
A History of Chess in Brent 

When considering the Royal Game in Brent the first thing the reader should be mindful of is that the 

London Borough of Brent did not exist until 1965 when Greater London was created. The Borough was 

formed from two existing municipal boroughs that of Willesden which included the districts of 

Brondesbury, Cricklewood, Dollis Hill, Harlesden, Kilburn, Neasden (Dudden Hill), Queen’s Park, and 

Willesden, and Wembley (Alperton, Chalkhill, Fryent (Kingsbury), Northwick Park, Preston, South 

Kenton, and Sudbury). It was odd that the two were combined as Wembley had more in common with 

Harrow as both were essentially suburban in nature even with the extension of the Metropolitan and 

North-Western lines as opposed to Willesden which had become more urbanised from the end of the 

ninetieth century onwards due to the increasing number of industries moving into the area so would 

be more ‘naturally’ allied with Ealing who were likewise industrialised.  

 

Consequently, this article really ought to be entitled, “A History of Chess in Wembley and Willesden” 

especially when exploring the game’s history in the combined areas prior to 1965! Nevertheless, with 

respect to chess it seems Brent is a “No Man’s Land.” The neighbouring boroughs, of Ealing, 

Hammersmith and Fulham, Harrow, and Hendon all have firmly established clubs all of which have 

ever growing membership numbers. It would be thought that a borough like Brent should likewise 

have thriving clubs or at least club vying for the attention of the interested player. The observation is 

not a new one as sentiment was expressed at formation and immediately prior to the demise of 

Harlesden Chess Club (1903 – ca.1921). It was even intimated by ‘Crusader’ when Willesden form in 

1946.  

Brent does have a club flying the chess flag Willesden and Brent Chess Club (W&B) who has been since 

inception and certainly after demise of Wembley Chess Club (1921-54) along with the departure of 

other known Brent-based clubs, i.e., GEC Research and S. Smith & Sons (Motor Accessories) Ltd. 

However, rather than flourishing or being a club of note, it continues to soldier on struggling to acquire 

membership let alone grow. This may be reflective of the insular nature of chess clubs who rely on 

being ‘discovered’ rather than taking active steps to reach out to their community. When contact is 

made by an individual ongoing attendance is dependent on how they are made to feel. If the club gets 

it wrong, they lose a potential life-long member. Thus, clubs are faced with the vexed question of, ‘Are 

they the centre or periphery of a community?’ Notwithstanding, the success of its near neighbours 

begs the following question: ‘What is the chess heritage in the borough?’ 



The responsibility of promoting and developing chess in Brent has devolved to W&B, in part by 

accident but in part due to their name:  

‘In 1965 Willesden borough was amalgamated with Wembley to form the new borough of Brent. There 

had not been a Wembley Chess Club for about 10years; so the whole of Brent was available as our 

catchment area [my emphasis]. However we were reluctant to discard the name of Willesden and 

decided to call ourselves Willesden -&- Brent like the local newspaper.’ 

Although adopting the Brent name, it is never clear that they really wanted to promote chess 

throughout the entire borough, preferring to focus on their historical base. 

Overlooking the club’s concerns about being a borough-wide one, since they were formed in 1946 it 

would intimate that the game in at least Willesden was a post-Second World War phenomenon. This 

view as already intimated would be mistaken as it will be surprising too many to know that in fact 

Brent, or at least Wembley Urban District and Willesden Municipal Borough, has a long association 

with the Royal Game.  

The list of clubs preceding W&B begins with the first incarnation of a Willesden Chess Club in 1889. It 

should be mentioned The Chess Players Chronicle regularly gave a list of clubs based in London stating 

a chess club is based in Neasdon. It is called Metropolitan Railway Chess Club and is claimed to have 

been formed in 1886 (it is possible they were also known as London and North-West Railway). It was 

not unusual for railway stations to have chess club, e.g., Great Western Railway (formed 1881, based 

at Paddington Station traditionally known as Paddington Chess Club), Midland Railway (formation date 

unknown, St. Pancras Station) or even Great Northern Railway (1854, Kings Cross Station) as all would 

have social clubs for their employees to join, with chess being an option. The nature of their profession 

allowed easy travel to match venues for their members. However, there is no supporting evidence the 

Metropolitan Railway Club played matches, especially against recognised clubs, so until contradictory 

information is forthcoming it is to be disregarded as the first formal chess club in the Brent area. 

 
Neasden Station pre-1910 

We must also ignore any claims Wembley Club (1889) wishes to make. The Club was known to have 

played at least three formal chess matches in 1889 against Hampstead; it is possible, but unlikely, they 

played others. The Club formed after five Sudbury gentlemen competed against five Harrow 



gentlemen; why called Wembley rather than Harrow is unknown. Although called Wembley Club, it 

must be remembered that until 1894 the areas forming Wembley Urban District were formally part of 

Harrow so on technical grounds this club does not fall under the purview of this document. It must be 

acknowledged Mr. A.T. Griffith (a Harrow gentleman) does try to form a chess club for Harrow; the 

success or otherwise of this attempt is left to those interested in the history of chess in Harrow.  

 
Willesden Junction Hotel, Station Road (1900), venue of Willesden Chess Club 1889-90 (red ‘x’) 

Like many before the idea of a chess club can only be posited when like-minded individuals are 

meeting regularly either at each other’s homes, or at gentleman’s clubs, restaurants, or hotels and are 

moved to do so. In the 1880s the gentlemen of Harlesden had certainly been meeting at a club and 

played chess; it is possible this motivates to establish a formal club; it could equally be that they wished 

to emulate their neighbour Harrow after Wembley Club formed. Notwithstanding, an intention of 

founding a club in the locality is given when Mr. T.W. Newman announces in the spring of 1889:  

‘[Willesden Chess] Club, having been established by several residents in Harlesden, [is] to meet as soon 

as a sufficient number of members have been enrolled.’ 

Although called a club they do not officially become so until 13th September 1889: 

‘A meeting of players residing in the neighbourhood was held at the Willesden Junction Hotel, on the 

13th inst., to arrange the formation of a local Club, Mr. H. Heritage having been chosen as Chairman 

of the meeting and President of the Club, and Mr. T. W. Newman having undertaken to act as Honorary 

Secretary, these gentlemen, together with Messrs. J. Kistruck, F. Spiller, and Ley Walsh were appointed 

members of the Committee. It was subsequently agreed that the Club be called the “Willesden Chess 

Club;" that the meetings be held on Thursday evenings, at the Willesden Junction Hotel; and that the 

sub- scription be 5s. per annum. Some interesting games were afterwards played by those present. The 

meeting, says the Willesden Herald," was considered a success, and it is intended to arrange matches 

with other Clubs for the winter months.’ 

Willesden’s intention to be taken seriously is demonstrated when they invite Isidor Gunsberg, one of 

the world’s foremost chess players, to play simultaneous games against its members and visitors on 

7th November. Gunsberg contested sixteen boards winning fourteen of them. It is to be noted he lost 

to the Club’s Secretary (Newman) and drew with club member Mr. Manlove.  

x 



 
Advert for Gunsberg simultaneous (1889) 

With the Club beginning to establish itself it 
seeks to arrange matches for the cycle. Since 
Middlesex do not form an association until 1907, 
and they were not considered strong enough to 
participate in either the Senior or Junior 
Divisions of the Metropolitan Clubs Competition 
(London League) the only contests they could 
participate in were those of a ‘friendly’ nature.  
Their maiden contest against the strong and 
well-respected City News’ Room Chess Club is a 
successful one as they attain a 5-3 win. Needless, 
to say, the Club is eager to play more. This initial 

match is followed up with others: 

Willesden’s known matches 1889-90 

Date Opponent Venue Result 

14th November 1889 City News’ Room CC Willesden Junction Hotel 5-3 (W) 

11th December 1889 City News’ Room CC Oliphant’s Restaurant 2.5-5.5 (L) 

12th December 1889 Acton Chess Club Willesden Junction Hotel 4-2 (W) 

20th February 1890 Amethyst Chess Club Oliphant’s Restaurant 6.5-1.5 (W) 

 
Just after the middle of the 1889-90 cycle (February 1890) the Willesden Herald gives a summary of 
performance stating the Club had played six matches. The Morning Post a few months later (April) 
also gives a summary of the Club’s maiden season and the total played still stood at six. It has not 
proven possible to identify all matches played but if the convention of ‘turn and turnabout’, i.e., ‘Home 
and Away’, is in operation it would be expected that the missing matches are the return against Acton 
and Amethyst. Both reports suggests they were a good side having won five of the six matches 
contested. With such a good record they could have been expected to apply for participation in the 
Junior Section of the Metropolitan Clubs Competition for the 1890-91 cycle. Over and above 
participating in club matches a Club Championship is also run with Mr. Smith winning maiden 
competition; five match wins and a club champion seems to bode well for the fledgling club, 
unfortunately, it is somewhat short-lived. The Chess Player’s Chronicle at the end of the chess season 
reports: 

‘The committee have decided to suspend the meetings of this Club until the autumn.’ 

The suspension is not unusual as with the winter months over, chess players would turn their minds 

to more ‘energetic’ summer pursuits, such as cricket. There is no evidence of the Club resuming after 

the hiatus for the 1890-91 cycle. The early enthusiasm had withered away so it would seem as though 

the area would be without a club which was odd as the late ninetieth century saw clubs and 

associations forming at a feverish rate indicating an appetite for the Royal Game. Willesden may have 

been unsuccessful in consolidating a club but at least they had tried. As stated a Wembley Club had 

been formed after a match between gentlemen of Harrow and Sudbury, but their claim to being the 

first formal Brent chess club is discounted on a technicality, quite simply they were still part of Harrow.  

For the next decade chess did not gain a foothold that is until the neighbouring areas form clubs within 

a short period of time of each other. Harlesden form one in 1903 with Wembley following suit as by 

the start of the 1905-06 cycle they are looking to organise matches against nearby clubs. 

With respect to Harlesden the Willesden Chronicle (2nd October 1903) states: 



‘Our advertisement columns contain an announcement of the formation of a chess club for Harlesden. 

Both Acton and Hampstead have strong clubs devoted to this king of games and as the new secretary 

[A.G. Davies] assures us that he has already received many applications for membership, there is no 

reason why Harlesden should not soon possess a chess club as strong as any of its neighbours.’ 

The Club is an active one playing several ‘friendly’ matches each cycle. As with Willesden above it 

proves difficult identifying all of Harlesden’s opponents and/or match results but 1904-05 could be a 

good indicator of the level of activity before and after. A report for the cycle states that ten matches 

were played with the Club attaining a performance of +4 =1 -5 GPF46.5 GPA48.5. Opponents for the 

period 1903 to 1907 included: Acton, Harrow, London County Council, Maida Vale, Wembley, and 

West London.  

The level of playing success, along with growth in membership which on occasion sees them have two 

teams (1907-09 is a good example), persuades them to enter the C-Division of the London League 

(1907-08), a competition they participate in until 1915. It has been impossible collating the matches 

played by Harlesden for this period as British Chess Magazine tended to only focus on Division “A” of 

the London League. Luckily, The Referee and Lloyds Weekly Newspaper did publish other divisions, but 

 
108 Craven Park Road (1903) the location of Harlesden Chess Club1 

the pronouncement of Harlesden’s results was somewhat sporadic. What is known is that they played 

the following clubs in the League from 1907 to 1915, invariably at the opponent’s venue or at an 

unstated neutral venue: Athenaeum II, The Bar, Battle Axe, Bohemians II, Bromley, Claremont, 

Finsbury Park, Fulham, Hampstead II, Insurance, Islington, Kennington and North Lambeth (aka North 

Lambeth), Ladies, Lud-Eagle II, Maida Vale, Maurice, Northampton Institute, Polytechnic, St. Johns 

Gate, Sydenham and Forest Hill, Toynbee Hall (often just called Toynbee), Westminster, and 

Wheatsheaf. This list will of course be added to if they also played ‘friendly’ matches. 

 
1 The location of Harlesden’s 1903 venue can be ascertained by using the shop with the awning Albert J Sm** 
as a point of reference. This shop is Smith’s Supply Stores, a stationery store based at 122 Craven Park Road; 
this side of the road is even-numbered so by counting a few buildings to the right it is possible to discern 108 
which is indicated by the red ‘x’. 

x 



The matches were contested over ten boards except in the 1914-15cycle when the League decided to 

revive Division “B” by rebranding Division “C”. During Harlesden’s association with the League, it had 

four divisions with each being played over a specified number of boards: A – 20 boards; B – 12 boards, 

C – 10 boards and Early Division – 8 boards. Even before Harlesden joined the League Division “B” had 

been inactive as many clubs could comfortably raise ten boards but not twelve or were unwilling to. 

In 1914-15 the League decided to revive Division “B” by increasing the number of boards in Division 

“C” from ten to twelve. Notwithstanding, the League’s administrative affairs, the decision to 

participate was justified as their maiden season sees them finish joint second. Whether they were able 

to follow this up is course difficult to say as over and above being nigh impossible to obtain results 

outside of Division “A”, it was rare, if ever, for the league tables of other divisions to be published. 

1907 is a seminal year for another reason as apart from joining the London League in October 

Harlesden affiliates to the newly formed Middlesex County Chess Association (June 1907). When the 

Association inaugurates its first competition (Inter-Club Cup 1907-08) the club declines entering 

preferring to remain in the London League (an action many of the new Association’s affiliated clubs 

do) and does so until its suspension in 1915. Understandably chess activity tails off during the war 

years and once ended it is difficult for the Club to attain its former level as a letter from one of its 

members to the Kensington Post (30th September 1921) attests. It is published to advise that despite 

the Great War, where several members were called for service, the Club had and continues to exist 

meeting at ‘The Cosy Corner’ Harlesden High Street. One problem identified by the correspondent is: 

‘Willesden is a large and unwieldy parish, and there is but little social intercourse between, say, 

Harlesden and Cricklewood, or between Church End and Kensal Rise.’  

The lack of interaction between the various areas means it is hard to generate let alone retain 

significant numbers, an issue W&B still contends with to this day. It is to be noted that despite the 

better transport infrastructure it is still difficult getting from one part of the borough to another, e.g., 

Sudbury to Willesden Green, which could explain why W&B has struggled to acquire enough members 

especially from the old Wembley Urban District. Despite these twin hardships Harlesden soldiers on 

until finally admitting defeat and dissolving sometime in the early 1920’s, certainly around or soon 

after the time Wembley Chess Club revive in 1921. The eastern and southern half of what is now 

considered Brent had two attempts at forming and consolidating a club with both falling by the 

wayside. 

Meanwhile, in the northern and western half, 1894 sees the creation of Wembley Urban District and 

with it the possibility of chess in another of an area which will become Brent. Although a club had 

been previously formed there is no record of chess in the new District from 1894. It is understandable 

that it would take a while before chess stirs the imagination as the areas that formed this new urban 

district were primarily rural in nature, but the expansion of the Metropolitan and North-Western lines 

changes the demographics so lays the foundation for a club to be formed. 

The reasons why and how the Club is formed (ca.1905) is shrouded in mystery, but since the 

gentlemen constituting it met at Ena Villa (11 Mostyn Avenue)2 the residence of Baron Daniel de 

Liebhaber, it would intimate that they followed in the footsteps of the formation of other Victorian 

chess clubs, ‘like-minded individuals regularly meeting at gentleman’s clubs or each other’s homes.’ 

Although termed a ‘club’ it would seem as though membership were reserved for a select few as the 

 
2 Wembley Directory and Almanack (1905 and 1906) give the Baron’s address as 11 Mostyn Avenue.  Whereas 
Kelly’s Directory for Middlesex (1910) gives Ena Villa. It must be noted that some addresses are known by their 
name rather than their street number. It must also be noted that details of Wembley Chess Club are not given 
in these almanacs supporting a claim that it was a ‘closed’ rather than a ‘public’ club.  



attendees seemed to be content on playing each other and the odd “friendly” match. The latter were 

usually against, Acton, Greenhill Club and Institute, Hampstead, Harlesden, and Harrow, with mixed 

success. Since matches involving Wembley are also hard to come by it is unclear how many were 

played in any given cycle and where; 1906-07 though seems to be the height as six played in this cycle. 

The following is an interesting aside about the first match between Harrow and Wembley. It is 

surmised that Harrow Chess Club’s maiden match against Wembley (17th February 1907) is in fact 

Greenhill’s return match but under the new name Harrow. Greenhill played at least one full cycle 

(1905-06) contested matches against Wembley at home (Victoria Hall, Harrow) and away (Ena Villa). 

The 1906-07cycle sees the pair play a match in November (8th November 1906) with a date for the 

return yet to be arranged. In the period between Wembley’s matches against Greenhill and Harrow, 

steps are taken for a club to be established in Harrow which becomes fact on 7th January 1907. After 

Harrow’s formation no match is scheduled against Greenhill but matches against Harrow are. 

Unfortunately, R. Maddock’s account of Harrow’s history given in, A History of HARROW CHESS CLUB 

The First One Hundred Years 1907-2006, is silent of the ‘whys’ and ‘wherefores’ about their formation 

but suffice to say A.A. Sainsbury the founder of the club had been the General Secretary of Greenhill; 

he played in their last match and Harrow’s first against Wembley. It is to be noted that Greenhill’s 

Chess Secretary, J. Gibson, likewise played in Greenhill’s last and Harrow’s maiden matches against 

Wembley. Other Greenhill/Harrow members who also played in the Wembley vs. Greenhill then 

Harrow vs. Wembley matches are P.H. Caldwell, M. Kootz, F.S. Smith, W. Tebb, and F. Wilkins. All told 

since seven former Greenhill members play in Harrow’s initial match it is reasonable to conclude 

Greenhill become Harrow Chess Club and have declared independence from the Institute. 

By October 1907 Wembley are one of twenty clubs who affiliate to the newly formed Middlesex 

County Chess Association. When the Association creates their own competition for 1907-08 cycle 

despite having a membership of twenty, Wembley declines to participate. The Club it seems prefers 

playing the game for its social and educational merits rather than on a competitive basis keeping in 

line with the raison d’être of many early clubs. Since no papers exist it can only be surmised why a 

decision was taken to relocate to Mitchell's, a venue opposite the North-Western Station (Sudbury 

and Wembley Station now Wembley Central), and to charge 5s subscription for the 1910-11 cycle. A 

probable reason is by moving to a “public” venue and charging a subscription rate the Club wanted to 

attract new members with a view to grow. Whatever the reason, the decision to do so proves 

disastrous as by the end of the cycle the Club folds, thus suggesting there were compelling reasons to 

remain a closed club.  

The Club remains dormant for a decade but revive in 1921: 

‘[The Hackney Review] hear[s] that Mr. Levy has resuscitated the Wembley Chess Club which has been 

dormant for the last 10years. Our correspondent writes:- “We start next Wednesday [12th October 

1921], at the Chess Rooms of the Wembley Institute.”’ 

On revival they once again affiliate with Middlesex County Chess Association and enter the Inter-Club 

Trophy competition. In 1912 the Association had decided to create a second-tier competition called 

the Inter-Club Trophy so they can expand the number of affiliated clubs to participate in its 

competitions. Although relatively successful prior to the Great War, the competition struggles to 

attract sufficient entrants after it (1924-31). When Wembley reaffiliate to the Association they 

certainly participated for 1921-22 but not clear how regularly they entered after (1931-39) as results 

for Association’s second-tier competition rarely recorded. Since journeying to London to play clubs 

even at neutral venue was too much to ask members to undertake and entry into Middlesex’s second 

tier competition seemed sporadic Wembley could only effectively participate in matches of a ‘friendly’ 



nature. There is no supporting evidence to indicate how many matches played, however, even if not 

playing competitively the Club continues to provide social chess for its members.  

 
Wembley Institute 1869-1929 

For three decades Wembley exist, not even the Second World War stops them as they provide two 

afternoon sessions a week for their members. Post-War, they are finally able to consistently 

participate in competition as Middlesex County Chess Association form a ‘proper’ league contest. In 

their wisdom when initially formulating their competitions, the Association had determined most 

Middlesex-based clubs, i.e., London clubs, would prefer contesting the London League, so a bar was 

placed – clubs whose members participated in London League Division “A” had to bar 25% of their top 

players from participating in the Inter-Club Cup; this increased to 50% for the Inter-Club Trophy. The 

bar though did not stop Hampstead from dominating both the London and Middlesex Leagues during 

the late 1920s and early 1930s. The Association’s removal of this bar now meant that all clubs could 

genuinely compete against each other for the honour of being the best in Middlesex as ALL club’s 

resources available. 

Until 1968 the Middlesex League was contested in two regional divisions (East and West Zones) with 

the top two in each section going on to form a final pool. The winner of this pool was then declared 

Middlesex Champion. With respect to Wembley, they were in the Western Zone so would compete 

against clubs such as, Ealing, Eastcote, EMI, Greenford, Harrow, Hayes, Northwood, Pinner, Rayners 

Lane, South Ruislip, Twickenham, and Uxbridge. Except for 1952-53, Wembley tended to occupy the 

bottom half of the league table being no stranger to last place! 1952-53 was an anomalous year as 

exemplified by their first ever victory over Harrow (5.5-2.5). The Club achieve a performance of +6 -2 

thereby finishing runner-up to Ealing and qualifying for the final pool. Their magnificent performance 

continues as they finish with a score of +2 -1 so finish runner-up to Willesden – a one-two finish for 

chess clubs that would be based in Brent! Wembley’s fantastic achievement is recognised by 

Middlesex’s Executive: 

‘The performance of Wembley […] deserves special mention as they only finished 9th in the Western 

Zone in last year’s competition.’ 



Over and above their erratic league form one match of note for Wembley Chess Club was their being 

part of a combined team taking on Hastings Chess Club (4th June 1950). C.T. Kirk a former match 

captain had relocated to Hastings and extended an invitation to play a match against a combined 

Greenford, Harrow, and Wembley team (L 4.5-12.5). They may not have been the strongest or biggest 

of clubs, but it seems whatever they did it was done with good humour.  

Unfortunately, despite the longevity of this incarnation, it followed in the footsteps of the former and 

by 1954 became defunct, reasons unknown. Their demise though came prior to the end of the league 

season as they only completed four (Eastcote, Harrow, Hayes, and South Ruislip) of the eight matches 

expected to be played (defaulted matches to EMI, Greenford, Northwood, and Uxbridge). 

Traditionally, there are several contributory factors that lead to the demise of a club. The first and 

most obvious is an inability to hold regular meetings as it is not possible to find or afford a venue, this 

is an issue W&B’s Ken Valentine was all too conscious of when he raises it as a concern in his Silver 

Jubilee Review of the history of the Club – see below. Another significant one is dwindling membership 

as exemplified by the departure of Kirk. A third reason contributing to demise includes aging 

membership and the inevitable death of these older members. If any held key positions this would 

also begin to grind the club down as others are reluctant to fill the void and over time more and more 

is asked of fewer and fewer until it becomes unmanageable. A classic example is the death of Chairman 

Herbert Finn in 1949. Finn had previously been Club Secretary and was a long-term member of the 

club. Individuals of his calibre are not easy to replace on an Executive. A final reason specifically 

pertinent to Wembley is the growth of their neighbour Harrow. Harrow had started shortly after the 

first incarnation of a Wembley Chess Club but despite the travails in the early years it, unlike Wembley, 

had managed to survive. Individuals residing in Kenton, Northwick Park, and Preston parts of what 

would become Brent may have found it easier to travel to Harrow rather than to Wembley thus not 

only help sustain and grow the former but starve the latter of much needed membership, this certainly 

would have been the case during the years of dormancy (1910-21) and could have continued despite 

their revival as it had become custom. 

With Harlesden suspending operations, the chess baton is handed over to Wembley from the 1920s 

onwards which sees the northern and western half of Brent enjoying a chess renaissance. Regrettably, 

there continued to be a dearth in the eastern and southern half despite two clubs previously existing. 

The adage, ‘Third time lucky’, is hackneyed but is appropriate for the Willesden parish, a third attempt 

is made to a form a chess club soon after the 2nd World War and this one is successful as exemplified 

by the fact, they have celebrated Silver, Golden, and Platinum jubilees.  

Due to the limited activity afforded post-war, chess was one that flourished. However, it was 

questioned how far the game had piqued the interest of the local populace as the Sports Editor of the 

Willesden Chronicle (“Crusader”) wrote: 

‘Mrs. Lotte Dixon, of 7, Blenheim Gardens, Willesden Green is anxious to know whether there is a chess 

club in Willesden or nearby, or if there is a possibility of meeting people interested in chess. I am 

unaware myself of a chess club in the locality and should be glad to hear from readers interested in 

forming one.’ 

“Crusader” may not have been convinced that he would get a response but his following column 

reports: 

‘As a result of my note in this column last week suggesting the formation of a club, I have had a letter 

from Mr. S.J. Turner, chemist, of 809 Harrow Road, offering help. There must be plenty of other chess 



enthusiasts in Willesden who would like to pit their skills against other fellow players. If only we could 

get a few more volunteers a move could be made to start a club. What about it you chess fiends?’ 

The exchange between Mrs. Dixon (neé Brauer)3 and Turner was so positive that within a few short 

weeks of their interaction steps were taken to form a club: 

‘As the result of a suggestion made in this column there is good prospect that Willesden will have its 

own chess club in the near future. Prime mover is Mrs. Lotte Dixon of 7, Blenheim Gardens, Willesden 

Green, who is holding a preliminary meeting at her home next Tuesday at 7:30pm, and an open 

invitation is extended to all interested in the formation of such a club. She would be glad If those 

intending to attend notify in advance. Mrs. Dixon informs she has had letters from a number of people 

interested in the project, and I myself have received further letters from chess fans. There seems no 

doubt that there is plenty of scope for such a club. I shall watch its progress with keen interest and wish 

it every success.’   

 
Willesden Chess Club celebrate their 25h Anniversary (6th February 1971) with past and present members: 
Back row standing: Whitby, Flain, Erdman, Butcher, Shulkind, Hathaway, Spiers, Goldsmith, and Aeron. 
Front row standing: Pluss (sen.), Milbour, Wood and Parker.  
Back row seated: Valentine, Besso, Turner4, Lyons, Thomas, Kauder and Sucksmith.  
Front row seated: Landry, Stainton, Coates, Cohn, Goodearl, Pluss (jun.) and Greenall 

The said meeting is held on February 5th and Willesden Club came into being reprising the name by 

intention or accident of the former incarnation. In this instance the name is more justified as it was 

 
3 An interesting article about an experience of Lotte Brauer in Nazi Germany can be found in The Wiener Library 
– Testifying to the Truth: An eyewitness account 
4 The circled gentleman is Mr. Scrivener J. Turner one of the co-founders of the club, who relocated to Harrow 
in 1956. In his time with the club, he was the first chairman (1946-56) and donated a trophy eponymously named 
for the winner of the club’s knock-out competition (established 1952); the trophy’s whereabouts is unknown 

https://www.testifyingtothetruth.co.uk/viewer/fulltext/104793/en/


formed in the heart of the parish of Willesden, with Willesden Green as its base, albeit it with a 

temporary move to Stonebridge. The club’s birth is celebrated by “Crusader”: 

‘Willesden Chess Club was successfully launched on Tuesday, at 7, Blenheim Gardens, Willesden Green, 

residence of Mrs. Lotte Dixon, who was instrumental in calling the meeting. I was impressed by the 

enthusiastic note struck at the meeting, and I feel sure the club has started off on the right foot. One 

of the difficulties facing the club is finding headquarters but there are prospects that suggestions put 

forward at the meeting may soon materialise. Although the membership is at present small, as soon 

as the club becomes known it is bound to attract many more chess fans to its ranks. Don’t be afraid to 

join because you are only a beginner. It is the surest way to improve your play to mix with players of 

experience.’ 

Due to the pressing need to secure a venue there is a lag between the inaugural meeting to form a 

club and the initial club night. The intervening period sees membership rise to twenty. The Club’s first 

‘home’ was established in March at Queen’s Restaurant, Queen’s Parade, Willesden Green but due to 

the ‘quick’ growth of the Club it was determined a move to a larger venue was required. The Club 

moved to Hurworth House (Morland Gardens, Stonebridge) for a few years (1946-49) but due to 

accommodation problems it was given up and they return to Willesden Green. They initially resume 

use of Queen’s Restaurant but quickly find Kings Hall Community Centre (Harlesden Road) and remain 

there for several years (1949-55). The Centre is the home of King’s Hall Association so the Club can 

ensure reduced fees, as members are encouraged to join the Association directly. The notion of 

reasonably priced fees is an ongoing feature of the Club’s ethos in part due to the borough’s 

demographics, but also due to no support from the Council: 

‘One result of this expanding membership is that the present annual adult subscription is 40s [£2] is 

only about a third higher than it was in 1946-47, although prices generally have more than doubled 

during these 25years. Some chess clubs, whose accommodation is provided on generous terms by their 

local authority manage on a small budget; but no financial support is received at Willesden from Brent 

Borough. Nevertheless the accommodation, which in Willesden is the headquarters of the Scout 

Movement, is not dear compared with that of other clubs, especially in central London, and is on the 

whole satisfactory.’ 

 
Scout House Strode Road (1960) Willesden’s venue from 1955-2012 



The Club’s relationship with Kings Hall is ended when, as the above indicates, they relocate after some 

circumspection to the Scout House (Strode Rode 1955-2012).  

Despite the challenges of securing a permanent home venue in the early years, the Club survived and 

went on to enjoy various successes in the London and Middlesex Leagues. Their maiden match in the 

Middlesex League (Division 2) was a 6-2 win against Hoover Ltd. They go on to play Brentham, Ealing, 

EMI, Greenford, Metropolitan, RAF, Ruislip, and Uxbridge, unfortunately they finish eighth in their 

debut season. However, the seeds are planted and as the Club grew and a permanent venue secured, 

the next decade sees them improve their position until they are to perform at a consistently high level. 

Their highest accolade to date is the sole time they were crowned Middlesex League Champions 

(1952-53): 

‘Congratulations are extended to Willesden on winning the championship for the first time having been 

in the Final Pool on several previous occasions.’ 

This success rounded off the numerous times they were either the winners (five) or runners-up (five) 

of the Eastern Zone (1947-68), thereby qualify for the final pool. 

Another event of note in the Club’s early years is the visit of Utrecht Chess Club (22nd and 23rd 

September 1947). Due to the war in order to promote harmony amongst the countries of Europe the 

notion of ‘town twinning’ is introduced. The idea is to create ties and friendships between the towns 

of different countries, thereby promoting better understanding between its people; in 1944 Willesden 

had twinned with the Dutch town of Utrecht. Since the twinning the two had competed in several 

sports but had never done so in chess until the outset of the 1947-48 cycle. The chess-players of 

Utrecht were first treated to a simultaneous exhibition by A. Hirsch, Willesden’s master class player; 

this was followed by a chess match between the respective clubs. Unfortunately for Willesden they 

lost heavily, 1-6 (Willesden’s team: J. Negus, H. Cohn, C. Beaumont, Mrs Dixon, T. Cannell, Miss Craker 

and W. Flaxman).  

 
Brent Magazine March 2009 

There is no evidence of regular matches, or any 
match played between the two clubs after this 
initial contact. 
 
Until recently (2016) the Club held a Junior 
Congress showing their ongoing commitment to 
developing junior talent in the borough. It must 
be noted that the 1952-53 Middlesex League 
success was only achieved by the combination of 
youth and experience; the Club’s youth was 
provided by a few of England’s leading boys, 
Julian Farrand, Thomas Landry, and Michael 
Lipton. Although the competition is in abeyance 
the club is no less committed to junior chess as 
they still run a junior session at the beginning of 
their meetings, with Dominic Foord and Peter 
Batchelor being the latest success stories. It is 
intended that the independently run Brent 
Schools Chess League (established 2013) will 
come under their purview, to extend junior 
portfolio.  



When the Scouts sold the Scout House the Club were forced to seek a new venue. They were able to 

move nearby to Willesden Working Mens Club (WWMC) Villiers Road)) for a several years (2012-20) 

before enforced closure due to COVID-19 and the restructuring of the WWMC meant they had to find 

another new home. At times the prospects of resuming looked bleak that is until the old Brent Archives 

now a community library (Cricklewood Community Library) welcomed the Club with open arms; they 

were a venue wanting to run a chess club and W&B were a chess club without a venue, so it was a 

match made in heaven. It is hoped that it is the beginning of a long relationship as both can support 

the other and in turn grow. 

When trying to deal with the history of pastimes it will prove impossible to account for the early 

trendsetters who formed the embryonic clubs and societies. One primary reason is that many took 

part in it for its social value only so did not establish any formal clubs or societies. Another is often 

that even when clubs/societies formed there is no information available to review as papers were not 

retained or thought important enough to do so. Thus, it is always hoped that all levels of chess 

organisations have some record of their chess doings. This survey of chess in Brent thus far has 

covered formal chess clubs, however, it transpires there was a competition that ran independently of 

the existing chess clubs during the 1950s and 1960s, namely, the Willesden Chess League (1956-67). 

The scant information available suggests that it was initiated by Willesden Youth Services as they were 

aware several schools have chess clubs/societies and had been informally playing against each other. 

It has been found that some of the schools in and around Willesden who participated are, John Lyon, 

Kilburn Grammar, St. Marylebone Grammar, and Willesden County School some at both junior and 

senior level. This competition has been revived in spirit by the Brent Schools Chess League. What the 

Willesden Chess League’s relationship to the Middlesex School’s Chess League has yet to be 

determined, it is hoped the Middlesex’s archivist will include in their work on the Association. 

All told, it is wrong to think that Brent is a “No-Man’s Land” with respect to the Royal Game, 

irrespective of whether one considers it pre- or post-1965. Due to the activity in Harlesden, Wembley 

and Willesden districts, chess has been pretty much continuous in the area since 1889, if the author 

is gracious it would be from January 1889 after the Sudbury vs. Harrow encounter. The only real 

absence of chess in the area being 1890 to 1903. It could even be argued that 1946-54 is a ‘Golden 

Age’ as both Wembley and Willesden had functioning clubs with the pair finishing first and second in 

the final pool of the 1952-53 cycle – 1905 to 1910 is a close second as Harlesden and Wembley had 

functioning clubs but questions must be asked whether Wembley was really a club and how ‘open’ it 

was? It would have been interesting had the two clubs considered merging during the 1950s, 

considering Wembley was on the decline and Willesden was growing, as it would have been an act 

anticipating the creation of Brent. Had they done so a more centralised venue would have been 

established allowing increased membership for both clubs AND making travel for locals significantly 

easier, thus addressing the concerns of the lack of ‘social intercourse’ espoused by the 1921 

correspondent. It is hoped W&B’s current Executive takes note, else Brent will be the ‘poor man’ in 

comparison with her near chess neighbours. Notwithstanding, it is safe to conclude that there was 

and still is a healthy regard for the Royal Game, even if there have been periods of inconsistency nor 

as widespread as it could be. It is hoped that the Royal Game will have as long a future in the area as 

its past! 

Before bringing this article to an end it is worth giving a brief explanation of other known clubs who 

were present in Brent, namely, S Smith & Sons (Motor Accessories) Ltd (1938-50, renamed Smiths of 

England Athletic Club in 1946, Cricklewood) and GEC Research ((1957 – ca.1965) renamed GEC Chess 

Club 1960, North Wembley). Some would consider Maccabi (1959, Kilburn), and Lud-Eagle (1954-57, 

Kilburn) as being part of Brent’s chess heritage, but as will be seen this is mistaken. 



In his A Quarter of a History of Willesden 1946-71 Valentine states:  

‘A local chess club tends nowadays to comprise two main groups of members. One group consists of 

older members with roots firmly established in the locality […] The other group consists of up-and-

coming teenagers, many of them preparing for university courses; these supply a continuous infusion 

of new blood, giving vitality and zest to a body that might grow flaccid and stale.’ 

If paraphrasing these sentiments, the same could be said of clubs, there are some who are firmly 

ensconced in an area and there are others whose stay is fleeting. Harlesden, Wembley, and Willesden, 

as demonstrated, all conform to the first group; although mistaken Maccabi and Lud-Eagle would have 

fallen into the second, with GEC Research and Smiths falling somewhere in between! 

Maccabi and Lud-Eagle were both based in Kilburn (NW6), Maccabi in Maccabi House (Compayne 

Road, 1959-60) and Lud-Eagle first in Czechoslovakia National House (West End Lane, 1954-55) then 

Broadhurst Hall (Broadhurst Gardens, 1955-57). Many consider Kilburn a Brent-based district 

however, it must be remembered that it is bisected by a thoroughfare (A5) thus it is shared between 

the boroughs of Brent and Camden. Even though the pair were based in Kilburn they must both be 

discarded for the purposes of this article as they fall into Camden's half (Hampstead) rather than 

Brent's! Evidence of established chess clubs in the Brondesbury, Kilburn, and Queen's Park areas of 

Kilburn has yet to be found. 

GEC Research ((1957 – ca.1965) renamed GEC Chess Club 1960) and Smith’s (1938-50, renamed Smiths 

of England Athletic Club in 1944) fall in between these two distinct groups because as industry-based 

clubs their stay in the area is dependent on the business strategy of their board of directors. It is also 

dependent on the wishes of an individual or individuals responsible for the chess club, namely, how 

long do they stay in a particular position in a company or with the company at all. Thus, when the 

industry or individuals relocates or there is a change of strategy this has an impact on the existence of 

a chess club.  

 
Smith’s (Cricklewood 1915) 



When considering Smiths their association with Brent begins in 1915 when they build a factory in 

Cricklewood. As intimated above being an industry their workers have a social club. With respect to 

chess, since they formerly affiliate to Middlesex in 1938 it is reasonable to conclude that at some stage 

a chess club was established, and its members wanted more competition. Unfortunately, their timing 

is poor as war prevents any opportunity for them to test their mettle. Although the company was still 

based in Cricklewood they end their affiliation with Middlesex in 1950. The reasons are unknown, but 

their team did struggle in the newly formed Middlesex League (1947-48) as they were playing many 

established clubs in the Eastern Zone (Athenaeum, Edgware, Hendon, Islington, Metropolitan, 

Muswell Hill, and Willesden). It is possible that they continued but limited itself to social play only.  

In GEC’s case their association with Brent begins in Wembley Chess Club’s maiden year (1921-22) 

when GEC Research Laboratories moved into North Wembley in 1922. Like other industries they 

provide social opportunities for their employees. In 1957 they affiliate to Middlesex under the 

company name, so obviously a chess club has been formed. They spend approximately a decade 

participating in the Middlesex League. The team first participate in the Western Zone for 1957-58 cycle 

and like many new teams’ struggle; they finish plum bottom with performance of +1 -7.  Playing teams 

of the calibre of Cedars, Eastcote, Greenford, Harrow, and Hayes means they were always going to 

find it difficult. They did fare better though in following cycles against the likes of EMI, Hillingdon, 

Kodak, and South Ruislip. Their best finish was 6th but this was still firmly in the bottom half of the 

table. Even though still based in Wembley its affiliation to Middlesex ceases in 1965, reasons unknown. 

The only criticism one can make of GEC and Smiths is that although both are based in Brent, like 

Wembley’s first incarnation, they would be considered as ‘closed’ clubs as each were employee 

orientated so neither could accept the application of Brent residents; had they been able to do so the 

‘Golden Age’ of chess in Brent would have stretched from 1922 to 1965 as a minimum of two clubs 

and a maximum of four operated in the borough! 

It is hoped this overview of chess in Brent has proven to be both entertaining and informative to the 

reader. Now that they are aware of the long tradition of chess in the area, your author makes this 

well-meaning invitation: 

‘…anyone possessing even an elementary knowledge of chess is invited to communicate with the hon. 

Secretary.’ 

As Crusader said, at the time the Willesden Chess Club formed:  

‘Those of experience will want to pit their skills against the club’s members and those new to the game 

should not be afraid to join as they can only improve by mixing with those of experience!’ 

©Anthony Fulton (Willesden & Brent Chess Club General Secretary, Southern Counties Chess Union 

Archivist, and author of The Southern Counties Chess Union – a retrospective). April 2022 

The author has made every effort to trace and contact all copyright holders. The author will be pleased 

to make good any omissions or rectify any mistakes brought to his attention at the earliest 

opportunity. 
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