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A Word on the Title

I’ve always loved early mornings. In high school, my paper route got me up every morning at 4:30. The world was quiet and asleep as I rode my bicycle through the house-lined streets down to the Standard Oil gas station to fold my papers. No one was around except for my fellow paperboys. An occasional State Trooper drove by. A truck delivered bread to a local grocery store, another brought magazines to the drug store. That was about it. I loved the slow dawning, the fresh dew glistening in the sun, with only the soft sound of a paper hitting a porch to break the solitude of the moment.

Decades later, with many lives in between, I found myself teaching chess at a large elementary school in the Bronx. As I drove to school in the early morning, the sun would just begin to show as it rose over the buildings and bridges in the Bronx. I was again enjoying the relative peace of early morning, but this time from the comfort of my Buick station wagon. I’ve always felt that sunrise was a symbol of hope, the promise of a fresh start.

And that is what I was offering the children at the school where I was now a teacher. I wanted to give them, each and every day, a fresh start. It began with the hopeful symbol of the sunrise.





CHAPTER 1

I Said Yes

Where to begin… after an eclectic background in various careers, occupations, and activities in music, theatre, writing, construction, real estate sales, and building management, along with a host of other endeavors, in my mid-forties a long-time friend, Bruce Pandolfini, chess master, teacher, writer, and analyst, asked me to substitute for him teaching a chess class.

I thought he must be crazy. I loved to play chess, but I had never taken it seriously. I had been playing chess casually since my father taught me and my brother when we were five and six years old, respectively. I had studied Lasker’s Manual of Chess in high school, and afterwards in the Navy. Years later, a friend over whom I had had a winning edge in hundreds of casual games secretly studied Aaron Nimzovitch’s book, My System. After that, he began beating me regularly. When he confessed to reading Nimzovitch, I got the book, too. After studying it once, I caught up again, and after going through it a second time, I regained my lost lead. Then he started beating me again. I said, “Okay, Michael, what did you study this time?” He told me it was a series of books by the Czech grandmaster Ludek Pachman. So I studied Pachman, and caught up again. I had also played in a few random tournaments over the years, but that was about it. I wasn’t a total ignoramus, but I was certainly no master.

Bruce was obviously desperate, and finally convinced me to step into the classroom, assuring me that I knew more than the third graders I was to teach. He gave me a quick lesson idea and off I went.

As I was looking into those eager little faces, challenging them to think about patterns and move sequences, I was grateful for the ten years I had spent on stage as a professional actor in New York. Teaching is performing and feeling confident in front of an audience. After hundreds of performances in front of large audiences, a small class of children was easy. I didn’t realize until I actually became a real teacher that my ease at the time was due to the regular classroom teacher’s presence in the room, keeping control of the children.

I can’t claim that I was much of a teacher then, but it was an exhilarating experience. Apparently, Bruce got good feedback, because he asked me to teach a second class. I was all in.

My real job had been managing buildings in the East Village. In the late 80s and early 90s, the East Village was just on its way to gentrification, but that was several years away. Although it was still a rough area, that didn’t bother me. I’ve never been one to fear the streets.

What bothered me was my new boss. My previous bosses were both doctors who had seen the promise of a real estate boom in the East Village and got in early. They were ethical, trustworthy, and decent people, not the sort commonly seen in the often cut-throat, dog-eat-dog world of New York real estate.

My assignment was to keep their buildings running and in good repair. Having worked for a contractor renovating apartments and making furniture, I knew a bit about how buildings work and how to fix things. I had also taken classes at The New School in building construction. If something went wrong in someone’s apartment, I wanted to get it repaired quickly, and ensure that the work was up to standard. After all, I was also a tenant myself. Both doctors were good people and, in addition to obviously wanting to make money in real estate, had a genuine concern for taking care of the tenants.

After I had been with them for a couple of years however, they decided to outsource the management. I would still take care of their buildings, but I would report to a different boss. My new boss was at the opposite end of the ethical continuum from the doctors. My third day on the job, he told me his guiding philosophy: tenants were parasites, always trying to get over on us. Whatever tricks they were playing, it was our job to beat them. If your default view is that all communication with a particular set of people is a power struggle, that’s going to make for lousy communication and terrible relationships. In his adversarial view, tenants were fair game for abuse. I felt sick to my stomach.

That afternoon — it was a Friday — a tenant called to say her toilet was broken. I went over to look at it. It appeared to be a broken flange. Fixing that was way above my skill set, and also above the abilities of our handyman. Going back to the office, I got on the phone to call the plumber. It was just before five. As I was talking to the plumber, my new boss overheard me. He stormed over, put his finger on the phone to disconnect the call (it was all land line phones in those days), and growled: “What the hell are you doing? It’s five o’clock on a Friday night! That’s triple overtime for a plumber! Call him back Monday morning.”

He was serious. He was fine that this woman with two small children would be without a toilet over the weekend. I was appalled. When he wouldn’t budge on the issue, I realized I could not work for this man. He was missing what I consider to be the most important part of our shared humanity: he seemed to be lacking the empathy gene. I quit on the spot. They say you don’t quit a job, you quit a boss. My brother has a saying, “If you’re a good chief, I’m a great Indian. If not, I’m finding another tribe.” Well, that’s me, too.

Somehow, timing has always gone my way. The next day, Bruce asked me to quit my job in building management and come work as a chess teacher for the American Chess Foundation. I didn’t have to think. After all, I didn’t have a job to quit. I said yes.





CHAPTER 2

Getting Started

Working as a chess teacher for the Foundation was not quite a full-time position. It also meant a significant pay cut from my previous employment, but at least I could feel good about what I was doing. The Foundation’s mission was to teach chess to children in Title One schools. The definition of Title One schools is that the majority of the students qualify for free lunch. In other words, these were the poorest children in New York. One need not be a sociological genius to know that many other problems go hand in hand with generational poverty. Health, medical care, nutrition, and education are often at a low ebb, while gangs, crime, anger, and substance abuse often thrive. My new position would mean going to underserved schools in Harlem, Brooklyn, and the Bronx. From the research I had done for a documentary on street crime several years before, I had discovered that two thirds of the New York state prison inmates came from the New York City neighborhoods where I would be teaching.

Although the above description might give some pause for concern, I was not fazed by such things. In the Navy on a nine-month Mediterranean cruise, I had spent time with some of the toughest street fighters on board the aircraft carrier, the USS Saratoga. My specialty in the Navy was musician, playing bass trombone in a seventeen-piece military and dance band. I was also just a little bit insubordinate from time to time, so our first class petty officer’s punishment was to put me in charge of the band’s laundry. That meant once a week I would have to haul a massive bag of the band’s laundry down to the hottest place on the ship and spend several hours with some really badass sailors.

The laundry room was where every division on the ship sent its troublemakers. Several of these guys had been trained to box by the Philadelphia Police Athletic League when they were teenagers. What the police did not know was that a few of their little proteges used their new fighting skills to rob people on the Philly streets. In his civilian life, one particular heavyweight boxer in our laundry room would put on a three piece suit, carry a briefcase, and walk the affluent neighborhoods at around ten at night. When an accountant or lawyer who had been working late would be walking home, my man in his suit would not look at all suspicious as they crossed paths. A quick punch to the stomach, a left hook to the head and it was over. In less than twenty seconds the unconscious man would be relieved of his watch, wallet, and rings, and our felon would be safely on his way. He was very clever, never going to the same neighborhood twice in any six month period. He was never caught. This was back in the early 1960s, pre-computer, so the police were not as sophisticated in tracking patterns as they are now.

After nine months at sea, the USS Saratoga began the two week transit back to the states. To give the frustrated sailors something to get excited about and let off steam, we held what was called a boxing smoker. The laundry room won eleven of the thirteen fights.

So here I was, the only White guy in the laundry room, working with a very tough bunch of outcasts. However, I had a few things that kept me safe. One was that I was a musician with the only record player on the ship and a small but very cool collection of jazz recordings. There was music when the band did laundry. Another was that at six feet and a hundred eighty pounds, enhanced by lifting weights all through high school, I would not be the first target to choose. But I think most importantly, they immediately sensed that I was on their side when it came to social and racial issues.

One of the things that left me feeling comfortable on the mean streets of the Bronx and other areas, was a conversation with the big heavyweight. I asked what someone like me should do out on the streets to not become a victim of someone like him. His answer was quite interesting. He said as long as I didn’t do anything stupid to overtly challenge him, I would be pretty safe. “I’m looking for the easy target. If somebody looks like they’ll make things difficult, I’ll just move on. Look, in this business you can’t afford to get hurt or caught. People who are easy just keep coming. I’m patient. I’m like a batter where the pitcher is just going to keep throwing balls my way all day. I can let as many go by as I like. They’re just going to keep pitching all day. I can swing whenever I want.” Interestingly, he used the same baseball analogy that Warren Buffet used when talking about picking stocks.

“We’re not looking for guys like you, and if one of us did, just put your hand in your pocket. We don’t know what you’ve got there. Don’t look scared and we’ll think you have a reason not to be scared. Walk like a cop. We’ll wait for someone easier.”

With that background, plus several years of writing a street crime documentary, where I visited jails and prisons regularly and interviewed dozens of recently incarcerated men in their neighborhoods, I developed pretty accurate street antenna.

But back to chess.

My chess teacher training was well-meaning but inadequate, to say the least. I followed a couple of different masters to their schools to watch what they did. After two weeks of that, I was off to my own schools.

My first mentors were Bruce Alberston and John Kennedy. Both were chess masters and excellent teachers, but two weeks of observation does not a teacher make. Frankly, I felt out of place in their company. I had no teaching background at all, and although I might be considered pretty good to the regular guy on the street who says he plays chess, I was not in the same league as Bruce and John. They were very generous with their time and knowledge, but when it was time for me to go out on my own, I definitely felt unprepared.

Looking back now, with thirty years of teaching experience, I can state with certainty that I was absolutely right to feel unprepared.

Our system back then was to show up at a school, teach one or two classes for six weeks, with the regular classroom teacher in the room to keep order, leave them with books and chess sets, and hope they would continue on their own. When I left a school after six weeks, I was not at all confident that the children had really learned to play chess. (The program has since been seriously upgraded, and is now called Chess in the Schools. Chess in the Schools has become a well-run organization with highly trained professional chess teachers.)

However, in addition to the four rotating schools mentioned above, I also went to Community Elementary School 70 (C.E.S. 70) in the South Bronx for the full year. There was a special funding arrangement with IBM that year, which allowed me to devote much more time to this one school. C.E.S. 70 already had an ongoing chess program, ably lead by Mark Singer, the assistant principal. Bruce had made a big point with me to pay particular attention to this school.

My first visit to 70 was inauspicious to say the least. Located in the poorest congressional district in the country, attended by children living in the two highest crime precincts in the Bronx, the school served over eighteen hundred children, kindergarten through fifth grade. There were ten overcrowded classes on a grade level, with several special ed classes mixed in.

As I approached the school, a stressed-out mother was just coming out the front door, dragging her young son by the arm. The boy wailed loudly, screaming something incomprehensible as his mother pulled and shook him. “Shut the f*#k up!” she yelled, as I stood in stunned silence. “You wait till I get your ass home.” His crying continued at a high volume as they receded down the street. It was ten in the morning on a crisp fall day. The school day was only an hour and a half old. Why was this child going home? I never did find out. One of thousands of things I will never know.

The school, with its cracked bricks and dilapidated windows, the neighboring buildings spattered with graffiti, the broken glass and trash on the streets and sidewalks, and the roar of trucks hurtling up and down the Cross Bronx Expressway made quite an impression — and I didn’t like it.

As I was signing in at the security guard’s desk, a class came filing past. Some of the kids were running ahead. One boy jumped in front of another, who promptly pushed him in the back. A girl turned and slapped another girl who had just pulled her hair. I was tempted to go home and find another job. But I owed it to Bruce to at least give it a shot — a decision for which I have always been grateful. My work at this school was to be a major turning point in my life, giving more meaning and sense of purpose than any occupation before or since.

When I met with the team, I found that Mark Singer, the assistant principal, had given them a solid grounding in chess. Mark was a dedicated educator, and was an immeasurable help to me over the years. Under his leadership, the children on the team had enthusiastically embraced chess. They could understand ideas and concepts and put them into play immediately. They were a bright and enthusiastic bunch, and they learned quickly. That said, there was an enormous learning curve ahead, both for me and them. There were huge gaps in their pattern recognition, their knowledge of endings was non-existent, and they had only a pair of openings they always played. There was also a huge gap in my knowledge and understanding of what it means to be a teacher.

Over the next year I found myself cutting and pasting from many sources to give them the chess knowledge and techniques they would need in the tournament halls. I met with the two Bruces (Pandolfini and Alberston) as often as I could to pick their brains for material and ideas.

Our small team played a few matches with other Bronx schools in our district. That was the extent of their experience in testing out the concepts I was introducing them to. We didn’t have the funding for entry fees at the local city tournaments at the Manhattan schools, so that critical training was out of the question. We didn’t compete in the New York City Championship, and going to the state tournament wasn’t even considered. In spite of this paucity of practice in the tournament halls, the plan was for us to go to Charlotte, North Carolina, to compete in the National Elementary School Chess Championships in May.

Two years earlier, a pair of dedicated educators in the District Office, Clif Jackson and Frank Hennesy, were looking for something that would be inexpensive, exciting, challenging, and educationally sound to offer the children. After much internal debate, they came up with a brilliant answer: chess!

In a wonderful example of Jungian synchronicity, while Clif and Frank were concluding that they needed chess for their children, at the Manhattan Chess Club, Fanuel Adams, the then retired Chairman of the Board of Mobil South (all of Mobil’s interests south of the equator) and my friend Bruce Pandolfini, then President of the Manhattan Chess Club, were discussing ways to help professional chess in America. A brilliant man, Fan was a perfect exemplar of the Zen saying, “See right at first.” His first take on things was usually the way to go. Fan’s idea was to make more tournaments available for America’s high-level professionals to hone their skills. Bruce’s counter idea was to get more children playing chess. In his way, Bruce was equally brilliant. He also had the advantage of being immersed in the world of chess. More players would provide both a knowledgeable audience for the game as well as a steady stream of potential champions. Bruce’s argument won the day. His insight has proven to be good for chess, but also to be life-changing for thousands of children. Incidentally, this was the only time I ever knew Fan to change his mind. He was all about good ideas, even if they weren’t his. Fan was one of those laudable people who simply sought truth. Show him the right idea and he gets it immediately.

It was a marriage made in heaven when Bruce called the District Nine Office in the Bronx to offer chess masters to the district. After two years of the American Chess Foundation sending teachers their way, Clif and Frank had made the commitment to bring the teams from their district in the Bronx to the national tournament. My first year teaching was the year the district office had determined that we would compete at the national level. That was a bit optimistic, as the teams did not have significant tournament experience, but after all, you have to start somewhere.

The children on the team sold chocolate to raise money, and the District Office gave us the rest of the funding. We worked from October to early May with the idea that we were going to Charlotte. For eight intense months I flooded them with mating patterns, tactics, openings, and endings. I was only paid for one day every two weeks, but as I was underemployed at the time, and enjoyed working with Mr. Singer and the team, I volunteered the week in between, so I was there every week. Although we accomplished a lot relative to what they had been doing, many of the schools we would face were meeting every day and playing tournaments once or twice a month. Their students were often getting private lessons as well. The competition would be formidable. I didn’t know how well we would do, but I knew we would not be anywhere near the top.

That May, after a grueling three days at the tournament, we placed 13th. Granted, it was only in the Junior Varsity section, which is not the Championship section for the best chess players, but the team had appeared in the trophy list at the national level. For a first try, this was a big achievement. And the way the kids were jumping up and down, you’d think we had won first place.

When we returned, Mrs. Simon, the principal, called me into her office.

“I’ve been watching you. Mark says good things about you. I like the way you talk to the kids. You treat them with respect, you don’t talk down to them, and they listen to you. How would you like to get certified as a teacher and come work for me?”

I was struck dumb. That had never crossed my mind.

I finally found my voice. “What do you want me to teach?”

She laughed at the absurdity of the question. “Chess, of course,” she replied with a mischievous grin. “I’ve already got math and science covered.” This would be the first time anyone in the New York Public School System had been hired exclusively to teach chess as an academic subject, although Theresa Easton, a classroom teacher in our district, had incorporated chess into her daily instruction. Mrs. Simon was breaking new ground. I would have the responsibility of proving she was on to something important.

In order to make ends meet that year, in addition to teaching chess, I had taken on a number of little projects from carpentry to selling chess videos that I had produced with Bruce Pandolfini. The idea of giving up the itinerant chess world, traveling from school to school every day, was certainly interesting. Mrs. Simon was presenting me with an opportunity to focus on just one job. The chance to develop a program on my own and to build a team that could legitimately compete with the established chess powerhouses around the country certainly sounded appealing. This would also be a big financial plus, though still not up to my real estate income. A steady job, medical benefits, what was there not to like?

Do what you love, and good things will follow. While I’ve never fully subscribed to those feel-good sayings, this time I thought it just might have hit home. I love chess, I love challenges, and I’d been surprised to discover over the past year that I loved teaching. I loved seeing the children make discoveries. Being a part of their growth was exhilarating.

I thought back to my first day at C.E.S.70, the screaming child, his angry mother, the unruly class. Helping the children at this school, surrounded by crime, grime, and failure, getting them to believe in themselves, was going to be a monumental challenge. To be successful at chess, they would have to embrace a work ethic that was beyond anything they had ever been expected to do. They would have to come to a whole new understanding of the word discipline. I would have to develop a program that was rigorous, yet warm and inviting enough that five, six, seven, eight, nine, and ten year-olds would want to do it. Could they meet the challenge? Could I?

A lot can flash through the mind in a heartbeat. Mrs. Simon was smiling at me.

I said yes, again.





CHAPTER 3

I am a Beginner Again

It seems that all my life I have been a beginner at something. The son of two highly accomplished professional musicians, in the seventh grade I began to take music seriously, practicing two to four hours a day. I continued with music through high school and immediately after in the Navy. However, I realized that I did not want to spend the five to eight hours practicing every day that achieving professional excellence would require, so I shifted gears when I became a civilian again. At the university, starting as a philosophy major, as a junior I was cast in a play and ended up switching to theatre, and was a beginner in acting, surrounded by classmates who had been acting since elementary school. I continued in theatre through graduate school and for ten years worked as an actor in New York. Then I hit on a writing idea, and I was a beginner again. To support the writing, I worked for a contractor where again I was a beginner, having to learn to use woodworking tools, put up sheet rock, and understand basic building construction. I also took a part-time job in a real estate office, then accidentally bumped into real estate sales, where yet again, I was a beginner, mixed in with a bunch of long-time professionals. After several years of that, the market tanked and I moved into building management, again as a beginner. Then came the opportunity to become a chess teacher. And here I was, a beginner yet again, although I found that many of the concepts, experiences, and skills from all those disparate careers and activities had a big influence on how I approached and worked in my new field.

In my new position, I would have two separate but closely related tasks. One was to teach chess to children in the classroom who knew nothing about chess. The other was to build a successful chess team at the school.

I had the summer to prepare. I had no idea how to prepare for the classroom teaching, but I could certainly prepare for the work with the team. I spoke with chess masters John Kennedy, Bruce Alberston, and Bruce Pandolfini extensively about how to build a team. And I studied chess like crazy. I played over all the games I could find of Paul Morphy, the first great American master, and the games of attacking wizard Grandmaster Frank Marshall, US Champion for twenty-seven years. Then I did a quick run through of random games by all the world champions. I devoured books on checkmates, tactics, and endings. All three masters suggested I get Irving Chernev’s book, “1,000 Best Short Games of Chess.” Short games are, by definition, filled with instructive errors. That book is loaded with easily understood quick tactical shots and informative violations of opening principles, providing marvelous material for training young players.

I entered one tournament at the Marshall Chess Club for players rated under 1600 and two tournaments at the Manhattan Chess Club (unfortunately, no longer in existence) for players rated under 1800. I won all three tournaments, and split four games in a match with a player rated 1899. 2200 is master level, so although my performance put me well over the average tournament player, and way above the man in the street who says he plays chess, it was not at all impressive to a chess professional. The tournament director at Manhattan Chess Club at the time was a wonderful young master named Billy Colias. Billy didn’t have a chance to turn in the results of those games at the Manhattan Chess Club, so they were never recorded and didn’t show up in my rating. At the young age of twenty-four, Billy had slipped into a coma and never recovered. His death was a terrible blow to all of us at the club.

Three months was not nearly enough time to bring me anywhere near the knowledge or experience of my peers in the chess coaching world. That would have taken years, and frankly, regarding chess knowledge, I never did catch up to them. They had taken chess seriously their entire lives, studied the masters, become masters themselves, and played hundreds of tournament games. I was definitely the neophyte in the room. I would have to make up for my lack of knowledge with a lot of hard work, pirating from others, and organizational skills.

Summer ended, and I was in a meeting with Mrs
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