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FEATURE

I      t’s not surprising that chess has 
attracted the attention of makers of 
toy soldiers and model figures. At 
its heart, chess is the embodiment 

of military and political strategy and 
tactics. So what better way to symbol-
ize the chess pieces than to portray 
them as historical subjects?

The Napoleonic Wars, American 
Revolutionary War and American Civil 
War have offered fertile ground for the 
creative minds of chess set design-
ers such as the Franklin Mint, among 
others.

LITTLE LEAD SOLDIERS
Enter Peter Davis, a good friend of 
mine, whose company is Little Lead 
Soldiers Ltd. I came to know him in 

Chess Gambit Into Toy Soldiers
James H. Hillestad tells the story of how the game of chess made its way into the 
world of toy soldiers with a Hollywood twist

“Alice in Wonderland” chess pieces pro-
duced by Peter Davis.

Battle of Waterloo chess pieces.
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James Bond (Timothy Dalton) takes aim across a diorama to confront evil 
arms dealer Brad Whitaker (Joe Don Baker) in the climactic scene from 
“The Living Daylights.”

Little Lead Soldiers’ chess pieces include a Robin Hood-themed 
group.

Peter Davis of Little Lead Soldiers (left) with 
actor Desmond Llewelyn, who played Q in 
“The Living Daylights” and other Bond films.

“Excalibur” King Arthur chess pieces.

FEATURE

Chess pieces inspired by silent movie stars and made by Peter Davis.

“MORE THAN 10,000 
FIGURES WERE ‘BENT 
TO SHAPE,’ HAND-
PAINTED TO EXACT-
ING SPECIFICATIONS 
— AND THEN BLOWN 
UP WITH THE MOVIE’S 
VILLAIN!”

the 1980s, when he lived in Cam-
bridge, England.

Peter is an accomplished sculptor 
and fine artist. After buying the molds 
of Greenwood & Ball, he and his son, 
Jason, produced handsome boxed 
sets of 25-mm figures and custom-
made dioramas.

Little Lead Soldiers were sold in 

70-72_TS229_CHESS.indd   71 10/18/17   4:52 PM



TOY SOLDIER & MODEL FIGURE72

FEATURE

 ABOUT THE WRITER

James H. Hillestad is 
the proprietor of The Toy 

Soldier Museum and shop in 
Cresco, Pa., USA. 

GREENWOOD & BALL, LONDON (1936-1966)

John Greenwood and Kathleen Ball were well-known and highly-regarded for their 25-mm figures used in historical 
dioramas. Museums around the world have Greenwood & Ball military miniatures on display.

The British duo also crafted 54-mm figures. They are noteworthy for their distinctive, stylized form.
Greenwood’s method of working was, for those days, revolutionary. He cast in a metal of such pliability as to allow 

arms, legs and heads to be positioned in lifelike animation. This was a great advance compared to the rigidity of other 
contemporary models.

—James H. Hillestad

An ARW Battle of Yorktown diorama is brought to life by 25-mm 
figures from Greenwood & Ball.

Examples of 54-mm figures by Greenwood & Ball depicting Brit-
ish soldiers of the Gordon Highlanders, Scots Guards and Black 
Watch (from left).

Harrods and Hamleys in London. The 
brand became immensely popular 
with tourists and wargamers alike.

LIVING DAYLIGHTS
Peter’s figures caught the attention of 
Pinewood Studio in England. Many of 
his military miniatures were recruited 
to serve as a focal point of the 1987 
James Bond movie “The Living Day-
lights,” starring Timothy Dalton as 
secret agent 007.

The film’s final apocalyptic scene 
was filmed in Malcolm Forbes’ villa in 
Tangier, Morocco. The multimillion-
aire publisher, as is well known, was 
a passionate collector of toy soldiers 
and welcomed being involved.

Four 8-by 4-foot billiard tables 
were arrayed with battle dioramas of 
Gettysburg, Waterloo, Agincourt and 
the Afghan Frontier. More than 10,000 
figures were “bent to shape,” hand-
painted to exacting specifications — 
and then blown up with the movie’s 
villain!

DESIGNS BY DAVIS
Peter is the quintessential eclectic. 

Peter Pan-themed chess pieces.

He broadened his horizons beyond 
military subjects and began sculpting 
his own figures.

Peter created figures of the musi-
cal world, including the Beatles, Elton 
John and Elvis Presley. In addition, he 
produced portrayals of literary and 
movie legends such as Marilyn Mon-
roe, Laurel and Hardy, and Sherlock 
Holmes.

Branching out into a series of 
resin-cast chess figures seemed a 
natural progression. Pictured here a 
few examples of his chess set inspira-

tions ranging from Robin Hood and 
Peter Pan to “Alice in Wonderland” 
and silent film stars.

Peter and his wife, Ann, now live in 
Normandy, France. He continues to 
offer a wide range of figures. n

70-72_TS229_CHESS.indd   72 10/18/17   4:52 PM


