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1

 INTRODUCTION

Why should anyone wish to chronicle an unimportant chess club and,

more importantly, why should anyone else wish to read it? The initial

motivation came from the discovery that the club was formed in 1886

and yet it did not receive even a cursory mention in the authorized

History of Macclesfield1, which covers material up to the beginning of the

twentieth century and has a section entitled ‘Sports and Amusements’.

This reflects a disappointing lack of awareness of chess as a social

phenomenon amongst our local historians and their editor in the

nineteen-fifties.  There are histories of chess, but these usually cover

national and international developments. An exception is The Cheshire

Hundred that Richard Furness compiled for the centenary of the

Cheshire & North Wales Chess Association in 1988 and this has proved

useful in putting the Macclesfield club into part of its local context.

Richard Eales2 suggests some general ideas on chess clubs for this

period and his generalisations could be tested in a particular example. A

chess club is a paradigm of a small group and the dynamics of these is

recognised to hold clues that might aid the study of larger groups and

civil society. Beyond these rather quaint academic interests a history

throws up the opportunity to collect the stories of some amateur chess

players that might amuse while at the same time revealing aspects of

social history. Each of these stories is intrinsically interesting though the

facts therein may be the facts of fiction rather than history. There is no

need to generalize from them: anecdote, by its nature, tends to select

extremes rather than the mundane. The final challenge is to demonstrate
                                                  
1 C Stella Davies (ed)(1961) A History of Macclesfield; reprint 1976, EJ Morten,
Didsbury
2 Richard Eales (1985) Chess: The History of a Game, BT Batsford, London



that the ‘unimportant’ in my first sentence is not synonymous with

‘uninteresting’.

In the Doomsday Book Macclesfield is recorded as a substantial

settlement ravaged by William the Conqueror during the harrowing of

the North. It has been a borough since 1261 and in the eighteen-eighties

was best known as a town of silk manufacturing, blessed with a damp

climate and cheap labour3. Apart from manufacturing, the town was,

and continues to be, a service, retail and market centre for the

surrounding villages. The impressive number of churches and chapels is

greatly exceeded by the number of public houses. Three railway

companies provided links to Manchester (1845), Congleton (1849), Leek

(1850) and Marple (1872). Numerous stations along these lines gave

access to the surrounding villages. Major roads connected the town to

Buxton, Leek, Congleton, Knutsford and Stockport, but road transport

was slower and less efficient than that achieved by a rail network more

extensive than is currently available. The town has spread from its

mediaeval core but has no rival conurbation with which it is likely to

merge and so it remains a distinct Cheshire town. The population in

1886 was about 37,000, with slightly more women than men so that

about 9,000 adult males were resident4. At that time only adult males

would be likely to attend chess clubs.

Eales comments on the strength of chess organization in the

manufacturing towns of the north of England, pointing out that the

roots of the British Chess Federation were in the Yorkshire Chess

Association of 1841 and that the world’s second international

                                                  
3 The setting up of the industry is told with more finesse in Gail Malmgreen
(1985) Silk Town: Industry and Culture in Macclesfield 1750-1835, Hull
University Press, Hull
4 Davies p. 376



tournament was held in Manchester in 1857. The massive proliferation

of clubs throughout the country after 1850 encouraged him to duck out

of attempting a detailed survey while suggesting that this marks the

emergence of the game as a middle-class, middle-aged, male, more or

less intellectual social pastime5. In an earlier survey of social history of

the period from 1870 to 1886 Sir Robert Ensor similarly noted the rise

of a suburban middle-class that was no longer aping its ‘betters’, but was

becoming numerous enough and sufficiently self-confident to form

habits and standards of its own. He writes: “Nothing is more

characteristic of it than the development of organized games. This,

which on any reckoning may rank among England’s leading

contributions to world-culture, has been far more recent than is often

realised.”6 Ensor is thinking primarily of rugby, soccer and tennis, but

some aspects of this are applicable to chess.

To form any club a certain number of people are required with a

common interest, sufficient leisure time and a degree of affluence, with

the essential added ingredient of a small core prepared to take on the

responsibility of arranging facilities and finance. If the club is to persist

over a long period then members and organisers lost for whatever

reason have to be replaced, and the social conditions enabling affluence

and leisure have to persist.

The dynamics of small groups has been extensively studied. A

chess club such as Macclesfield meets the criteria for secondary groups

since although there is face-to-face association the relationships are not

necessarily intimate; the numbers have only on rare occasions exceeded

thirty; there has always been some form of group organisation; it has

relationships with other similar groups and there are accepted group

norms such as ‘fair play’ (not always upheld) and ‘competitiveness’. Such
                                                  
5 Eales pp.139-41
6 RCK Ensor (1936) England 1870 – 1914, Clarendon Press, Oxford pp. 164-6



studies suggest that members of a group play different roles in its

maintenance and its transformation to meet changing circumstances.

Thus a group’s history ought to identify group leaders, coordinators,

mediators, standard setters and followers as well as assessing the

influence they have within and outside the group. Those who take on

these roles will rotate over longer or shorter periods depending on their

external commitments and pressures within the group.

Apart from the obvious attempt to mine facts hidden in a variety

of sources concerning the club’s formation and development, I attempt

to ascertain whether particular notions of class, age, gender, intellect,

conviviality and a responsible core are reflected in the narrative of the

Macclesfield Chess Club. To conduct a study on these lines is fraught

with danger due to the paucity of information over much of the period

and the partiality of those sources.

The sources are of four types, newspaper reports, oral reports,

archived original data and artefacts. The local newspaper for the early

period, the Macclesfield Courier and Herald, is held in Macclesfield library

on film. Other local newspapers from the region, such as the Macclesfield

Times, Macclesfield Express, Congleton Chronicle, Manchester Guardian, Stockport

Advertiser, Design and Work, and the Manchester Weekly Times also contain

relevant material. Newspaper reports and articles are invariably

anonymous, but the probable source of the majority of the information

is the club secretary, possibly adapted by the editorial staff. Although

they mostly contain straightforward factual information there is also

interpretation (and, inevitably, misinterpretation) that may be of use in

assessing subjective features. Typographical errors are always a

possibility. The most annoying problem is the ambiguity of names: often

only surnames are given without initials and even the presence of initials

and forenames with common surnames is of little help in secure



identification. The quality of the newspaper reports varies considerably

and is often reduced to cliché and statistics. Even when fuller reports are

given their partiality is often a hindrance. I have been liberal with my

quotes from the press: this is in part due to an interest in the rhythms,

tropes and clichés of nineteenth and twentieth century prose and to a

belief that at least a flavour of the primary material should be presented.

Oral reports, both direct and as passed down through a family,

give subjective material that must be used carefully, and, where objective

information is given in this way it has been corroborated against, or

compared with, other information wherever possible. Archived data

such as census data, births, deaths and marriages, deeds and estate

details are only of use where individuals can be identified

unambiguously; these tend to be persons of high status. Such data are

usually taken on trust, but carelessness in recording and in transcription

is a possibility. Artefacts are limited. In the case of engraved trophies

they are useful, but the utility of chess sets, boards and clocks is small.

What is lacking is a series of diaries and papers from club officials

and members over the period. The description ‘a mosaic with many

pieces missing’ is apt. There is no doubt that a wider more assiduous

investigation of sources would produce a better picture with further

names, results and competitions, but many of the tesserae are lost

forever and small improvements in accuracy would involve a

considerable expenditure of time.

The main body of this work is accessible to those with little or no

knowledge of chess. It is primarily a work of local social history.

However, there is information that is relevant to a more specialised

history of the game at an amateur level and, since the reader may be a

chess player, it seems pertinent to include this, for the most part, in

appendices.



Figure 1: Cheshire, showing the location of chess clubs and places associated
with the club's members.



2

 FORMATION AND EARLY TRIBULATIONS: 1886-
1893

Early in 1885 a short article appeared in the Macclesfield Courier. For most

readers the item would have been nothing more than a titbit to read and

consign to oblivion after smiling at the enthusiasm manifest in the

rhetorical flourishes.

LORD TENNYSON AND THE GAME OF CHESS
The Standard remarks that in accepting the Presidency of
the British Chess Association Lord Tennyson cannot of
course be said to have added either to his own dignities or
conferred honour on a game which is linked with so many
great memories. But in lending the lustre of his name to a
pastime at once among the most ancient in the world and
the most intellectual among all the ways in which men
while away the slowly moving hours, the poet laureate has
performed a useful service to the cause of innocent
recreation. Chess, except to an enthusiast, is not an
exciting entertainment. To the uninitiated spectator it is
almost as dull as dominoes. But to the man, woman, or
boy, who has once tasted of its charms there is no other
game under either sunlight or lamplight to be compared
with the battle of pawns and pieces. Indeed the main
difficulty is that, when once the joys of chess are properly
appreciated, the mild gamester becomes a kind of
harmless debauchee, who, for the sake of his newly won
laurels, will desert all other diversions and pore for hours
in silence over the checkered board. To be proficient at
chess is no common accomplishment. Nor does it
demand mere ordinary application. Yet unless we accept
the legend of how the greatest of the Frankish Sovereigns
lost his kingdom to Guerin de Montglave, who has ever
heard of a player being ruined by this greatest of games? It
is a meditative game, demanding long study and a
deliberation which is quite out of keeping with the
gambler’s ways. It is too “slow” for the shallow, too
thoughtful for the thoughtless, too silent for the noisy,



and so entirely beyond the circle of those knavish tricks
by which the unwary are fleeced, that it may safely be set
down that no mere scamp ever remained long on the
books of a chess club. Lord Tennyson will preside over an
association of philosophers and gentlemen. He is the
efficient head of a band of Englishmen who are the heirs
of a glorious tradition and embody in the recreation of
their leisure hours some of the quaintest of far-stretching
memories7.

If the author is the editor, Mr Robert Brown, then the game had a

sympathetic champion in the media. England had played a significant

role in the development of chess from the time of the famous match of

1843 when Howard Staunton, the champion of London, defeated Pierre

Saint-Amant, the champion of Paris. Staunton built on his reputation

thus gained through writing two influential books, the Chess Player’s

Handbook (1847) and the Chess Player’s Companion (1849), negotiating an

internationally agreed set of rules, designing an agreeable style of chess-

pieces that is still the standard and putting a great deal of effort into

arranging the first international tournament, which was held in London

in 1851. The article seeks to establish with a flourish of historical

anecdote that the antiquity and the intellectual status of chess place it

above the pub game par excellence, dominoes, and numerous gambling

games based on probabilities, but it is really the moral qualities of the

game that it wishes to highlight, the qualities of character, hard work,

depth of thought, calm contemplation and accuracy of calculation. The

consequence of the argument, on a pessimistic view of human intellect

and powers of concentration, is that chess will forever be a minority

cult.
                                                  
7 MCH 17/1/1885. The story of Guerin is mangled in the article. According to a
French romance Guerin enticed Charlemagne to wager his kingdom on a game of
chess, when he had lost Charlemagne laughed off the bet and merely gave Guerin
permission to attempt to capture Montglave (Lyon) from the Saracens,
surrendering all his rights to the city. The promises of the powerful are valid
when they lose nothing by them.



This piece did not solicit letters to the editor and the newspaper’s

columns are empty of news on this subject for almost two years. It is

not until the end of 1886 that chess is again mentioned and this time it is

to announce the formation of a club.

MACCLESFIELD CHESS CLUB – We are glad to learn that a
club has been formed with the objective of focussing the
chess-playing activities of the inhabitants of the town and
neighbourhood, for the practise of chess and for the
playing of matches and tournaments. The club held its
first meeting last Saturday evening [Dec 4th], and, although
the preliminary steps had only been taken a week before
[Nov 27th], and no means had existed for making the
movement widely known, the adhesion of the gentlemen
applied to in the first insistence has been almost
unanimously secured, and an influential committee has
been formed. Arrangements have been made for the club
to meet at the premises of the Young Men’s Christian
Association, Mill Street, and gentlemen interested in chess
who have not yet been applied to are requested to attend
the meeting of the members this (Saturday) evening, or to
communicate with the honorary secretary of the club, Mr
Blunden, Park-lane. The list of members already enrolled,
and the names of the committee have been shown to us
and give us confidence in predicting a very successful
future for the club8.

This is again probably the work of Robert Brown in communication

with Mr Blunden. It is in tune with the formality of the times that we do

not come any closer to the first secretary of the club than to learn his

initials, GH, and to know that he was the Surveyor of Taxes of

Macclesfield, a high-ranking provincial civil servant. He was not evident

in the 1881 census and so may have only recently entered the area. To

hold such a position he is likely to be middle-aged9. There are no

                                                  
8 MCH 11/12/1886, a list of members that has reached the public domain for this
period and up to 1937 is given in Appendix A.
9 He died in 1902 ‘from an attack of the enteric’: Richard Furness (1988) The
Cheshire Hundred (1888-1988) p.19 quoting BCM of that year; this is not an
indication of advanced age.



published examples of his games, but he soon established himself as one

of the stronger players in the club. His letters10 display caution and

attention to detail and an ambitious outlook for the club.

Curiously, this first report on the club’s formation does not mention

a formal inaugural meeting that was supposed to have taken place on

Thursday 9th December when William Bromley-Davenport MP is said to

have accepted the post of President, and George Beach was elected

Chairman11. This later report is suspect, since Bromley-Davenport is not

mentioned in any contemporary report until 1895; it would not be in the

interests of a newly elected MP to fail to gain publicity, nor would the

newspaper have intentionally withheld this information since his

contribution to other social clubs is frequently cited.

When the club was founded George Beach was thirty-three years old

and had arrived in the town about four years earlier to become

headmaster of Christ Church Schools12. He was born in Oldbury,

Worcestershire, on November 7th 1852; served his apprenticeship as a

pupil teacher from 1866-187013; went to Carmarthen Teachers’ Training

College with a First Class Scholarship, and left there equipped with a

First Class certificate and a full qualification in drawing and science. He

gained practical pedagogical skills at Wednesbury, Birmingham and

joined the NUT around 1872. In 1874, aged 21, he married Kezia

                                                  
10 Cheshire Archives LOX19/4117/2
11 In a clipping from an unidentified newspaper (probably the Stockport
Advertiser) of the 1901 Cheshire Challenge Cup success, pasted in a notebook
belonging to Richard Beach.
12 MCH 21/3/1896 when Dr Beach remarked he had been at the school for
fourteen years. The date of 1880 given in an obituary (MCH 16/12/1934) is
almost certainly false as it conflicts with census data and connections with
Cheadle until 1882.
13 Family history has it that he left home when he was young and travelled around
Europe, earning his keep through playing on a penny whistle. It may have been
during such a period that he picked up a number of foreign languages. We could
designate this as the equivalent of a ‘gap year’; private correspondence with
Richard Beach.



Hartwell. They settled initially in West Bromwich, where their first child,

Elizabeth, was born in 1876 and then in Cheadle, Staffordshire, where a

son, George Cope, and a second daughter, Mary, were born in 1879 and

1880 respectively. He was responsible for setting up the Cheadle Chess

Club in 1879. With thirty-seven members this had the reputation of

being one of the strongest small town clubs, though it is difficult to

comprehend how this judgement could be substantiated. He wrote a

weekly chess column for the Cheadle Herald from August 1879 to March

1882.  In March 1882 he matriculated at Trinity College, Dublin. This

was the starting point for a series of University successes achieved

concurrently with successful work in an expanding school in

Macclesfield14. He gained his BA in 1885, being the second in the First

Class and an LLB in 188615. Just prior to the formation of the club he

stood in the local elections as a Conservative candidate with Col JWH

Thorp, both of whom failed to be elected. Examples of his chess

abilities from this period exhibit a keen tactical eye (games 1-4) 16.

 The original membership of the club comprised many of ‘the great

and the good’ of the town, including medical practitioners, churchmen

and military officers. Whether this was a true reflection of the club or a

bias in reporting cannot now be ascertained, but it does seem to indicate

a strong middle-class element and at this time it would have been more

likely that these were the type of people to possess the required leisure

time. The first members were ‘applied to’, that is to say an informal

committee wrote to, or met, individuals to ask if they were interested in

joining. After the club had been duly formed subsequent members were
                                                  
14 In 1884 George Beach played for Lancashire on board 24 against Yorkshire,
winning both his games against CD Knapton of the Bradford Chess Club. This is
suspect as he was living in Macclesfield at that time; it is possible, as Richard
Beach suggests, that there was another George Beach.
15 MCH 13/10/1900, supplementary data is from the census records of 1861 and
1881 and from Alan Smith and Richard Beach.
16 Selected games are given in Appendix B



vetted by the Committee, and then required to pay their subscription17.

Such a system would tend to produce uniformity of moral superiority

and homogeneity of class.

Macclesfield was not the only town to have a chess club in the

region at that time. The city of Manchester, with a population in the

central area of about 500,000, already had six well-established and

flourishing clubs as well as numerous chess circles (chess playing

sections within general social clubs). As has been mentioned the second

International Chess Tournament was held in Manchester in 1857 and

the city was proposing to host the meeting of the British Chess

Association in 1887. In the last few years clubs had been formed in

Bolton, Preston, Burnley, Wigan, Atherton, Rochdale, Shaw, Royton,

Crewe and Northwich18. There can be little doubt that it was the

proximity of Manchester that had some influence on the formation of

these clubs, but local factors, such as the possession of a nucleus of

enthusiasts with some stronger players who were keen to play

competitive matches, would also have been significant. While

Macclesfield presented itself as a club for the middle classes, the

organization in Crewe called itself the Crewe Mechanics’ Institution

Chess and Draughts Club19, seemingly, in what was in essence a modern

railway town, making less effort to place itself up market. The status of

this and the other clubs mentioned needs to be investigated further.

 Three months after its inauguration the club set out to play two

matches in Manchester. Both matches, over nine boards, were heavily

lost. The Macclesfield team for the first match against Piccadilly

consisted of G Beach, Lieutenant Backhouse, T Johnson, GH Blunden,

C Pierpoint, S Moss, J Albinson, T Simister and S Beesley. The last

                                                  
17 Correspondence between GH Blunden and A Solly 3/12/1888; LOX19/4117/2
18 MCH 19/3/1887
19 LOX19/4117/2



named recorded the only win and only Lieutenant Backhouse and

Blunden gained draws; seventeen games were played20. The newspaper

report, presumably emanating from GH Blunden, puts this heavy defeat

down to the inexperience of the Macclesfield players, but the population

factor was greatly in favour of Manchester, even considering that the

city possessed six clubs. For the second match the club thought they had

reached an agreement to ensure they met a side equivalent in strength to

their own. This was not to be the case, if there had been an agreement,

the YMCA club chose to ignore it and again the novices from

Macclesfield had to face experienced campaigners. In this second match

Rev E Seeley replaced Lieutenant Backhouse and E Bullock replaced S

Beesley. Beach and Simister each won one of their games and Blunden

again took a draw; the moves of George Beach’s game, a mate in eight

moves, were published (Game 5)21. The poor quality of the play of the

top board for YMCA rather undercuts the claim that the YMCA put out

an exceptionally strong side, unless, they intentionally played their team

out of order of playing strength, regarded as ‘bad form’ in chess circles.

 In the return match against Piccadilly at Macclesfield the home side,

again facing strong opposition, did a little better. Guttridge and Dr

Fernie replaced C Pierpoint and E Bullock. Beach, Rev Seeley, Blunden,

Dr Fernie and Albinson each won one of their games and the final result

was 7 –11 in favour of the Manchester club. George Beach’s game was

again deemed worthy of publication (Game 6)22.

All these matches were played on a Saturday. There is no indication

as to the rate of play; indeed it is likely that they were played without

clocks. A possible scheme is to have a refreshment break at the halfway

                                                  
20 MCH 19/03/1887, full scores are given for matches with records from 1887- are
in Appendix B
21 MCH 26/03/1887
22 MCH 09/04/1887



point. It is noteworthy that in most cases two games were played on

each board. It is reasonable to assume that where only one game was

recorded the second either could not be started because the first lasted

the entire session or it could not be completed.

 There are twenty-nine people accredited to the club in this first year

of activity, twelve of them played in these first three matches. As far as

can be ascertained all these came from Macclesfield town. Of those who

can be unambiguously identified only Mr Thomas Simister, a builder’s

clerk, could be considered outside the middleclass social range23. There

are no detailed reports of activity within the club during this period, but

it can be assumed that there had been either tournaments or off-hand

games in which to gauge the relative strength of the players to put them

in a reasonable playing order.

Lieutenant George Backhouse established himself as the second

strongest player and also appears in the press at this time as a first rate

marksman, usually topping the officers’ competitions and well to the

fore in mixed ranks exhibitions. He came originally from Shaw house,

Wardleworth, near Rochdale, moving subsequently to Bollington in

1876 and then onto Macclesfield in about 1884. He had set up business

as a paper manufacturer in about 1865 and while he was in Bollington

he entered a partnership with Major Sidney Coppock from Stockport. In

Macclesfield they first occupied a mill in Pickford Street before finding it

necessary to move into larger accommodation, which led them to

acquire Sutton Mills in 189124. It is curious that his chess results were

unsatisfactory yet he continued to occupy a high board. This suggests he

was able to perform well in offhand games and in internal tournaments.

His chess ability is exaggerated by the information that he was one of

only two players to defeat Mr H Jones, the holder of the Bateson Wood
                                                  
23 Macclesfield 1891 census records
24 MCH 14/1/1916; Macclesfield Express 12/11/2011 p.14



Cup at Manchester (effectively the Manchester Champion for that year),

but put into perspective by the further information that the champion

granted him an extra pawn and two moves25. It does, however, indicate

that Backhouse was competing in tournaments prior to the formation of

Macclesfield Chess Club.

Since only the games of Mr Beach are available for inspection it is

not possible to make an assessment of the general chess playing strength

of the club, but the gradual improvement in the results over these three

matches obviously should not have damaged too many egos (only C

Pierpoint, S Moss and Guttridge vanish from future published

matches26). The schadenfreude generated through the even heavier

losses suffered when Northwich Chess Club took on a similar venture

may have been of some help.

In the second season the club played against Northwich, Crewe

(twice), Manchester Chess Club 4th Class and Piccadilly Three Players

Barred (twice). This doubling of the number of matches was

accomplished with the use of twenty-seven players. The playing season

extended from November to March. The messages from the first season

had been learnt: the club was not strong enough to face the full strength

of any of the established Manchester clubs. That there was no contest

with Manchester YMCA would seem to suggest that the first match did

indeed raise strong feelings about the alleged duplicity of that executive’s

behaviour. This season all the matches were more closely fought, but

Macclesfield seemed to have some claim to be the strongest of the three

Cheshire clubs, defeating Northwich by 9 to 5 and Crewe by10.5 to 5.5

and by 11.5 to 9.5. The Piccadilly Club retained its advantage at home,

                                                  
25 MCH 9/4/1887; the odds of a pawn and two moves might be given in a
competition when the first player was meeting a player ranked from 34-44,
LOX19/4117/7
26 This need not be due to loss of nerve, they may have left the area, or just
recognised that match play was not their forte.



even without its three strongest players, and won by 7 to 6; when

Macclesfield had the advantage of home territory they were able to turn

the tables and win by 9 to 5. The home match against the Manchester

Chess Club’s 4th class team was drawn 4 to 4 with all Macclesfield’s wins

coming on the top four boards27.

In George Beach the club had one good consistent player who

seemed capable of holding his own on top board. His 75% score over

the two seasons is far superior to that of other players, who were

supposedly facing weaker opposition. Lieutenant Backhouse, Rev E

Seeley and GH Blunden were chosen to occupy the next three boards,

but had mixed fortunes. All four of these players had a recognized social

standing in the town. T Johnson, later a councillor28, began among the

top boards, but soon dropped down the ranks. Albinson and Simister

were regular members of the team, but usually occupied the lower

boards with only the odd elevated outing29.

Mr Arthur Isaac Solly JP made his first appearance in a competitive

match at the beginning of 1888 on a low board and on being successful

was promoted to board 3. He was at that time the paterfamilias of the

wealthy and powerful Solly family of Congleton who owned and

operated Brook and Stonehouse Green Mills under the name of Reade

& Co30. Mr Solly was the son of Isaac Solly of Leyton, Essex, a man of

business, but his grandfather, also Isaac, enjoyed the greater fame. The

grandfather was a Baltic merchant in the City and one of the principal

promoters and first Chairman of the London and Birmingham Railway,

which later became the London and North-Western Railway; he was

also the Chairman of a Steamship Company and gave the order to sail to

                                                  
27 MCH 5/11/1887, 19/11/1887, 17/12/1887, 28/1/1888, 10/3/1889, 31/3/1889
28 MCH 7/10/1899
29 A statistical analysis is given in Appendix D, Tables 1 and 3
30 Anthony Calladine and Jean Fricker (1993) East Cheshire Textile Mills, Royal
Commission on the Historical Monuments of England, London p. 72



the first passenger steamer to leave for America. As Solly lived with his

grandfather after his mother’s early death he was used to hearing of the

practical difficulties of persuading landowners to sell their land and of

the immense sums that was required to be raised for such projects. His

elder brother, Edward Harrison Solly, came down to Congleton in 1850

and through mutual friends was introduced to the Reade family31. The

Reade’s business was failing and ceased trading in August 1850, leaving

all debts due to Richard Clogg32. Arthur Solly followed his brother later

and they formed a partnership with John Fielder Hall and Richard Clogg

in 1852. At this time Arthur Solly was twenty-three years old. In the new

partnership Clogg put in ten thousand pounds, Edward Solly eight

thousand and Hall two thousand. Mr Clogg died in 1854 and the other

partners bought his shares from his wife33. Arthur Solly also formed a

marital partnership with Geraldine Reade, the sister of John Fielder

Reade, the last Reade in the previous partnership.

Mr Solly joined the Volunteers34 in 1859. The first officers were

Captain Sir Charles Shakerley, Bart, Lieutenant F Wilbraham and Ensign

Arthur Isaac Solly. The Shakerley’s, who lived in Somerford, just outside

Congleton35, were the largest landowner in the district, and this provides

a pointer to the politics of the Volunteers. Mr Solly resigned in 1863, but

retained an interest in the movement. On taking up his chess career, Mr

Solly, now aged fifty-nine, was in the process of delegating the running

of the firm to his son, Arthur John Solly and to his son-in-law, Mr

George Albert Kessler, a process that was formalised in January 1891.
                                                  
31 CC 5/8/1905
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This promotion in the club of a dominating character and leading

industrialist was, of course, caused by his success on the board36, though

his attendance would probably have been spasmodic since he relied

upon a late train to take him back to Congleton37.

Another from out of town and access to the railway was Rev

Frederick Richardson of Bollington, who was the vicar of Bollington

and who also gave Harry Backhouse, Major Backhouse’s son, private

tuition38. A match over four boards was played between Bollington and

Macclesfield39; it is possible that all the players attended the Macclesfield

club, or the intention was to encourage them to do so.

As well as extending the catchment area of the club the role of the

railway was crucial in playing matches. Matches against Northwich and

Birkenhead were played with both teams travelling to Manchester. The

matches against Crewe, since this is a railway hub, were played at the

rooms of either club.

The presence of increasing numbers of chess clubs in Cheshire, the

fact that matches between them were on a relatively even footing and

the presence elsewhere in the country of county based organisations

suggested the next step.

 The Cheshire Chess Association was formed in 1888 at a
meeting of delegates from the Birkenhead, Crewe,
Macclesfield and Northwich Chess Clubs, held at Crewe.
The Rev. WG Rainsford MA (president of the Crewe
Club) was elected first president of the Association, and
Mr GH Blunden (hon. secretary of the Macclesfield Club
and convenor of the meeting) was elected first hon.
secretary. Mr A Solly JP, of Congleton, undertook the
duties of treasurer…. It is largely owing to the energies of
these gentlemen, combined with Dr G Beach MA LLD
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(Macclesfield) and Dr DB Hewitt BA MD (Northwich),
that the Association was successfully launched.40

That two members of the Macclesfield Chess Club were elected as

officers and another singled out for special mention indicates the club,

especially its secretary, played a proactive role. Mr Solly gave especial

service to the County Association as he was Treasurer for nine years

from 1888 to 1897 and served as its President for a further two years

from 1897 to 1899. 41

When the Association was formed in September it was already clear

that its primary purpose was to organize a knockout competition

between the clubs to determine a Cheshire Club Champion. Even prior

to the meeting it would seem that Mr Blunden was attempting to raise

finances for a trophy. In the list of subscribers Macclesfield names are

prominent: Rev Frederick Richardson, George Backhouse, Arthur Solly

JP, Dr HM Fernie, FE Wilson and William Bromley-Davenport MP

figure42. As all Cheshire Members of Parliament contributed, the

presence of Macclesfield’s representative should not be adduced for

evidence of a special relationship to the club at that time.

The reports of the third season’s fixtures are restricted to matches

against Cheshire clubs. The first, against Northwich, was won

convincingly by 8 – 2, with no Macclesfield player scoring less than 50%.

The second, against Crewe was a different matter and Macclesfield,

despite having the advantage of home ground defaulted a board and lost

heavily with only George Beach winning both games and GH Blunden,

                                                  
40 BCM Chess Annual 1916, quoted in Furness p.1, note the precision in
identifying the social and academic status of individuals, this is the first mention
that George Beach had gained a doctorate with an LLD (first in the list) during
this year.
41 Furness p.19, citing BCM 1902 for Mr Blunden
42 Furness pp.2, 19, the former page gives specific names; the latter cites BCM
1902 for general comment.



Mr Blunt and Thomas Simister junior scoring 50%43. The Simisters are

the first father and son to represent the club; the younger was an

assistant teacher44. These matches were obviously designed as practice

runs for all three clubs in the forthcoming Cheshire Cup competition

and Blunden noted the poor result against Crewe with concern. He went

on to remark that Macclesfield had only just defeated Cheadle Hulme, a

new club ‘by an odd game’45.

In the first round of the Cheshire Cup the club was drawn against

Crewe and sent what was regarded as its strongest side. The result was a

draw. Only one game was contested at each board and only one draw

was recorded. A rate of play was announced and so for the first time it is

certain that clocks were used. The victors were Dr Beach, GH Blunden,

AI Solly, Dr Fernie and Rev Richardson. The terms of the contest

required a re-match, this time at Macclesfield. Three weeks later

Macclesfield succumbed 4.5 – 6.5; the victors were Dr Beach, GH

Blunden and Lieutenant Backhouse on the first three boards, and Rev

Richardson on board 11, Mr Solly held the draw on board 4, but the

middle order collapsed. Thus Macclesfield’s first campaign for the

Cheshire Cup came to an early conclusion.

The closest the club came to holding the Cheshire Cup in these early

years was to exhibit it in the windows of the local newspaper:

THE CHESHIRE CHESS CHALLENGE CUP
The honorary secretary of the Cheshire Chess Association
(Mr GH Blunden, Macclesfield) has this week received
from the makers, Messrs Fattorini and Sons, Bradford,
the very beautiful solid silver trophy which has for the last
few days been on view in the window of the office of this
journal. It has been specially designed for the Association
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45 Furness p.3 quoting a letter from GH Blunden to A Solly (LOX19/4117/2); the
match against Cheadle Hulme was not reported at the time in MCH, but is
referred to in the following year, where a draw was claimed.



by Mr Arthur North of Bradford, and represents a chess
castle (Staunton pattern), flanked with gracefully curving
handles, and surmounted by a figure of a king in crown
and robes. The centre of the front of the cup is occupied
by a representation in high relief of two mounted knights
in deadly combat. Just above this is an enamelled chess
board, upon which the Cheshire arms are richly enamelled
in gold. On the reverse side the cup bears the following
inscription: - “Cheshire Chess Association Challenge Cup,
to be competed for annually by the Chess Clubs of the
County of Chester, and held for one year by the winners.
First Holders: the Birkenhead Chess Club, 1889”. Round
the lower part of the cup are chess pieces of the Staunton
pattern, while above the centre panels are kings’ and
queens’ crowns.
The list of subscribers to the fund for the purchase of this
unique specimen of the silversmiths’ art is headed by his
Grace the Duke of Westminster, Lord Lieutenant of the
County; the Earl of Derby and Lord Vernon, and includes
Mr W Bromley-Davenport, and five other Cheshire
members of Parliament, six members of the County
Council, and others interested in chess from this and all
other parts of the county.
As stated above, the first holders of the Cup are the
Birkenhead Chess Club, but the second contest for this
possession has already begun, and will be fought out
between the Macclesfield, Crewe, Northwich, Liscard,
Egremont, and Birkenhead Clubs before the close of the
season. The Association also embraces clubs at Stockport,
Cheadle Hulme, and Bredbury, which are expected to
compete next season. The Cup competition has already
evoked a great amount of interest, and has materially
contributed to the recent development of chess activity in
Cheshire, the latest feature being the formation of a
powerful combined county team for match play. We
congratulate the artist and maker on their very beautiful
and original design and excellent workmanship, and the
County Association on the possession of so handsome
and valuable a trophy.46

It will be evident from this article that the Association thought that

the best way to raise its profile in society was to provide an ostentatious
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trophy and to enrol the aristocracy amongst its leading supporters47.

Apparently, the design owed much to the input of Lieutenant

Backhouse48, though there is no indication of whether he provided

detailed drawings that Mr North worked up, or if he simply passed on

general ideas. The investment of £32 in 1889 was professionally valued

at £2,500 in 198149.

The club began its fourth season, 1889-90, with an easy victory over

Cheadle Hulme. The match, over ten boards, was held at the mansion of

the Cheadle Hulme player, Mr Ashwell, who also provided refreshments

for both teams50. In the Cheshire Cup Macclesfield decisively defeated

Crewe and Northwich to reach the final where last year’s winners,

Birkenhead, faced them. The match was played in Manchester and the

result was, on paper, a catastrophic defeat with only Dr Beach recording

a win and T Johnson a draw51. The report of the match, however, was

much more positive about the standard of the Macclesfield players’

chess, claiming that the losses came from the smallest of disadvantages

and in only one case was an outright blunder the cause of defeat.

It may be that this was Mr Blunden’s last supportive act for the club

as he resigned the secretary’s position of both the club and the Cheshire

Chess Association, owing to his imminent move away from the region.

Lieutenant Backhouse, on behalf of the Macclesfield Club, presented

him with a ‘handsome’ set of loaded Staunton chessmen and a

chessboard. Lieutenant Backhouse said Mr Blunden “had founded the

club, had carried it on as secretary and had counselled it wisely in many

difficulties. He had thus been the club’s father, nurse and adviser, a
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union of capacities not often found in one individual”. Mr Blunden

replied to this and to remarks from Dr Fernie that “all his labours,

which he thought had been too highly spoken of, had been works of

love, and had been materially lightened by the cordial cooperation of

every member. Wherever he went he should carry with him the most

kindly feelings of gratitude to the club, and the most pleasant

recollections. It was with great sorrow that he had to sever his

connections with the club”52. This evidence for the importance of Mr

Blunden has to be seen in the context of a retirement ceremony where

strict accuracy is not demanded, but both the gift and the words are

telling, especially as when he left the Cheshire Chess Association the

compliments were equally fulsome. Clearly Mr Blunden was moving

some distance, but it is not made clear whether he was retiring or taking

up another position in the Inland Revenue.

Over the third and fourth seasons George Beach again played the

top board and is described as captain. It is not certain what the duties of

a captain were at that time, but Dr Beach was involved in adjudicating

unfinished games – if this was the captain’s role then obviously it had to

go to the strongest player.  In each of these two seasons only thirteen

players were used in matches, a great reduction from that seen in the

second season. Not only were there fewer matches reported, but also the

number of boards in each match was reduced to seven on three

occasions, either owing to a change in the rules for the Cheshire Cup or

pressure from clubs to curtail the expense of travelling and the difficulty

of organising large matches. Blunden and Lieutenant Backhouse had

occupied boards 2 and 3, the absence of Rev Seeley, Mr Beesley or Mr

Albinson, who had been prominent in the first two seasons, seemed to

reduce the club’s options. The final of the Cheshire Cup extended the
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season into the beginning of May, but the first match remained in

November.

In the fifth season there is the scorecard, for the first time, of an

internal club match. This was played on a Wednesday evening and two

games were played on each of the six boards. Honours were shared in

most of these mini-matches and this was surprising in the matches

between Lieutenant Backhouse and Dr Beach, and that between Dr

Beach’s son, George Cope Beach, aged 11 years old, and William Smith.

T Simister junior, H Rowson and J Smith won both their games53. Henry

Rowson, who was to have a long career in the club, was at that time a

silk finisher.

The rules for the Cheshire Cup are available for this year and they

state that teams were to consist of seven players, unless both sides were

in agreement otherwise and then the minimum number was six and the

maximum twelve. First boards drew for colours. The playing session was

four hours with a twenty-minute break after two hours if either side so

desired, with each player to make 18 moves per hour; the rules in

Staunton’s Chess Praxis were used and unfinished games were

adjudicated in the first place by a representative of each club and when

no agreement could be reached the position was to be sent to the Chess

Editor of the Manchester Weekly Times54. The speed of play is similar to

that seen in World Championship matches and is almost twice as slow as

is played in current local league games. The length of the playing session

and the transport constraints demanded that matches were played on a

Saturday afternoon.
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In the first round Macclesfield defeated Crewe with wins for Dr

Beach, H Rowson, W Hooley and Rev Richardson; the last of these was

the result of an adjudication procedure. Macclesfield again reached the

final of the Cheshire Cup and again had to face Birkenhead, or, as the

jargon of those days described it, ‘went to try conclusions’ on Saturday,

March 14th in the rooms of the Manchester Chess Club.

Throughout, the fight was a most exciting one and at one
time the state of affairs on all the boards was decidedly in
favour of Macclesfield. Unfortunately this apparent win
turned into a draw, by the regrettable absence of Mr
Johnson, which caused a game to be scored to Birkenhead
by default.55

Victories were recorded for Dr Beach, A Solly and T Simister senior. No

reasons were given for the default, but it is noticeable that Mr Johnson

does not take part in any further matches in this season. The replay took

place at the same venue on the Saturday 11th April.

Play was commenced at a quarter to four, and continued
with many vicissitudes until seven o’clock, when the
games of Messrs Backhouse, Solly and Rowson being
unfinished had to be left to the decision of the arbiters,
Messrs Charney and Beach, and the referee, Mr Shaw, of
Manchester. To the great chagrin of all concerned the
umpires announced another draw, so that the match will
have to be replayed on Saturday, May 9th.56

Dr Beach and Lieutenant Backhouse gained victories. H Rowson’s draw

on board four was acclaimed as being ‘highly meritorious’, which should

perhaps be interpreted as gained through an intense struggle against a

nominally stronger opponent. This might seem to indicate that the draw

gained by T Simister junior did not meet this criterion. Play began a

quarter of an hour later than originally planned; there are some habits

that seem ubiquitous to chess clubs in the Northwest.
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In the second replay Birkenhead were victorious with the score 4 –

2. Dr Beach and A Solly won their games. The report is perfunctory and

it is clear that the organisation was rather deflated by its proximity to

success. The performance of Dr Beach in this series of three matches

could not have been bettered; the 67% score of Mr Solly too was

admirable and although Lieutenant Backhouse could only accrue 33% it

was on a high board. Their prowess was recognised and these three

Macclesfield players were selected to play for Cheshire against

Manchester Athenaeum, in what was the first representative match of

the Cheshire Association57. That it was played against a club and not

another county suggests that the executive wanted to see how they

would perform before they pitted themselves against another

association, though the good communication links with Manchester

from both east and west regions of the county might have played a role

in the decision.

The sixth season was a distinct anticlimax. The first recorded match

was the first round of the Cheshire Chess Cup and again it was against

Crewe. For the first time Dr Beach was absent from the side and

Backhouse was on top board, where he defeated Mr Woolley. There

were also victories by T Johnson, J Albinson, H Boston and H

Corbishley, enabling Macclesfield to take the match by 5.5 – 2.558. There

is no further news of the Cheshire Cup in this season in which Bredbury

defeated Northwich in the final. Did Macclesfield lose to Northwich or

did they withdraw because they were unable to raise a team? Instead a

second match against Crewe, originally arranged over twelve boards, but

reduced to seven as it was alleged that some members of the Crewe side

preferred to be outside in the splendid early spring sunshine rather than

inside testing their brains. Lieutenant Backhouse, Dr Beach, A Solly, J
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Albinson and Master GC Beach won their games; Dr Beach was on

second board. The social side of chess is well captured in the final

sentence of the report:

After the struggle the opposing teams repaired to Mrs
Bishop’s, Chestergate and discussed a knife and fork tea
in as lively a manner as to suggest participation in
corporeal exertion rather than mental effort. Tea over, the
usual complimentary speeches closed a very enjoyable
meeting.59

There are no further reports on the activities of the club for the rest

of this season. Dr Beach’s absence may be explained by preparatory

work to support his decision to enter the Middle Temple in 1892 in

order to study for the bar60.

In the season 1892-3 Macclesfield was paired against Hyde in the

first round of the Cheshire Cup61, but if this match was played the result

was not reported in the local press. Instead a friendly match against Leek

over five boards with multiple games on each board was arranged. The

opposition were unequal to the challenge and the Macclesfield team won

by eight games to nil62. A match against Crewe over eight boards was

not advertised as being part of the Cheshire Cup and in the absence of

Dr Beach was drawn four games each with wins from Messrs Backhouse

(on top board), Solly, Boston and Beach junior63. There is an absence of

news about the club until the end of December 1893, when it was stated

that owing to a shortage of members there had been a cessation of club

nights.

Despite the reduction in activity the club again entered the Cheshire

Cup and won its first round match against Stockport, with wins from Dr
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Beach, George Backhouse, FK Williamson, George C Beach and D

Johnson64. There are no further reports in the local press, leaving a

question mark over whether they lost in the next round, or were unable

to raise a team and so lost by default.
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