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1. What Was Handed Down

"These are the boards... As you can see, they are in perfect condition — just as they were passed

down to me."
I stretched my hands to receive the prized inheritance from the outgoing Chess Captain.

"This great Hall of residence has always produced the top echelon of players in the university
community, and you must ensure the tradition doesn't end with you," he said, with a gentle

shoulder tap.
"May the jungle fire ever burn..."

And there I was, alone and lost in thought, trying to process what had just happened. With
power comes responsibility, they say. The weight of the bag of chess pieces in my hand
reassured me of this. A lot had been passed down to me today, and the numerous possibilities

flooded my mind.
Every inheritance is a question disguised as an answer.

I held those boards the way you hold something you know is both gift and burden. They were
pristine, yes, but I would soon learn that pristine does not mean alive. The tradition was intact.
The culture, however, was another matter. Participation had dwindled. The top players were
few, and most of them were months away from graduation. The chess boards existed. The chess

culture was suffocating.

At the start of the tenure, we organized a friendly against Kuti Hall, another Hall of Residence,
as an attempt at reigniting chess within the hall. Our best team of four against theirs. We lost.
4-0! That loss sent shockwaves round the entire university community. “Alexander Brown Hall

(ABH) is dead.” “The jungle fire is quenched.”

And so the real question arrived, quietly, the way important questions always do: Was I here

to protect the boards, or revive what they represented?

Peter Drucker, writing on culture and organization in The Effective Executive, said that the

first task of leadership is not to do things right, but to do the right things!. In that moment,




hoarding a bag of chess pieces in a largely disconnected community, [ began to understand the

difference between those two sentences.
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II. The Building Has Three Floors

Edgar Schein, the organizational psychologist, described culture as a building with three

floors>.

The first floor is what you can see: the artifacts. The rituals, the symbols, the visible expressions
of a community's identity. For us, it was the chess boards. The mats. The bench at the
quadrangle. These were real, tangible things you could point to and say, see, we have a chess

culture here.

The second floor is what people say they believe: the espoused values. "Our Hall has always
produced the best chess players." "The jungle fire ever burns." These were the things said at
handovers, at Hall Week events, in speeches that sounded important in the moment and

evaporated by morning.

The third floor — and Schein was very deliberate about this — is where the real architecture
lives. The basic assumptions. The things so deeply embedded that no one thinks to say them
out loud, because everyone is already living by them. And the basic assumption in ABH, the

one nobody announced but everyone obeyed, was that chess belonged to the strong players.




It was never written anywhere. Nobody decreed it. But it was true, in the way that unspoken
rules are always more powerful than written ones. The game was played when the good players
were around. The boards came out only when they gathered. Beginners watched. Newcomers
hovered uncertainly at the edges and drifted away. And slowly, the culture shrank, not because

chess became unpopular, but because belonging to it felt reserved.

This is what Schein meant when he argued that you cannot change a culture by touching only
its surface. You can redecorate the first floor all you like. You can repaint the second floor with
better values and brighter language. But if the third floor remains untouched, the building

remains the same building, merely renovated.

So I stopped thinking about the boards and started thinking about the floor beneath the floor.

III. The Right Goodbye

Drucker had a concept he called Planned Abandonment®. He applied it to organizations, but
the logic holds wherever humans are trying to grow. The idea is this: if we were not already
doing this, would we start today? And if the answer is no, then stop. Deliberately.
Systematically. Not out of disrespect for what it was, but out of honesty about what it is no

longer serving.

The tradition in our Hall was precious. But the form the tradition had taken: chess as the
exclusive preserve of elite players, the game organized around its most intimidating faces. That
form had become a slow suffocation. If [ were starting fresh, would I build it that way? No.

Not in a thousand years.

So I made a decision that felt small at the time and turned out to be everything: I left three chess

boards at the quadrangle. Every day.

No ceremony. No announcement. No invitation extended. Just boards, set out in the open air,

available to anyone who was curious enough to sit down.

Drucker would have recognized this immediately. He wrote that the entrepreneur (and I use

that word loosely, to mean anyone who responds to change rather than waits for it) searches




for change, responds to it, and exploits it as an opportunity. The change I was responding to
was the quiet withdrawal of the broader community from a game they didn't feel entitled to

play. The opportunity was the gap between what was and what could be.

At first, the boards were ignored. People walked past them with the practiced indifference of
people who have learned not to reach for things they assume aren't meant for them. But Drucker

also said that innovation is rarely a dramatic moment. It is, more often, a patient one.

New faces appeared. Slowly, then steadily. Beginners sat down tentatively, moving pieces the
wrong way, asking questions. Intermediate players who had always loved the game but never
felt welcome in the spaces where it was played seriously. And then, the strong players, drawn

not by exclusive invitation but by the vitality of a growing crowd.

I began spending an hour a day at those boards. Not competing. Teaching. Explaining castling,
the dangers of moving the same piece twice in an opening, the beauty of zugzwang. I was not
the strongest player in the Hall. But I was present, and presence, it turns out, is most of the

work.

A random day of people having fun at the Quadrangle (peep the pristine boards)




1V. The Innovator's Dilemma, Up Close

Clayton Christensen spent his career studying how great institutions fail, not through
incompetence, but through the very competence that made them great. He called it the
Innovator's Dilemma®. The logic is this: when you have something that works, you optimize
for it. You invest in your best customers, your highest performers, your proven methods. And
in doing so, you become perfectly calibrated for the world as it was, and perfectly blind to the

world that is becoming.

Our chess culture had this problem. It had optimized entirely for its top players. And the top

players were leaving. We built on a foundation that walks out the door every graduation season.

Christensen's insight was that disruption almost never comes from the top of a system. It comes
from the margins. From the overlooked. From the people who were never the target audience

for what existed before.

The beginners who sat at those quadrangle boards were not, by any existing measure, the future
of chess in ABH. They struggled to grasp en passant. They blundered back rank checkmates.

But they were present, which is more than could be said for the tradition that was quietly dying.
So I doubled down on them.

When pieces went missing — and they did, regularly, because that is what happens when you
take something from a shelf and put it in the open — I replaced them from my own inventory.
This is the part of the story that I think people get wrong when they talk about growing a
culture. They imagine it is about great ideas and inspired speeches. It is also, stubbornly, about
replacing missing chess pieces without complaint, because you have decided that accessibility

matters more than preservation of a perfect stockpile.

Chess Jungle Beefs were born out of this: a cage-match format, best of five games, with a name
deliberately designed to feel more like a street event than a club meeting. They drew crowds.
Not just players. Crowds. People who had never touched a chess piece stood around those
games the way people gather around anything that feels alive. There was palpable tension

during games, and euphoric celebration in-between rounds.




The game was gaining traction at a rate ABH hadn't seen before. Not because | had found better

players. Because I had found more people.
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V. The Window of Innovation (And Hofstede's Shadow)

Drucker wrote about what he called windows of innovation, specific moments when the
conditions align for something new to take root. One of those moments, he argued, is a change
in perception. Not a change in fact, but a change in what people believe is possible or available

to them.

Geert Hofstede's research on culture introduced the concept of uncertainty avoidance: the
degree to which people in a given culture feel threatened by ambiguity and the unknown®. High
uncertainty avoidance doesn't mean people are cowardly. It means they have learned, through
repeated experience, that reaching for unfamiliar things tends to end badly. So they stop

reaching.

The beginners at those quadrangle boards had high chess uncertainty avoidance. They had
absorbed, from the culture as it was, the idea that chess was not for them. That sitting down at
those boards uninvited would be an embarrassment. That the game had a dress code, and they

weren't wearing it.




The window I was trying to open was not a tournament. It was a permission structure. The
boards in the open air were a signal that “this game belongs to whoever sits down.” The Jungle
Beefs were public, loud, dramatic theatres that made the viewing of chess feel like participation

in something rather than exclusion from it.

And when we formalized the chess leadership, the Back Rank Officials, we made a crucial
decision. We did not select based on strength. We selected based on dedication. The people
who taught the little they knew, freely, without being asked. The people who ran to bring the

boards inside when rain came. The people who showed up.

Hans-Georg Gadamer, the philosopher of hermeneutics, wrote about what he called the fusion
of horizons, which he described as the meeting point between a tradition and the person who
inherits it, where neither is destroyed, but both are enlarged®. He argued that tradition is not a

wall you stand behind. It is the ground beneath your feet. You don't abandon it. You extend it.

The Back Rank Officials were that extension. Not a replacement of the legacy of strong players
or the deep history of ABH in university chess, but its growth rings. The tradition becoming

something it had not quite been before, without ceasing to be itself.

VI. The League, The Vigil, and Planned Abandonment (Again)

The Inaugural Chess League arrived, and with it, a structure [ remain quietly proud of: three
tiers. Stockfish League for the strongest players. Shark League for the intermediate. Piranha

League for the beginners.

Forty participants. A promotion and relegation format, so that the stakes were real at every
level. So that the beginner who improved had somewhere to go. So that excellence was not the
only thing the structure rewarded. And a prize structure where funds were not concentrated in
the Stockfish League. Where the winner of the immediate lower league received more cash
prize than the runner-up in the higher league. This structure refused to let excellence hoard the
room, rewarding progress as generously as it rewarded mastery, so that ambition had

somewhere to live at every level of the board.




This, I believe, is the architecture that Drucker was pointing toward when he spoke of
systematic innovation. Not the flash of a single brilliant idea, but the deliberate construction of

conditions under which growth becomes structural rather than accidental.

And then came another tough decision.

For eight years, our Hall had held a Chess Vigil in December. An all-nighter. A tradition with
a capital T — the kind that accumulates weight over time, the kind that feels untouchable. But
the school calendar had shifted. Exams extended to December 27th. Registration numbers were

collapsing. People were going home for a Christmas break so short it barely deserved the name.

The easy thing would have been to hold the Vigil anyway. To protect the tradition in its exact

form, at its exact time, and watch it slowly become a ghost of itself.

Drucker's question returned: If we were not already doing this, would we start today?

No. Not in December. Not with those numbers. Not like this.

So we moved it. To April, when the freshers arrived, when the campus was full again, when
the Vigil could do something the December version was never designed to do: introduce an

entire new generation to the culture before they had time to decide it wasn't for them.

The result was the greatest turnout in the event's history. Over 150 registration requests, which

we had to cap at 86 because we lacked space, equipment, and the logistical capacity to hold




more without losing the quality that made it worth attending in the first place. A ceiling reached

not through failure but through abundance.

Gadamer would have recognized what happened there. We grieved the December Vigil, not
publicly, but it was a real grief, the quiet mourning of something familiar yielding to something
better. And then we carried the meaning of the tradition forward, even as we changed its form.
The Vigil was never really about December. It was about belonging. About chess as an

experience large enough to contain an entire university community, not just its most dedicated

practitioners. We just found a better month to say that.

VII. The Boards As I Left Them
I paused while writing to look at the state of the chess materials.

The bench is worn out from overuse. The mats are dirt — they have been through trying times.

The pieces are discolored, disproportionate, and broken. A wash-up is long overdue.

This is not the state in which they were handed to me.




They were perfect when I received them. They are battered now. Ironically, whenever our chess
alumni visit the Hall, they always commend the vibrancy of the game, not the condition of the
equipment. Because they understand, the way anyone who has ever grown something does,

that worn is not the same as wasted.

Five players represented the University of Ibadan at the last Nigerian University Games
(NUGA), and they clinched a team silver in chess with one player securing an individual gold.
Three of the five were from ABH. The gold medal was ours as well. In the 2026 Nigerian
Friends of Chess tournament, one of our players finished third in the country in the under-
2000s category. At an inter-varsity Ecobank tournament, our team finished fifth in the nation,
even above the University of Ibadan's official team. Monthly state tournaments? We arrive

quietly and leave with medals.

I feature in most of these tournaments myself, fighting among the top crop. And I have been

able to forge hands stronger than mine. That is the summary of what I set out to do.

I am now University Chess Vice Captain and Tournament Director. Within weeks, I will hand

over to the next Hall leadership. And I am sure they will take us to the next level.
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VIII. What The Building Taught Me




Schein's three floors matter because they reveal where real change lives and where it only
appears to dwell. You can change the first floor all you want and find that nothing has actually
moved if the basic assumption beneath it all remains undisturbed. In ABH, the basic

assumption was the lock. Once that fell away, the floors above it rearranged themselves.

Christensen's insight holds here too. The disruption of our chess culture came from the
beginners. From the people who had always been nearby, curious, and unasked. Interestingly,

those “beginners” when I began in late 2024, are now borderline experts.

And Gadamer's horizon is the frame I find most honest. I did not inherit a finished thing. I
inherited a question. The tradition was the ground I stood on, not the ceiling above me. The
outgoing captain was right that the fire should keep burning, but fire does not stay fire by

refusing to spread.

The boards are worn and broken and beautiful. The culture that flows through them will outlive

me.

And somewhere in all of this is the answer to the question the theme puts before us.

Culture drives innovation not when it is perfectly preserved, and not when it is carelessly
discarded. It drives innovation when someone decides to take it seriously enough to extend it,
to ask what it was really for, to grieve the form that no longer works, and to carry the meaning
forward into a shape the original builders might not recognize but would, I think, be glad to

See€.

The jungle fire ever burns.

But only because someone, in every generation, decides that keeping it alive is worth getting

their hands warm.
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