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Howard Staunton’s presence loomed over chess in the mid-19th century. Widely acknowledged as the 
world’s best player during the 1840s, Staunton was announced as chess editor of The Illustrated London 
News, the leading weekly newspaper in Victorian-era England, in February 1845. From then until his 
death in 1874, Staunton used his weekly column to advance the state-of-the-art of the game.  He also 
used it to advance his own agenda, often at the expense of his readers, who were on the receiving end 
of his deprecations and intimidations. 
 
Staunton’s columns have noteworthy excerpts related to chess collecting, but equally important is the 
aspect of collecting the columns themselves. Many collectors acquire chess items for their beauty or 
provenance, but another valid purpose is for researching 
chess history – the champions, games, and anecdotes of 
the past. With that in mind, I sought to collect all weekly 
issues of The Illustrated London News, from its inception 
in 1842 through 1875, the year after Staunton’s death, in 
order to have a complete inventory of his columns. This 
task proved to be more difficult than I had thought, but 
eventually ended in success. Staunton’s columns provide 
a fascinating window – lively and informative, yet acerbic 
and opinionated – into all aspects of the 19th century 
chess world, as seen from its pinnacle. 
 
Very little is known of who “Howard Staunton” actually 
was before his name first appeared in a subscriber’s list in 
1836 for William Greenwood Walker's book, Games at 
Chess, actually played in London, by the late Alexander 
McDonnell Esq. Even Staunton’s own name appears to 
have been self-contrived in the early 1830’s. (John 
Townsend, an English researcher and bookseller, has 
made some interesting discoveries that may shed light on 
his earlier persona.) 
 
As a competitor, Staunton quickly climbed the ladder of 
the world’s best players, finally ascending to the 
unofficial ranking of No. 1 when he played against the 
world-class French player Saint-Amant, losing the first match in 1843 (2½-3½), but then beating his 
opponent convincingly (13-8) in the rematch, held in December of the same year. 
  
Staunton’s chess writing had started several years earlier. According to Wikipedia, he edited a chess 
column for the New Court Gazette from May to December 1840, then became chess editor of the 
magazine British Miscellany, which soon morphed into his own magazine, The Chess Player’s Chronicle, 
which he owned and edited for some years. Beginning in 1845 (as is generally assumed), he authored his 



weekly column in The Illustrated London News, writing over 1,440 columns during the course of his 30-
year editorship. 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1845-02-15 

 
A timeline of his columns for The Illustrated London News, shown within the context of the major events 
in Staunton’s chess career, show the importance and duration of his editorial efforts. The period when 
he wrote his columns is illustrated by the thick blue line. 
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Staunton’s chess editorship for The Illustrated London News officially began on February 15, 1845, and 
was noted in the column. 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1845-02-15 

 
 
Despite the date of the announcement, I believe this is incorrect, based on earlier evidence. The issue of 
The Illustrated London News from Nov. 16, 1844, announced the resumption of the chess department, 
after a period of inactivity: 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1845-11-16 

 
The identity of this “distinguished member of the London Chess Club” is not revealed, but excerpts from 
his columns of December 1844 provide some weighty clues: 
 



 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1844-12-21 

 
(I’ve highlighted the relevant texts.) Having read all of Staunton’s columns, I can say with a high degree 
of confidence that these dismissive comments were written by Staunton. Therefore, in my opinion his 
editorship commenced in November 1844, rather than February 1845. 
 
Staunton’s chess columns often featured a chess problem and a recent game, but they mostly consisted 
of his responses to pseudonymous “correspondents,” although it is clear that some of them were 
fictitious. No doubt Staunton created them to advance his opinions or to advertise products, many of 
them his own, including books, magazines, and the “Staunton chess-men.”  The Staunton pieces, 
manufactured by Jaques of London, were first advertised (pre-release) in the issue of Sept. 8, 1849, and 
then went on sale later that month. 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1849-09-08 

 
Here is one of those incomparably superior sets –a club-size (the kings are 11 cm tall) wooden set from 
the first year of manufacturing. 
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Staunton touted his chess-men regularly. After their introduction in September 1849, the pieces were 
favorably discussed in every weekly column for the rest of 1849, as well as in 35 of his 51 weekly 
columns in 1850. The club-size ivory sets were introduced on April 6, 1850, and Staunton lauded them 
even more highly. 
 

 
The Illustrated London News, 1850-04-06 

 
The following photo is of a set, circa 1850, of the large club-size ivory Staunton chess-men. 
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Although his praise for the “Staunton chess-men” was motivated by reasons of profit and self-
aggrandizement, it was certainly not unfounded: the pattern is near-perfect in its balance of elegance 
and utility. Similarly, his comments about the Staunton chess-men superseding other patterns was 
prescient, though it took a little while longer than he thought it would. An advertisement in The 
Illustrated London News on Jan. 1, 1853, written by Staunton, claims that the succession had already 
occurred… 
  



 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1853-01-01 

 
…but two years later, an article in the issue of July 14, 1855, shows Staunton and other chess players 
posing with a Barleycorn-pattern set!   
 



 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1855-07-14 
 
The Barleycorn set on the table was probably still the preeminent pattern in England in 1855. 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1855-07-14 / Jonathan Crumiller 
 
Of course, eventually the Staunton pattern did supersede the others and is now the standard set for all 
tournaments. 
 
The Carton Pierre box shown above is a work of art unto itself. Made of papier-mâché and designed by 
“Mr. Joseph L. Williams, the well-known decorative artist” (per Staunton’s column of Nov. 17, 1849), 
these original boxes are highly sought-after by collectors of the early Jaques Staunton sets. 
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Even rarer and more desirable are the very early boxes – either Carton Pierre boxes or mahogany boxes 
with a lift-up lid – bearing labels that were autographed by Howard Staunton. Unfortunately, the earliest 
boxes had their labels on the bottom, so they were quickly worn down. The text on those labels is often 
hard to read, but is usually still semi-legible. Then for a period of time, hand-signed labels were mounted 
on the inside lid of wooden boxes. Here are four Staunton labels that are mounted on Carton Pierre or 
mahogany boxes in my collection; the first three are hand-signed (and tattered, having been mounted 
on the bottom) and the fourth is the facsimile version. 
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Staunton signed only a few hundred labels, and the Jaques Company then switched to a facsimile of 
Staunton’s signature on each label, which is their practice even to the present day. 
 
Howard Staunton’s reputation as a chess authority covered almost all aspects of the game, and his 
knowledge of antique chess sets and antiquarian chess books was quite impressive. Some of today’s 
basic assumptions about other patterns are based largely on information from his columns. The 
Edinburgh Upright pattern was a direct precursor to the Staunton pattern, and he had this to say about 
it in November 1849 (text highlighted for emphasis): 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1849-11-10 
 
This is the only known reference source that identifies Lord John Hay (1793-1851) as the designer of the 
Edinburgh pattern. All modern references to Lord John Hay as the designer are based on this quote from 
Staunton. 
 
Howard Staunton’s allusion to a comparison between the two patterns is apt, because the Staunton 
pattern inherited many of its primary features from the Edinburgh pattern. 
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Most of the pieces – the pawns, rooks, knights, and bishops – are very similar to the Staunton pattern. 
The queens and kings are obviously different. The northern upright pattern (as it is typically called these 
days) is not ideal from a player’s perspective as the center of gravity is higher making the pieces less 
stable. 
  
Staunton’s one other reference to the Edinburgh upright pattern came in his column of Oct. 20, 1849. 
The text is noteworthy from the chess-collecting standpoint because it states that the Edinburgh pattern 
was “designed by a player,” with important implications. 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1849-10-20 



 
The clear implication is that the Staunton pattern was also designed by a player and that Staunton is 
that player. This is one of the very few references that imply that Staunton was involved with the actual 
design of the Staunton pieces. Whether Staunton had anything to do with the design is unclear; the 
Staunton pattern was patented on March 1, 1849 by Nathaniel Cooke (which was misspelled “Cook” on 
the patent). 
 
Staunton was quick to disparage any pattern that intruded on the success of his eponymous chess 
pieces. In 1850, George Merrifield introduced and marketed a new pattern called the “Philidor chess-
men” – not with any historical linkage to Philidor, but as a direct challenge to the Staunton Chess-men, 
by analogy of namesakes. Staunton’s assessment of the competing design came in its usual form, as a 
response to an imaginary correspondent on Aug. 23, 1851: 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1851-08-23 
 
In an earlier column from June 8, 1850, it is almost certain that Staunton was referring to the Philidor 
chess-men. 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1850-06-08 
 
The Philidor chessmen turned out to be a commercial disaster. In my collecting experience I have been 
aware of only four such sets still in existence (although there are probably several other sets, hidden 
away in attics somewhere), and I was fortunate to be able to acquire one for my collection. 
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As always, a game of chess requires a board as well as a set. Today everyone is familiar with the 
Staunton chess-men, but many may be surprised to discover that there was also a Staunton chess-
board!  The Illustrated London News of July 6, 1850, included the following advertisement (I have 
highlighted the relevant text for emphasis): 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1850-07-06 
 
The Staunton chess-boards were advertised periodically in The Illustrated London News, and praised (of 
course) in Staunton’s columns from 1850 through mid-1854, and he mentions them again in 1857.  
However, I have never seen nor heard of a Staunton terrace chess-board aside from the references in 
his columns and advertisements. 
  
Other styles of chessmen are discussed in Staunton’s columns as well. In an earlier article on antique 
Dieppe chess sets, I referred to Staunton’s description of the fou bishops, and he wrote instructive 
comments on other patterns as well, such as Russian Kholmogory sets, Chinese ivory figural sets, 
Wedgwood pieces (designed by John Flaxman in 1783), and others. Travel sets were also popular, partly 
due to the early “economic chessboard” invented in the 1840’s by Dr. Roget, of thesaurus fame. Another 
successful travel set, often mentioned in Staunton’s columns, was the “in statu quo” set that was 
patented by John Jaques in January 1852.  
 
Sometimes a special set was discussed in his column, or even illustrated, usually in an article written by 
Staunton elsewhere in the newspaper. One such set was the crusader chess-men, manufactured by 



Thomas Staight (a “wholesale ivory & pearl worker & turner”) of London, and exhibited in The Great 
Exhibition of 1851. 
 

 
 

        The Illustrated London News, 1852-12-04 
 
The crusader chess-men were accompanied by a crusader chess table, which was illustrated in The Art 
Journal Illustrated Catalogue: The Industry of All Nations (1851). The table’s workmanship was exquisite. 
 



 
 

       The Art Journal Illustrated Catalogue: The Industry of All Nations, 1851 
 
(Thomas Staight’s name is misspelled in the caption.) Unfortunately, the whereabouts of the original 
Crusader Chess-men and Crusader Chess Table are unknown. 
 
Besides his well-deserved chess fame, Staunton was world-renowned as a Shakespearean scholar. He 
also wrote a competent reference manual on the history of major English public schools, in 1865. And 
his ability to berate readers was world-class as well.  A biography in British Chess Magazine (December 
1908) states it plainly: 
 

Unfortunately, Staunton was not sufficiently impartially minded to conduct a chess 
column without giving offense. In annotating games he never forgot the personalities 
of the players, and his praise or blame was coloured accordingly. Moreover, his heart 
trouble shows itself in a great irritability of temper, and other chess-players found it 
difficult to get on with him. His most faithful friends were those who rarely met him in 
the flesh. Personal [interaction] inevitably ended before long in a breach. 

 
Here are just a few of the entertaining digs and rips from his columns that contributed to his reputation. 
 



 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1862-05-03 / 1861-11-09 / 1863-02-14 / 1862-10-18 
 
Staunton’s position as editor allowed him to dictate the flow of any discussion, to win any argument, 
and to ensure his place at the top of the chess hierarchy. The use of fictitious correspondents was 
especially handy for those purposes, as seen above in his assessment of the Philidor chess-men, and for 
confirmation of his chess supremacy in England – as implied by his response to a correspondent in his 
weekly column of July 17, 1852: 
 

 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1852-07-17 
 
Thus the pecking order in England is announced by the chess editor (i.e. Staunton himself!), although in 
all fairness, Staunton was a stronger player than Henry Thomas Buckle. 
 
Staunton’s ILN columns shed light on the circumstances of everyday life in the mid-19th century, with the 
following excerpts as prime examples. 
 
The Times They Are a-Changin’, sang Bob Dylan in 1964.  The times have definitely changed since 
precisely one hundred years prior, thank goodness, when Staunton commented on one of the 
membership requirements of England’s chess clubs: 
 



 
And an even more striking comparison with today’s world is how Staunton marvels at the amazing 
progress of mid-19th century worldwide communication. 

 
 
Today, of course, it would be possible for that sequence of events to take place within six minutes! 
 
Staunton’s life, and chess columns, came to an unexpected close in June 1874.  The Illustrated London 
News carried the following somber announcement in its issue of June 27, 1874: 
 



 
 

The Illustrated London News, 1870-06-27 
 
Staunton was one of the strongest, and quirkiest, chess masters in history. This great man, despite his 
flaws, was so influential within the chess world that none other than Bobby Fischer rated him as one of 
the top ten players of all time, in an article written for Chess World magazine in 1964: 
 

Staunton was the most profound opening analyst of all time.  … [H]e was the strongest 
player of his day. Playing over his games, I discover that they are completely modern; 
where Morphy and Steinitz rejected the fianchetto, Staunton embraced it.  In addition, 
he understood all the positional concepts which modern players hold so dear, and thus – 
with Steinitz – must be considered the first modern player. 

 
Earlier this year Staunton was inducted into the World Chess Hall of Fame, an honor that befits his 
stature as the strongest player in the 1840’s, who was an unparalleled theoretician of the game, and 
whose legacy notably includes his “Staunton chess-men.” 
 
 

Photos of Mr. Crumiller’s collection are posted at chessantique.com and https://tinyurl.com/h76xvw6 
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