope they do.
And when they do, I hope they find one of my books. Or one of my sayings on a dusty shelf. Or one of my students passing along a lesson. Not because I need to be remembered. But because I believe in what this game can do.
The age of distraction will pass. And those who trained their minds in silence will still be standing, clear-eyed and ready.
The board is waiting.
It always has been.


Chapter Nineteen: The Unplayed Games of the Mind
There’s a curious thing that happens the longer you live with a game like checkers. Eventually, you begin to see games that never happened. Not just potential matches with real people, but entire imaginary positions, theoretical endgames, possibilities that flicker through your thoughts while you're reading, walking, even dreaming.
These are the unplayed games.
Some of them are what-ifs—matches I never got to finish, or opponents I never met. What if I had played Tinsley in his prime? What if I had rematched Frazier with what I know now? Others are wholly imagined: games with unknown masters, a future prodigy, or a younger version of myself. They take place in my mind alone. And yet, they feel as real—sometimes more real—than the ones I played on wood and plastic.
But most of the unplayed games are not about competition.
They are about ideas.
They are the games I think through silently while lying in bed or waiting in line. The variations I analyze for beauty, not victory. The midgames I construct for balance, the endgames I test for clarity. These games are not for demonstration. They’re not recorded in any book. They are purely mental exercises—like stretching, like music practice. Thought for thought’s sake.
And they’ve become more frequent with age.
As the fingers slow and the travel stops, the mind keeps playing. In fact, it sharpens. Freed from the demands of performance, it becomes more exploratory, more intuitive. I’ve discovered some of my most elegant combinations years after I stopped playing competitively. They rise like birds from the trees of memory.
I used to be frustrated by this. “Why didn’t I see this in 1963?” I’d ask myself. But now I see it differently. The mind matures at its own pace. And some games, perhaps, were not meant to be played then. They were meant to bloom later, in quietness.
These unplayed games aren’t just intellectual curiosities. They are companions. Proof that the game still lives in me—that thought continues, even if the board stays folded.
Sometimes I write them down. A sequence. A position. A short note: “K6 to 9 avoids the trap.” Other times, I let them drift, like dreams I don’t try to hold. Because not every thought needs to be caught. Some just need to be experienced.
And in those moments, I realize that checkers gave me more than a career. It gave me a lifelong conversation—one that never ends, even when the room is empty.
There are also unplayed games in life, of course.
The people you didn’t meet. The roads you didn’t take. The letters you never sent. We all have those. I used to wonder what my life would’ve been if I’d married, had children, pursued a different path. But over time, I learned not to mourn the unplayed. Instead, I honor them. Because they remind me of the richness of choice, the beauty of specificity. You cannot play every game. You play yours.
And if you play it well—with presence, with patience, with thought—then you have no need to regret the others.
Still, some games linger in the wings of the mind. They beckon, not with bitterness, but with mystery. I imagine a match with my father, who died before I became a champion. I imagine explaining the game to a grandson I never had. I imagine sitting across from my younger self and watching him make the same mistakes I did, then gently offering a correction.
These games will never be played.
But they are real to me.
They are part of the texture of a thoughtful life.
And in that sense, the mind becomes a board wider than any table. It contains not just positions, but people. Not just moves, but memories.
I wrote once:
“The best games are not recorded. They are remembered.”
That’s what I carry now. Not a record of wins and losses, but a mosaic of thoughts—some played, some dreamed. All meaningful.
So if you’re reading this, and you’ve played your own share of quiet games, remember this: the game never really ends. Even when the board is put away. Even when the opponents are gone.
The mind keeps playing.
And some of its best games are still to come.



Chapter Twenty: Wisdom in 64 Squares
You could walk past a checkerboard and never think twice. Just a grid—eight by eight, alternating colors. Thirty-two playable squares. Twelve pieces per side. Simpler than chess, smaller than backgammon, quieter than cards. But sit with it long enough, and you begin to see something startling: there is wisdom in those squares.
Not just skill. Not just tactics. Wisdom.
By the time I reached the later decades of my life, I realized that everything I’d come to believe about thought, character, and even morality could be found within that small, silent board. It had become more than a game. It had become a philosophy. A language. A compass.
Here’s what it taught me.
1. Patience Precedes Power
The first few moves in checkers often appear dull—simple positioning, seemingly minor shifts. But every serious player knows: the entire game is shaped in those early moments. Force your attack, and you expose your weakness. Rush the center, and you lose control.
It’s the same in life. The people who learn to wait, to prepare, to watch—they gain strength. Not in flash, but in form. The best position is rarely the fastest one to reach. But once you’re there, you’re unshakable.
2. The Middle Game Is Where We Live
The opening is theory. The endgame is clarity. But the middle game? That’s where the unknown begins. That’s where decisions matter. Life is like that, too. Most of us spend our years in the “middle game”—juggling options, adapting to surprises, navigating pressure. The board taught me to stay steady, to seek simplicity within complexity, and to look for shape when the pattern seems lost.
3. Sometimes, the Best Move Is to Wait
There are turns where the best option isn’t a capture or an advance—it’s a pause. A hold. A refusal to be drawn in.
In life, there are days to act, and there are days to observe. To listen. To let the other side move first. You learn more by waiting than you do by rushing. Stillness is a skill.
4. Mistakes Are Not Shameful—They're Illuminating
The board does not punish ego. It reveals it. I’ve made foolish moves. So has every master. But the key is not in the mistake. It’s in the response. Do you deny it? Hide from it? Or do you study it, learn from it, and return wiser?
That lesson alone is worth a lifetime of study.
5. You Play Against Yourself, Not Just Your Opponent
I’ve said it many times: “The real battle is in your own mind.” Your opponent may be brilliant. But your fear, your haste, your pride—they are the real threats. Learn to quiet them, and you’ll play better. Live better.
6. Simplicity Is the Highest Form of Elegance
A flashy combination may wow the room. But the clean move—the one that balances pressure, prepares position, and needs no explanation—that’s the mark of true mastery.
I came to value that kind of simplicity not just on the board, but in speech, in relationships, in writing. Cut away the excess. What remains is true.
7. You Never Stop Learning
After 70 years of playing, I still encountered surprises. I still reviewed games where I missed something obvious. That humbled me—and that humility expanded me. To be a student for life is a privilege. The board reminded me of that, every day.

Over the years, I tried to pass these lessons along. In books, in lectures, in letters. Not as doctrine—but as invitations. The board is open to everyone. It makes no judgment. It asks only that you arrive with attention—and a willingness to grow.
I met bus drivers and professors, prisoners and poets, all drawn to the squares for different reasons. Some came for strategy. Some came for peace. Some didn’t even know why they came. But all of them, if they stayed long enough, discovered something deeper than gameplay.
They discovered themselves.
And isn’t that the real purpose of any discipline?
To reflect us. To shape us. To guide us.
I don’t pretend that checkers contains all wisdom. But it has enough to last a lifetime. And perhaps enough to begin one.
If you find yourself restless, distracted, searching for clarity—sit with the board. Let it slow your mind. Let it sharpen your vision. Let it speak.
Because buried in those 64 squares is something timeless. And if you listen closely, you may find that the game is not just about kings and captures.
It’s about how to live.
With patience. With presence. With grace.
That is the wisdom I found.
And that is what I leave to you.


Conclusion: My Final Move
There is a moment, after every game, when the pieces are cleared from the board. The players shake hands. The room quiets. And the table is left empty, awaiting the next match. That’s where I find myself now.
This book is not a boast. It is a thank-you.
To the board, which gave me purpose.
To the game, which gave me structure.
To the people—students, opponents, friends—who gave me reasons to keep playing.
I never chased fame. I never cared for glamour. What I wanted—what I needed—was something I could hold onto in a noisy world. Something honest, enduring, and quietly demanding. I found it in checkers. And through that game, I found myself.
Was it just a game?
No. It was a school. A mirror. A teacher.
It taught me how to sit with difficulty.
How to think before I moved.
How to lose with grace and win with humility.
How to return—again and again—to the discipline of thought.
In a time where noise and novelty dominate, I leave behind a simple idea: attention is sacred. Give your full mind to something, anything—and you will be changed. It could be music. It could be math. It could be baking bread. Or it could be thirty-two round pieces, black and red, dancing across 64 squares.
All that matters is that you give it everything.
I did.
And for that, I have no regrets.
There were matches I lost. Books I never finished. Conversations I wish I’d had. But the game, in its wisdom, taught me not to dwell in regret, but to review with love. To learn. To move forward.
If my life had a message, it would be this:
Think carefully. Move clearly. Live honestly.
And play something—not to win, but to understand.
I once said, “You must learn to lose before you can learn to win.” I still believe that. But now, I’d add one more line:
You must learn to think before you can learn to live.
And that’s what I tried to do—with a quiet board, a sharp pencil, and a grateful heart.
Thank you for listening.
Thank you for playing.
—Tom Wiswell
“The game is over. But the thought goes on.”
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