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If you have been in the SCA more than a year, you are probably pretty familiar with the standard 
activities at SCA events - a tournament for the fighters , archery, and maybe some other martial 
activities, and an A&S competition or display.  If you don't do any of these things, or even if you do, 
there's a lot of down time at events.  While we all love talking to friends, sometimes we have guests, 
children, or ourselves to amuse, so why not learn to play some games?

A lot of  people fill the time at events with needlework, fiber arts, or musical pastimes, but if you're not 
inclined towards any of these, no worries!  There are all sorts of games that are fun to play, require 
minimal or no equipment, and are suitable for both 
adults and children.  There are games that are also very 
ancient, so it's not just Elizabethans that can play games.

The Elizabethans loved amusements, many of which are 
too illegal or violent for today's re-enactors.  Public 
pastimes like animal baiting are not ethical , but for 
those inclined to put on more formal entertainments at 
events, we've included some suggestions at the end of 
this handout.  

The games herein can be divided into several categories:  Board games, card games, dice games, and 
physical (active, running, or at least standing) games with and without extra equipment.  The rules for all 
these games can be found on-line through the magic of the internet - some links are included.

The Elizabethans played games all the time, and many, if not most, of them included gambling at some 
level, either as the point of the game, or as a sideline.  Everyone, from Queen Elizabeth on down, 
gambled on card games, and the animal-baiting arenas (which were attended by men only) were 

hotbeds of gambling, much like racetracks today.  For most 
people, the sums they bet were quite small, and when we 
play games with reproduction coins, we usually ante with a 
farthing (a quarter penny) to make our money last longer.
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We like to use reproduction coins rather than other kinds of 
tokes for our games, because it helps with the period feel - 
the coin purse that jingles pleasantly at the end of the evening 
(or feels unnervingly light!), the glitter of the coins in the 
candlelight, the weight of the coins in our hands...   it's fun, 

and a great way to be in persona, because you have a ready-made subject for conversation.

It is, of course, perfectly acceptable to use tokens.  Children tend to lose coins, and if we have found that 
when people only have a few coins, they want to hang on to them, instead of risking them on games of 
chance.

A lot of the game equipment can be bought 
easily - in addition to SCA merchants, a lot of 
museums now sell simple wooden toys.  Other 
games, like chess and backgammon, remain 
popular today, so boards are easily 
obtainable.  Look for wooden boards and 
pieces.  If you are handy, or know someone 
who is, you can make some of the equipment 
yourself - Laura has painted some custom 
game boards, and it's a great way to have a 
truly one of a kind game.

Board Games

Everyone knows about the ancient game of chess, but there are lots of other board games, including 
checkers (known as draughts, which was pronounced "drafts"), which can be played on a chess board, 
backgammon and dominoes, which are widely available today, and older games like Tablero, Nine Man's 
Morris, Gluckhaus, Goose, and others with specialized boards.  One very 
fun game that children enjoy is Shove Groat.

Shove Groat
You will need a long rectangular board about 2'x1' that is smooth, with a 
raised border around the edge.  Mark at least twelve lines out on it, with 
wider spaces at each end, like this:

The lines do not need to be even, just with enough space in between each 
one for a round coin or checkers piece to fit.  
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To play the longer version of the game, each player takes turns shoving 
their chosen coin flat down the board, trying to get it in between each 
line, indicating which lines they have already managed to get (either with 
a chalk mark, or by placing a marker by that  line).  The first player to hit all the spaces wins the other 
player's coin.

The short version involves a bet of the coin on one single space that both players agree on beforehand.  
The first player to hit that space wins the other player's coin.

This game is great for children to play with buttons or some other non-monetary token.  Every time we 
have brought our board to an event, children have begged to play for hours.  It's a great way to keep 
them quiet during court!

Board games are usually pretty easy to tuck into a bag or carry along, and can be brought out in a dull 
moment - they're a great way to get acquainted!

   

Card Games

The favourite card game of the Elizabethans was Primero, which is a little bit like poker.  A simpler game 
is Putt, which resembles whist, or gin.  The nice thing about using a period card deck (widely available 
from museums and re-enactor merchants is that you can play almost any game and look period - no 
gambling required.

Dice Games

Dice games are ancient - one of the oldest game formats, where the earliest dice were simply animal  
knucklebones that were counted based on which side they landed.  Older dice can be made of bone, 
wood, or ivory, and some time after the introduction of lead shot in 
guns, soldiers hammered spare shot into crude dice to while away long 
hours on campaign.  Dice are a working class game, so lower class 
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personas can expand their repetoire of fun games without going out of character, and noble personas 
can play at "slumming".  Six sided dice have been found in Roman and Celtic archaeological sites, so 
really, any persona at any point in the SCA timeline could play.  It is the universal game.  And yet, very 
few SCA people play with just dice, even though they are an essential component of most board games.

Odds are good (!) that most period dice games involved gambling of some sort, so naturally, the 
Elizabethans were mad for dice, and played a large number of games.  The most popular game was 
Hazzard, but Passe Dix (Pass-the-Dice), Raffle, and Novem-Cinque were played... a lot.  Any time an 
Elizabethan could bet on the outcome of something, he did so.  All you need is a pair of dice and you can 
play for hours - all the way though Court, even!

There are lots of links on the web for games, and several good game books; they are listed in the 
resource list at the end of the handout.

Physical games

First, just for the history, let us talk about some games that the Elizabethans liked to play that you 
should probably avoid.

(The authors are not responsible should you attempt to play these games, and get hurt.  We 
recommend that you don't try this at home.)

Box About:  Probably the least violent of all the games, this game is played when one person punches 
the person next to them as hard as they can, declaring "Box about!".  The punched person must then 
punch another in the group, and so on, until everyone except the person who started has been punched 
(you are not allowed to punch this person, not that that has stopped many participants).  This means the 
last person doesn't get to punch anyone, so you don't want to be the last person.

Dun Is In The Mare:  Two people (usually young men) get the largest, heaviest, wettest logs they can pull 
out of the nearest bog, and take turns dropping them on each others' feet until something breaks or one 
person gives in.

Cudgels:  Two people (again, usually young men) get large, heavy, knobbly sticks, and beat each other 
about the head and shoulders until one of them passes out, or gives in.  Hob nails may be driven into the 
sticks for better effect.

Shin Kicking: Two - you guessed it - young men (there must be a girl nearby they're trying to impress) 
hold each other at arm's length and kick each other in the shins until they fall over.  The girl will go home 
with the Tailor's son.

Aren't you glad your kids play video games instead?  
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(We're pretty sure there must have been a preacher denouncing games from the pulpit back then, too.)

Fun Safe Active Games You and Your Children Will Want to Play

Active games that involve gentle play and running around are great for children (and adults) that need 
to burn off steam throughout the day - but they do require space and a setting where noise is not a 
problem, so they should be reserved for outdoor events where shouting and laughing will not disturb 
other people.   

Many of the games children play today are suitable for persona play; Hide and Seek, Blind Man's Buff, 
Prisoner's Base (called "Bases"), and Red Rover, to name a few.  Catch (or "It") is always fun.  Sardines 
(one person hides, everyone looks for them, and as they find the original hider, hide with them until 
the last person discovers them all - it can get quite squished), Piggy in the Middle, Simon Says, or any 
number of group games have their start in Medieval children's games.  These games can be played 
anywhere there is space.  One game that is fun for adults is called Barley Break:

Barley Break

Six people, in three couples (if adults, male/female couples) line up about ten feet apart from each 
other, so that one set of couples is in the middle.  One end couple calls "Barley!" and then the other 
end couple calls "Break!", and the four people on the end must switch places without the couple in the 
middle catching one of them.  Each time a person is caught, they switch places with their counterpart 
in the middle couple (girl switches with girl, by with boy), and play continues until everyone is tired or 
bored.  For Elizabethan adults, this was a fun mild flirting game, where one had permission to "catch" a 
member of the opposite sex.

Some games require a small amount of equipment, that can either be purchased, or made.  If 
purchasing equipment, look for wooden sets - you can always paint them bright colours to distinguish 
them as yours.
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Shuttlecock:  This game, played with 
wooden paddles and a feather "shuttle" 
(like a badminton birdie), can incorporate 
as many people as you have paddles.  We 
have played this with up to ten people, 
sometimes with bread boards or plates as 
makeshift paddles.  It is a fun game for 
children, and helps build coordination in a 
very low pressure setting, since most of us 

can't keep the shuttle in the air for more than three hits.

Bowls, or Bocce:  Most people are familiar with this game, and it is still played today.  In England it is 
still called Bowls, though in the US it is more commonly known as Bocce.  It is played with two to four 
people, and is a low-impact game, though more enthusiastic players can jazz up the game by playing 
over rough terrain.
Croquet:  A modified version of this, called Pell-Mell, has been played since the Middle Ages.  The 
original was sometimes played with sticks to hit instead of hoops.

Quoits:  This game is basically like Horseshoes, but uses rope rings instead of horseshoes.  This is a very 
simple game to make, and is a great favourite among children.

Stoolball:  This is rounders, or softball, played with a straight bat and a small wooden ball.

Skittles, or Ten-Pins:  Bowling, by any other name.  The pins can range in size from tabletop models, 
with a very small wooden ball, to large sets almost the size of modern bowling pins.  The ball tends to be 
smaller, and it about the size of a tennis ball for large sets.

Goff, or Coff:  The precursor to Golf, this game 
was played with hockey stick-like mallets, and a 
wooden ball about the size of a billiard ball.  
Instead of holes, players agreed on a particular 
point to hit (often wagering on the outcome), and 
games could range over several miles, with any 
number of players.
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Camp-Ball:  A simple rugby- like game played with a 
leather ball stuffed with horsehair or straw.  The 
rules are flexible, the only point being to get the ball in 
your opponent's goal.  This is a great game to get the 
men playing, as it is full contact if all players agree.

There are also lots of period toys and games that 
children can play on their own:  Marbles, hoops, cup 
and ball, flying kites, skipping rope, hobby horse, 
dolls, spinning tops, and others.  All will keep them 
amused, but be sure to pick a toy with a skill level 
appropriate to them, or they will become bored quickly.

                              

Formal Entertainments:
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While we would never condone real animal baiting, we have had 
several successful bear and dog fights, with one person dressing in a 
bear costume with two large pillows, and two to three other people 
with small pillows as the dogs.  The participants hit each other with the 
pillows, one hit from the "bear" being enough to disable a dog, three 
from the "dogs" enough to disable the bear (or whatever everyone 
agreed on).  This is always very funny to watch.  More formally, we built 
a cock-fighting ring for an SCA event, and built felt cock hand puppets to 
put on what was basically a puppet show, with only the puppeteers 
knowing the outcome of each fight.  When you have a good announcer, 
and you set things up ahead of time so that people know to come and 
watch, this can be very entertaining.  We even had a "bull" fight once, 
but the bull got loose...

Alternatively, it is always possible to put on a play.  Plays were hugely popular in Elizabethan times.  
Things to keep in mind are scheduling your time, allowing enough lead time for rehearsals, and making 
sure the play is decent.  Most people prefer comedies to drama.  Keep in mind that amateur theatricals 
were the thing for rich people, and often, very aristocratic people participated in these lays, called 
Masques.  As such, it can be quite fun to pull together a bunch of people relied upon to be funny, and 
hand them scripts to read and act out for the amusement of the crowd.  We have participated in several 
such improvised performances, and they work out well, as long as one person has arranged all the 
scripts, the costumes, and the main parts of the action ahead of time.  These kinds of performances can 
be a disaster if not properly managed, where the players have a lovely time, but the audience is bored 
out of their minds.  If you plan something like this, make sure someone capable is in charge.

Resources for Games:
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The Merry Gamester, or Games Through The Ages, Walter Nelson, 1996, self-published.  Available in pdf 
format at  http://walternelson.com/historia/2006/09/the_merry_gamester_online.html 

Daily Life in Elizabethan England, Jeffrey L. Singman, Greenwood Press, 1995.

http://www.gamecabinet.com/deeperDrawers/Traditional.html - A web site of traditional games.

http://www2.nau.edu/~wew/Tattershall-tb/cards.html - The rules for many Elizabethan card games.

http://jducoeur.org/game-hist/game-rules.html - Another web site of game rules.
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