hess by correspondence is an
6) adaptable game. It can be played
using many different methods of
communication, from cards in the mail to
posting on an Internet server. And as
new technologies emerge, chess adopts it
as a means of transmitting moves. Per-
haps nowhere has this been better
illustrated than in the success of chess by
e-mail.

But in fact, e-mail has a 19th century
anticipation of the hold it has on chess-
players in the telegraph. The first
“electronic” marvel, the telegraph was
revolutionary in that it brought electric
speed to a steam-powered age. News that
had previously taken one day to travel the
100 miles distance from New York to
Philadelphia could now be transmitted
in minutes. Newspapers advertised “news
by Telegraph” on their pages as a modern
company would advertise its “dot-com.”
And like the Internet, the novelty of the
medium was itself a newsworthy item.

The science of telegraphy had been in
use for about 15 years and had grown
tremendously since Samuel Morse first
tapped “What has God wraught” into a
wire. In 1858 the world witnessed what
had promised to be the technology’s great-
est accomplishment yet—the Atlantic
cable. In August of that year the United
States and the United Kingdom were
joined by telegraph. Queen Victoria and
U.S. president James Buchanan
exchanged congratulatory telegrams. Cel-
ebrations were organized to mark the
event. Newspapers published extra edi-
tions, parades were held, speeches were
made, and much bad poetry written. In
New York City the revelry was such that
city hall almost went up in flames when
a bonfire got out of control.

And “flames” is a good description of
what was happening to the Atlantic cable
during this time. As Tom Standage wrote
in his book The Victorian Internet, “The
transatlantic cable was regarded as noth-
ing short of miraculous; indeed, it was a
miracle that it worked at all.” Poorly
designed and shoddily made, the newly
celebrated cable was burning itself out,
and finally the line went silent a month
after it was opened.

The failure of the cable was a public
relations nightmare for telegraphy. Accu-
sations of fraud filled the newspapers,
and the designer of the cable was feuding
publicly with the financiers of the cable-
laying company. But despite this setback,
experiments in telegraphy were continu-
ing, and one of them, the Hughes
telegraph printer, would have an impact
on the chess world.

The name of David Hughes is remem-
bered today, when he is remembered at
all, as the inventor of the microphone. But
his first work was in the field of telegra-
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phy, and Hughes’ first invention was a
rival of the then-dominate Morse printer.

“In 1855 David E. Hughes, a 24-year-
old music teacher from Kentucky, trying
to devise a machine to copy extempore
music, came up with, by accident, a
design for a new type of printing tele-
graph,” wrote the The Electrician in its
January 26, 1900 issue. “It used a vibrat-
ing spring as a governor tuned to a
particular ‘tone’ to achieve synchroniza-
tion. It included improved power
requirements. ... With the Hughes printer,
power was supplied by two weight-driven,
clock-like mechanisms requiring just the
single operator.”

The new technology was no more free
of bugs than were early web browsers, but
despite the problems that arose, the
Hughes printer “had potential and
impressed a group of New York City busi-
nessmen. They purchased the North
American rights to it and formed a new
telegraph company with intentions of
putting the Hughes printer into commer-
cial service. That new company was the
successful American Telegraph Com-
pany,” continued The Electrician.

The American knack for advertising
and marketing was perhaps in its infancy,
but it was a gifted child. Who it was that
first broached the idea of using the
Hughes instruments in a high-profile
chess event we may never know. But
chess was the rage in 1858 in the United
States. Paul Morphy’s exploits in the
United Kingdom and France were front-
page news in newspapers, and Louis
Paulsen’s blindfold chess displays
received extensive coverage in the press.
What better way to promote the Hughes
printer than to show it in operation trans-
mitting chess, a thinking man’s game for
gentlemen? The same thinking would
lead to IBM staging an exhibition match
between world champion Garry Kasparov
and their supercomputer Deep Blue four-
teen decades later. We remember the
match with Deep Blue for the chess; IBM
stockholders perhaps remember it for
other reasons.

Investors in the American Telegraph
Company had reason to be pleased; the
company was being discussed in print.
The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin reported
in its chess column of Saturday, Novem-
ber 13th, 1858, “We are happy to
announce that the New York Chess Club
has promptly acceded to the proposition
for a match, to be played over the wires
of the American Telegraph Company. The
details will be arranged today, and the
games played in the course of next week.”

As a postscript to the same column,
proposed rules for the match were dis-
closed:

“P. S. The following propositions have
been transmitted today in answer to the

o

propositions from the Committee of the
New York Chess Club, which is appointed
to play on the part of New York:

We agree to play two games, with alter-
nate first move.

We agree to play the game without
touching pieces, after manner of consul-
tation.

Moves to be limited to fifteen minutes.

We do not bind ourselves to play 1. P-
K4 on first or second move. ... New York
Telegraph Operator and one of your mem-
bers will draw for first move.

Philadelphia Committee will be Messrs.
H. P. Montgomery, W. G. Thomas, L.
Elkin, P. Randolph, and Dr. S. Lewis.

We propose to play on Monday and
Tuesday evening, beginning, if possible,
at six o’clock.

“The New York Committee consists of
Messrs. Lichtenhein, D. W. Fiske, C. D.
Mead, J. Tompson, and F. Perrin.”

Aside from Paul Morphy and Louis
Paulsen, the participants in the telegraph
games were the strongest active chess-
players in the United States. Fiske,
Lichtenhein, Mead, and Montgomery had
all played in the First American Chess
Congress in 1857. A year after the tele-
graph games, Paul Morphy would find it
was impossible for him to give knight
odds to Thomas, the only American player
he was unsuccessful with at those odds.
In a sense, this was to be a match
between the best amateurs in the coun-
try. What more would a publicist want
than to have his product connected to
intellectual gentlemen?

Aside from chess egos, the match was
also a matter of civic pride. New York
and Philadelphia had long been rivals in
commerce. The Quaker city may have
witnessed the birth of the United States
within its borders, but it had also seen
New York outstrip it in population and
importance. This competitiveness spilled
over into chess, as both New York and
Philadelphia laid claim to the title of the
strongest chess center in the United
States. The Philadelphians took this
match seriously, and there was exten-
sive coverage of the event in the local
newspapers.

Final negotiations between the two
clubs were resolved, and on November
16th the chessplayers assembled—
Philadelphia at the local offices of the
American Telegraph Company, New York
in the rotunda of the Mercantile
Exchange. Demonstration boards were
set up at both locations for public view-
ing. At 6:30 p.m. New York time the first
move was sent.

And “New York time” literally meant
“New York time.” The system of time zones
and uniform time within zones we now
take for granted did not exist until 25
years after this match. Each community
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