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o gentleman, said Oscar Wilde, ever takes
exercise. This is about the only tenet of
gentlemanliness that I have been able to
master, but I make an exception for
backgammon – it’s one of the few sports in
which participants may smoke cigars and drink brandy.
The reason for backgammon’s unhealthy hold on
me is that it extends the offer of the magical moment
of possibility (readers of Alan Clark’s diaries will
recall the acronym ACHAB – anything can
happen at backgammon). During a game, this
moment is replayed with every shake, rattle
and roll of the dice. I have won the occasional
tournament. And, on occasion, I’ve lost
enough money to make me feel physically
sick. But I’ve been playing long enough
to know that I like a superior set.
I picked up the game in the 1970s as
a child, ﬂying as an unaccompanied
minor from Heathrow, and learning
the rules during the ﬂight. I beat my
instructor (a precocious American
child) and, on arrival, I pestered my
aunt to buy me a backgammon
board: a confection of café au lait
leatherette, brown velveteen and
cream and mocha points.
Later on, I graduated to a handsome
green suede set, bought for me by my
wife, and then I indulged myself with a
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MONOPOLY
GEOFFREY PARKER

From Trivial Pursuit to
Scrabble, the craftsmen
at Geoffrey Parker turn
classic board games into
luxurious works of art.
Buy from a select range,
or commission your
own design.
£8,325; 01799 599100;
geoffreyparker.com

POKER
ASPINAL OF LONDON

Hand-bound in red lizard
Italian calf skin, this
classic poker set of 100
chips and playing cards is
fully lined in soft, cream
suede. It comes in a range
of skins and colours,
including brown crocodile.
£395; 0845 052 6900;
aspinaloﬂondon.com

DUO BOARDS
WILLIAM & SON

These fun duo boards,
including snakes &
ladders and ludo, are
handcrafted in the UK
and can be customised to
suit: choose a colour and
have yours stamped with
initials, a logo, or even a
family crest.
From £675; 020 7493 8385;
williamandson.com
PERUDO
PICKETT

Whether the recipient is
eight or 80, this brilliantly
bright Perudo set in
grained tunstall will be a
winner with whoever
unwraps it. Is there a
more glamorous way to
play “liars dice”?
£299; 020 7493 8939;
pickett.co.uk

CHESS
PURLING

Hand-painted by a select
group of contemporary
artists, these chess sets add
a modern twist to a classic
game. This beautiful set by
Tahnee Lonsdale has a
Jackson Pollock vibe.
£2,000; available at
Debut Contemporary Art
Gallery; 020 7221 1651;
debutcontemporary.com

1999 BOLLINGER R.D. MAGNUM
Bollinger at its best – a magnum of its innovative
R.D, reserved for those vintages with the
greatest potential for longevity. This luminous
gold 1999 has complex depths, with notes of
cashew nuts and honey, paired with brioche
and hazelnut richness. £286

2010 CORTONCHARLEMAGNE
GR AND CRU
DOMAINE
BONNEAU DU
MARTR AY

Flinty and not
too oaky, with
notes of green
apples, this is a
lovely complex
Chardonnay
straight from
Charlemagne’s
own vineyards.
£95

tournament-sized Geoffrey Parker set built to my
speciﬁcations. I was toying with bidding for Mark
Birley’s backgammon set when it came up for auction
at Sotheby’s; he had the tapestry playing surface ﬁtted
into an Hermès set so that he was not disturbed by the
noise of dice. In the end I decided against it. I had
played on that set many times and, as a fellow joueur
put it to me, having lost enough money on it already,
he was not inclined to spend any more acquiring a
ﬁeld of battle on which he had been defeated.
Nevertheless, there is no denying that for me at
least the playing surface makes a difference; I may
not play any better, but it improves my experience,
taking pleasure in its craftsmanship. And now
having seen Alexandra Llewellyn’s backgammon
sets (see right), I realise that what’s been
missing from my life is one of her
backgammon tables – a piece of furniture
that is always set up and ready to play. I am
sure that even Oscar would not object to
taking a little gentle exercise on such a
beautiful piece of furniture.
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From fine pheasant feathers to saucy
Victorian nudes, backgammon
enthusiast and artist Alexandra
Llewellyn paints curious motifs
on handworked wood
backgammon sets and tables.
Boards £2,100; 20 7183
1058; alexandralldesign.com

