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Book review 
 

John Brown / The forgotten chess composer? by Brian Gosling, September 2011, xiii + 209 pp paperback, 

ISBN 978-1848767-294. 

 

Being now only occasionally active in chess matters, I do not intend to use this web site as a platform for regular 

reviews, but I have myself written about the subject of this book and I feel I have a duty to say something when 

somebody else does the same. 

 

John Brown (1827-1863), who published his problems as “J. B. of Bridport”, was one of the outstanding chess 

problem composers of the nineteenth century.  He died sadly young, of tuberculosis, and his admirers published 

a collection of his problems under the title Chess Strategy (1865) in the hope of raising money for his widow and 

family.  (I fear that 200 copies at five shillings each will not have raised a great deal even if all were sold, but it 

may be that some of his wealthier admirers discreetly paid more than the list price.)  Having become myself an 

admirer of his problems, I gave a talk about them to the British Chess Problem Society in 1990, and now Brian 

Gosling has taken up the torch. 

 

Until now, J. B.’s life has been something of a mystery.  There is no entry for him in the first edition (1984) of 

The Oxford Companion to Chess, and the entry in the second edition (1992) says only that his father was 

apparently the proprietor of a private school where he himself may have taught.  I was therefore very surprised to 

read that the research of Brian and his colleagues had showed no evidence of this, and that the truth appears to 

have been quite different.  (It was not like David Hooper and Ken Whyld, which in this case almost certainly 

meant David, to make statements without good reason, though like everyone else they were occasionally let 

down by errors in their sources – I myself gave them some information about Auguste d’Orville, in good faith 

and with details of my source, which has since been shown to have been quite false – but unless the relevant 

papers were preserved in Ken’s library, now in the Swiss Museum of Games, we shall never know on what they 

relied.)  As to what the true facts were, I will let you read the book.  Brian and his colleagues have made an 

extensive investigation both of J. B. himself and of his forbears, background, and immediate descendants, and 

the book is well worth buying for this alone. 

 

And the problems?  The book contains fifty of them, and my immediate reaction was that this was too many.   

The composer of chess problems – which, in truth, means the discoverer of sound chess problems – works in a 

very inflexible medium, and for every gem where everything comes out perfectly there are all too many others 

where something doesn’t quite go and some part of the problem fails to match the elegance of the rest.             

To add these not-quites to the real gems doesn’t strengthen a selection, it weakens it, and it creates the risk that 

the reader will hit on them first, will be less than wholly thrilled, and will give up before he comes across the 

really good ones.  But having worked through Brain’s fifty, I find that although I would certainly have left out a 

few I would not have left out all that many.  In my 1990 talk, which Brian is kind enough to reprint as an 

appendix, practicalities of time and space limited me to 25 examples, and because I was talking to problem 

specialists and giving a critical appreciation I thought it necessary to include a few weaker ones to round out the 

picture.  Brian gives quite a few gems which I might well have included in their place. 

 

As for an example, you will find one of his classic two-movers in “In praise of old problems” elsewhere on this 

site, but the two-movers formed only a small proportion of his output and he is remembered primarily as a 

composer of lightweight and elegant three-movers.  Here is one that I did not include in my 1990 talk. 

   

  wdwdwdwd 
  dwdwdpdw 
  wdwdwdwd 
  dpdBdRdw 
  wGwdwdwd 
  dwdwiwdw 
  wdKdwdwd 
  dwdwdwdw 

  White to play and mate in three 
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  wdwdwdwd 
  dwdwdpdw 
  wdwdwdwd 
  dpdBdRdw 
  wGwdwdwd 
  dwdwiwdw 
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  dwdwdwdw 

  White to play and mate in three 

 

The key is 1 Rf6, making no threat, and Black has two moves.  If he plays 1...Kd4, White plays 2 Bf3, again 

making no threat, with mates by the dark-square bishop after 2...Ke5 3 Bc3 and 2...Ke3 3 Bc5 (the latter line 

explaining why the other bishop went to f3 on the second move) and by the rook after 2...Kc4 3 Rf4.  If instead 

Black plays 1...Ke2, White plays 2 Bd2 yet again making no threat, but Black must move his pawn, 2...b4, and 

this allows White’s light-squared bishop to mate:  3 Bc4.  None of White’s moves prior to the mates has checked 

the Black king nor even made a threat, but each of White’s three pieces has given at least one mate, and the 

Black king has been mated on four different squares.  It is a world quite different from that of most more recent 

three-movers, where the play is directly attacking and all the variation occurs at Black’s first move:  White’s first 

move makes a threat, Black has various parries each of which weakens him in some way, and White plays check 

and mate to take advantage.  Here, White makes a waiting move at every stage, and one of his second moves 

allows Black no fewer than three replies. 

 

That’s enough for a taster;  now go out and buy the book.  It is available from your local bookshop at £10, or 

direct from the publishers, Troubador Publishing Ltd, 9 Priory Business Park, Wistow Road, Kibworth 

Beauchamp, Leicester LE8 0RX, www.troubadour.co.uk, at the same price plus the mailing costs (currently 

£1.80 to an address in the UK).  There is apparently also an “ebook” version, which I have not seen, at £5.99, 

but I much prefer reading a book to looking at a computer screen, and an extra £4 or so seems a small premium 

to pay for getting a properly bound book with an attractive cover. 

 

JDB, 1 October 2011. 

 


