BIRD'S CHESSMEN
by Frank Camaratta

There has been some speculation about the origins of the Bird’s
Chessmen shown above. Some attribute the design to the English
Chess Master Henry E. Bird. A
brief summary of H. E. Bird’s
chess playing career, taken from
Wikipedia, follows.
Henry Edward Bird Portsea
in Hampshire, 14 July 1829 – 11
April 1908) was an English chess
player, author and accountant. He
wrote the books Chess History and
Reminiscences and An Analysis of Railways in the United Kingdom.
Although Bird was a practicing
accountant, not a professional
chess player, it has been said that
he "lived for chess, and would play
anybody anywhere, anytime, under
any conditions."
At age 21, Bird was invited to
the first international tournament,
London 1851. He also participated
in tournaments held in Vienna and
New York City. In 1858 he lost a
match to Paul Morphy at age 28,
yet he played high-level chess for
another 50 years. In the New York
tournament of 1876, Bird received
the first brilliancy prize ever

awarded, for his game against
James Mason.
In 1874 Bird proposed a new
chess variant, which played on an
8×10 board and contained two
new pieces: guard (combining the
moves of the rook and knight) and
equerry (combining the bishop and
knight). Bird's chess inspired José
Raúl Capablanca to create another
chess variant, Capablanca Chess
which differs from Bird's chess
only by the starting position.
It was Bird who popularized the
chess opening now called Bird’s

Opening(1.f4), as well as Bird’s
Defense to the Ruy Lopez (1.e4 e5
2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bb5 Nd4). Bird's
Opening is considered sound,
though not the best try for an
opening advantage. Bird's Defense
is regarded as slightly inferior, but
"trappy".
However, it does not seem
plausible that Henry Bird had any
association with the design of these
chessmen, as he died in 1908. The
Bird’s chessmen were designed and
produced by C. H. Bird, which
started as a small business operating out of New Haven Connecticut. The operation was later
moved to Bethlehem Connecticut.
Shown here is an image of the
earliest of the Bird’s Chessmen
labels (bottom, previous page).
You can see that unused labels
were altered to indicate the company had moved from New Haven
to Bethlehem, Connecticut. Another interesting feature of these
labels is the drawings of the Rook
and Knight.
These closely

resemble F. H. Ayres pieces, not
the Bird’s chessmen that are normally associated with the company.
This also aligns with the quote
from C. H. Bird (in the attached article) that the original Knights were
cast aluminum copies of the Jaques
(later Marshall style) chessmen
from around 1910 or so. Images
of earlier C. H. Bird Chessmen are
shown above. These sets had 4”
Kings, were weighted, and were
available in several lacquered finishes. All were Club size and No.
3777. The significance of 377 is
unclear. All of these chess sets
were sold in Black leatherette-covered boxes.
The Bird’s Chessmen were sold
through the G. H. Harris Company
out of Brooklyn, N.Y. They claim
to be the “Sole Selling Agents”.
However, these sets were also

available through the Abercrombie
and Fitch Company, as can be seen
from the labels shown below.
Originally, Chessmen acquired
directly through C. H. Bird were
sold in sturdy oak boxes. The
images on the top of the next page
show that the original chessmen
with the Aluminum Knight heads,
as well the later chessmen with the
“improved” Knights, were sold in
the identical oak boxes. Sets were
also available in cloth-covered
boxes, presumably to be able to
market a less expensive chess set.
H. E. Bird’s Chessmen were also
sold through outlets in London for
25 shillings (25 shillings = 1.25
Pound Sterling). Immediately
below is an advertisement from
Dan & Son operating out of Fleet
Street, which, coincidently, was the
location of Chessmakers, Lund
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and Calvert. This same approach
to producing low-cost Knight
heads was taken several decades
earlier by The British Chess Company, which was formed around
1890 by William Moffatt. In order
to compete with Jaques, which was
by now, a well-established Chess
manufacturer, The BCC had to
produce their chess sets at a more
competitive price. To this end,
they utilized new technology by
casting their Knight heads in Xylonite, sourced from the British Xylonite Company. In a similar manner, Bird initially sought to reduce
the cost of his chess sets by having
the Knight heads cast. Why he
chose Aluminum is not clear, as the
cost of the dies and material had to
be significant.
Another very interesting statement by Bird quoted in the article
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is that chess sets were predominantly manufactured in London,
Paris and Berlin. However, the
Knight heads for these sets were
sourced from Switzerland, where
entire villages were dedicated to
the carving of Staunton Knight
heads. Exactly when in time this
praxis began is not known, but it
does pose some very interesting
questions. The exact date when
the company was started is not
known for certain, but the article
appearing in the January 1922 issue
of The Woodworker titled “Manufacturing Chessmen” given by a lecturer from the C. H. Bird company,
who quotes Bird, provides some
clues. That article would suggest
that the C.H. Bird company was
founded around 1920, well after
H.E. Bird’s death in 1908. The article is reprinted and transcribed

later in this article.
That article describes the approach C. H. Bird took to try and
produce a more cost-competitive
set of chessmen. Basically, the
Knights were slab-sided, carved
from a single piece of wood. The
style of the new Chess Knight is
illustrated on the later production
labels and affixed to the chess sets
sold by the company (bottom left).
Also, note the mention of his use
of Pyroxilin Enamel to finish his
chessmen rather than the more
costly and less durable than the traditional European French Polish.
Pyralin is the name of a plastic created in the late 1800’s based on nitrocellulose. Nitrocellulose, also
known as celluloid, was one of the
most extensively used plastics of
the time. Interestingly, this is exactly the same Knight carving approach taken by William T. Pinney

in producing the Pinney Chessmen, which were widely used in
chess Clubs as well as major tournaments and matches throughout
the United States in the 1940s and
1950s. An image of the Pinney
Knight is shown (bottom right,
previous page) with the Bird’s
Knight for comparison. It is a
good more detailed than the Bird
Knight, but the approach of simplifying the design considerably by
eliminating many of the cuts that
produce the fine detail on the
Jaques Knights is evident, as is the
fact that his Knights are also onepiece carvings.
The lecturer in the WoodWorker magazine mentions that
there are only two U.S. chess set
manufacturers, one located in
Grand Rapids, Michigan and the

other, the smaller C. H. Bird company. The reference is clearly to
the Drueke Company which was
founded in 1914 and acquired by
Carrom in 1992. According to C.
H. Bird, The William F. Drueke
Company could produce 50 to 100

sets to his one. It is not clear exactly when the C. H. Bird company
abandoned the Club-size (4-0”
King) sets with the Aluminum
Knight heads and switched production totally to the new onepiece, simplified design, but one
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could infer from the article in The
Wood-Worker that they were in
production in 1922.
According to the advertisement
in the 1932 issue of The Chess
Reporter, (bottom, previous page),
Bird’s chessmen were available in
two sizes, the Small Club-Size
Chessmen, 3.6” King with a 1.5”
diameter base and all the pieces
weighted felted, and the smaller
College-Size Chessmen, where only
the major pieces were weighted
and the Pawns had extra wide bases – a rather curious decision. The
chess sets were now being sold in
the afore-mentioned green clothcovered boxes as shown here (top
right, previous page).

Shown here are some additional images of
the Bird’s Chessmen and their configurations.
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This is a Readable Transcription of the January 1922 Article in the Wood-Worker
Manufacturing Chessmen
By a Lecturer

One of the least exploited
phases of woodworking in this
century is the manufacture of chest
pain, those quaint little turnings
that are used as men in the internationally known game of chess. Up
until comparatively recent years all
chessmen sold in the United States
were imported from Europe. In
most of these sets, whether they
came from London, Paris or
Berlin, the Knight heads were
carved in Switzerland, usually from
some soft wood. It is said that
whole villages in that country devoted their entire winter days and
evenings to carving Knight heads.
In some cases, individual woodworkers in this country made a set
of chessmen for their own use or
for friends, but none were produced in quantities for general sale
until recent years. Today, as far as
the writer can learn, there are but
two factories in the United States
Grand Rapids, Michigan, and
the small establishment of C.H.
Bird in New Haven, Conn. On the
subject of making chessmen Mr.
Bird says:
“It seems like a simple proposition, the making of a set of chessmen from wood, but I have found
that the making of a good set it is a
hard proposition, and calls for not
only patience and care, but skill.
The first discovery I made was that
the Knight was really the difficult
piece to make; that in any case it’s
cost would be four or five times
that of any other piece, and often
the four Knights would cost as
much as all the other pieces put together. I have also found that there

were carvers in America that could
do the work. Hand carving at the
wages paid here was out of the
question. Therefore I was forced
to resort to many different plans in
the manufacture of nights. One of
my best methods was to make an
aluminum head which was a copy
of a Jacques Staunton made in
London. This I fastened onto a
base very securely, so that it was
substantially equal to a one-piece
Knight and much stronger than
any other two-piece Knight ever
made.
However, I continued
working on the Knight, and have
evolved a one-piece Knight which
in general outline conforms to a
Jacques Staunton shape with most
of the hand-marks omitted, but
with the general finish equal to any
other piece.
‘After the square is cut, the
piece goes into a Mattison lathe
three separate times; one cut is
made with a round guide, one with
an oval guide and one with an oblong guide. After that the piece
goes through 18 separate and distinct operations before being ready
for the final finish. Any woodturner who insists on only one-operation work and is ready to finish
if two operations are called for, will
realize something of the work in
making this piece, which really calls
for 22 operations, counting the
first cutting off at the saw as one.
All of the other pieces are first
blocked on a Mattison or Waymoth type of lathe, then finished
and sanded on a hand-lathe. This
hand-lathe work calls for a skilled
turner, because the entire surface is
going over with a chisel. In no
other way is it possible to equal the
finish of the imported sets.

‘I might say in passing that
almost all of the imported sets are
made one piece at a time on the
hand-lathe, and manually by footpower. The operators take the
square and finish it, giving it a
French polish and as good a one as
the work calls for. The making of
a set of chessmen in this manner,
with our labor costs is not possible.
Everything must be done to aid the
hand-turner, giving him the work
as nearly complete as possible.
‘On some of the sets in Cocobolo, Ebony, Violetwood and
Sandalwood, I use a French polish
which is completed in the lathe in
about three operations. On most
of my pieces I use a Pyralin Enamel
finish, which I have found much
superior to any finish of gum-varnish or oil. The stock that I have
found most available is regular dimensions stock. I could not obtain
this at first, but now can usually
supply my needs, which are not
very large. Of course, this cannot
be had except in regular woods, for
the Ebony, Boxwood, Cocobolo,
and Violetwood I have to buy in
the log and cut as needed. The
best, and to my mind the most
beautiful, wood for this purpose, is
our native Dogwood, grown down
in the Tennessee Mountains. In
texture, finish and color it seems to
me superior to Boxwood and far
better than Ebony. I have used
most all of the imported woods,
and some of them make very beautiful sets. I have now a few sets of
Cocobolo, and whoever buys them
will buy the last that will ever be
made by me, or, I think, by anyone
else. Any worker of this wood who
has been poisoned by its use will
know the reason why.
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‘When I began active work in
this line, I looked for every method
to hasten it; what I wanted was a
quicker way. After the first year of
trying to speed up the work I gave
up, as I decided there was no
quicker way; it is fuss, fuss, fuss.
Every operation must be done with
great care and done right. Every
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defective piece must be flung out
and called a second. In no other
way can good sets be produced.
This, I am certain, is the best way
for me, as any place is small and my
output necessarily limited.
‘Many of the sets that I make retail for $25 or $30. Occasionally I
make a fancy set that retails as high

as $100, but the majority of the sets
retail at about $10. My only competitor in this country probably
produces 50 or 100 sets to my one,
He gets out good sets at low prices
and competes with anything that
can be imported.”
Below is the original article –

