
 

1 

 

Traditional Games of Newfoundland and Labrador 

 

By Robin McGrath 

 

 

Summary 

 

Unlike sports, traditional games can be competitive but don’t always involve physical skill or 

accomplishment. Simple pleasure distinguishes traditional games from organized sports, where 

winning rather than playing is the goal. Sports require special courts, fields or arenas, while 

games can be played almost anywhere.  

 Games aid physical development and dexterity; teach children to solve problems 

individually and collectively; promote cooperation and competition; and divert and entertain. 

Through games, children learn skills they will need when they are adults. Games like Shinny 

develop muscles and improve balance and aim, attributes necessary for everything from 

shovelling snow to driving a car, but they also function as legislatures and courts of law.  As 

children determine what rules they are going to play by, and with whom, they are exploring the 

value of effective rules. The primary objective could be settling a feud, testing a friendship, or 

establishing boundaries. Games allow children to play roles, live imaginatively, develop ideas, 

find solutions, think independently and foster creativity.   

 In Newfoundland and Labrador, there are living traditions of games from European 

Settlers, Innu, and Inuit. Mi’kmaw games have not yet been documented. Some European games 

such as Piddly have survived in the new world longer than they have in their countries of origin 

but have evolved differently  

 The games tradition among the cultural groups have similarities but there are also 

differences. European games emphasize rules, gender roles, and age appropriateness.  Inuit 

games are physically competitive, demanding strength, agility and endurance of pain.  Innu 

games veer towards useful skills, but less practical games have conjuring or predictive functions. 

Many games reflect historic events of which their players are not aware. 

 Only broad generalities can be drawn from a quick survey of the hundreds of games that 

were once common in the province but they raise the question of how one can preserve or 

promote the various cultural traditions in the face of rapid decline.  If the games are documented, 

organized and encouraged, their nature changes and becomes something different. Nevertheless, 

it is worth preserving the history and memory of these traditional games, through interviews with 

people who remember them, and a survey of already existing literature as games embody the 

unwritten history of our cultures.  

 



 

2 

 

Defining Traditional Games 

 

There is a tendency to call all things that children do for fun “games,” but traditional games are 

distinct from sports, toys, and play.  A doll is a toy, and playing with dolls is traditional, but there 

are no rules for playing with dolls so it is not a game.  A sport has rules and it is competitive, so 

playing with dolls is not a sport either.  

 Games can be competitive, but they don’t always involve physical skill or 

accomplishment. The distinction between a game and a sport is evident if one looks at hockey 

and shinny.  Hockey has rules that are clearly written down and disseminated, a specified 

number of players, scores that are recorded, a defined time limit for play and a clearly identified 

winner. Shinny, also called street hockey, can be played on ice or tarmac, wearing skates or 

shoes, using a ball or puck, with or without clearly defined goal posts, engaging a fluid number 

of players of various ages and either gender, and score may or may not be kept.  Hockey is a 

sport, while shinny is a game. 

 According to R.C. Bell, “for most people the permanent fascination of games lies simply 

in the pure joy of playing.” (Bell, p. 13)  It is this intangible pleasure that distinguishes 

traditional games from organized sports where winning rather than playing is the goal.   

 Dorothy Mesher, describing ball games that Inuit and Innu children played in her youth, 

gives a very accurate description of what is clearly a game rather than a sport: “Someone would 

make a tight ball of dried moss and then wrap that in an old rag which one of the girls would 

sew, with sinew, very tightly.  Then two teams of children would each try to hold onto the ball, 

pass it to their own team members, and prevent the other team from intercepting it.  It was not a 

competitive game in the sense that there was no goal and no score kept.  We simply had a real 

good time playing, each team trying to hang onto the ball as long as they possibly could.  It was a 

very strenuous activity and it was sure a lot of fun.  This game would go on for a very long time.  

We didn’t call it anything except just ‘playing ball.’ Probably twenty of thirty kids would play at 

once.” (Mesher, p. 35) 

 Sports teams are usually divided according to players’ age, size, sex, and skill, while 

anyone can play traditional games.  The participants may be from four to fourteen or older, boys 

and girls can play together, and a child with a handicap or natural clumsiness is chosen last but is 

still chosen.  Game teams are indiscriminative.  

 According to folklorists Mary and Herbert Knapp, the distinguishing characteristic of a 

traditional folk game is that although games have rules, those rules are not written down.  

Nobody knows exactly what they are.” (Knapp, p. 17)   

 The ambiguity about the rules of traditional games becomes obvious in the word files 

related to games for the Dictionary of Newfoundland English.  The descriptions of how exactly 

you play games such as Tin Tacks or Piddly or Hoist Your Sails and Run are often unclear, 

contradictory, or incomplete. (See Power) It would appear that the informants don’t actually 

know how they played these games, or have forgotten. 



 

3 

 

 In fact, the vague descriptions of the rules for these folk games are a reflection of the 

reality that there were and are no hard and fast rules for them.  The rules change from place to 

place, from one occasion to the next.  For example, Ernest Ledwell’s description of how you end 

a game of Piddly is typical: “You keep going until there is a clear winner, or you reach an 

agreed-upon number of points such as 120 accumulated snig-lengths, or everyone had had a turn 

at the gooster, or it gets late and you have to go home” (Portugal Cove-St. Philip’s Heritage 

Society). The rules are determined by the participants at the time the game is launched, and even 

during the course of the game they can morph and change.  It is the process of determining the 

shifting rules that is at the heart of the traditional game. 

 Another element that distinguishes sports or formalized games from folk games is, as the 

Knapps observe, “Folk games have no official courts or special fields.  They are played in places 

not designed for games at all” (Knapp, p. 55).  Nix Wadden recalls that as a boy, he and his 

friends would “play catch on the sidewalks and on the street when we could get away with it.  

Though street traffic was light, it could be troublesome” (Wadden p. 37).  The games sometimes 

reflect the places they are played.  Many Inuit games, for example, are played with three of four 

limbs anchored to the floor, requiring dexterity and strength but restricting momentum, so the 

player can’t launch himself through the walls of a snow house or tent. 

 

The Importance of Games and Play 

 

The importance of games and play to childhood development has probably always been obvious 

to thoughtful parents and teachers, but only with the introduction of child labour laws after the 

Industrial Revolution has it been widely recognized.  Games aid physical development and 

dexterity, they teach children to solve problems individually and collectively, they promote 

cooperation as well as competition, and they divert and entertain.  Whether children are making 

puppets of their socks or directing the route of a toy boat with a stick, they are learning skills that 

will be needed when they are adult. Hopscotch and shinny develop muscles and improve balance 

and aim, attributes necessary for everything from shovelling snow to driving a car.   

 Folklorists, however, go further and argue that games function as legislatures and courts 

of law.  As children (and sometimes adults) determine what rules they are going to play by, and 

with whom, “they are exploring how necessary rules are, how they are made, and what degree of 

consensus is needed to make them effective.” (Knapps, 17)  The actual game is not always or 

only the primary objective. It could be that favouring or rejecting a, participant, settling a feud, 

testing a friendship or testing a property boundary is the unstated but real objective. These 

objectives may be reached during the process of choosing sides, even before the game itself has 

begun. 

 To ensure fairness, games are often preceded by a “locking-out” ceremony or a game to 

start a game, such as the flip of a coin, which determines who can play or who will begin. First 

up might be determined by Rock-Paper-Scissors, a button or chess piece held behind the back, a 

roll of the dice or any other random competition.  Games to start a game ensure that the 



 

4 

 

advantage gained by being first to start is determined randomly.  In Newfoundland, as elsewhere, 

first up in Piddly or Baseball is often determined by a process in which the participants each put 

a fist around the bat or stick, working upward, until the last one to grasp the bat is able to swing 

it three times around his or her head.  If the hold is so tenuous that the bat falls, the process is 

repeated until someone is successful. Such ceremonies are as much a part of the game as the 

game itself. 

 In the game of Tips, which is similar to softball but played with a flat fence picket with a 

handle carved like a cricket bat, a sponge ball or tennis ball is used to actually hit the batter 

before she gets to home base. (Kelly) If the game was delayed because of arguments or 

skylarking, the “obligatory chant” ‘Tips are called for, must be given  “sounded a gentle warning 

if the pitcher was too slow in going about his or her task.”(Wadden, p. 38) 

 

 

Games as Theatre 

 

While there is a tendency to see the benefits of play as building physical strength and skills, of 

equal value is the way games allow children to role play, live imaginatively, develop new ideas, 

find solutions to problems, think independently and foster their creativity. Let’s Pretend, or Dress 

Up are, in effect, spontaneous theatre.  A child challenging the Monster, or threatening the 

Mother, in a game of Mother and Monster may be acting out feelings about a parent, a teacher, 

an older or bigger child, a bully. The child may be Monster one minute, and Mother the next. 

 Many Ring Games involving children choosing a partner or kissing are mimicking the 

courting rituals they see older children or adults involved in.  War games such as King of the Hill 

or Red Rover or Hoist Your Sails and Run echo the hostilities they observe in the adult world. In 

Mother May I, or Red Light, the leader is a tyrant to be obeyed, but also to be outwitted and 

tricked without being caught. It plays out the slow move towards adulthood and independence 

that all children eventually have to face. 

 Some games literally are plays.  Shadow surgery, in which you back-light  players behind 

a sheet, and then cut the patient open with garden shears or a saw, extract grossly exaggerated 

intestines and organs, as well as ridiculous items such as spaghetti worms, teddy bear babies, 

clocks and boots and dead mice, is a playing out of a child’s fear of illness, hospitals, the 

unknown.  By making fun of the surgeon, grossing out the audience, and emerging unscathed at 

the end of the performance, all the participants achieve a catharsis of one sort or another. 

 This author grew up with ten siblings and several trunks full of costumes in the attic. 

Shadow surgery was a regular part of family activity, as were Nativity plays at Christmas, talent 

shows, puppet theatres, charades, dress up, skits, and  parodies of television shows in the late 

1950s (“Welcome to the Naked City.  My name is Friday. This is my partner Chocolate 

Sunday.”)   

 Grantland Rice once memorably said, that “it’s not whether you win or lose, it’s how you 

play the game,” and the game literally is play, in that ‘to play’ is to participate in a game but also 
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to perform in a drama. Mary and Herbert Knapp agree with this observation, and summed up the 

value of traditional games when they wrote “if the function of games is to ‘prepare children for 

life’ in a modern, competitive society, then it seems to us that folk games, which involve verbal 

competition and individual judgement, are a more useful map of the territory ahead than 

organized sports, which emphasize physical competition and submission to authority. (Knapp, p. 

49) 

 

Traditional Games in Newfoundland and Labrador 

 

In Newfoundland and Labrador, there are at least three living traditions of games: European 

(English, Irish, and French, with smaller pockets of Welsh, Scots, Scandinavian, etc), Innu, and 

Inuit.  It is possible that Mi’kmaw also have a games tradition that has survived but to date 

nothing appears to have been documented about it, so this summary will confine itself to the first 

three culture groups. (All the Mi’kmaw artifacts that were photographed for the exhibition 

Ktaqmkukewaq Mi’kmaq: Wlqatmuti (Tompkins) are tools or baskets, with the exception of a 

miniature canoe and a doll that represents a Beothuk Indian.  Both these items might be toys, but 

might equally be models created for adult purposes. There are no game pieces or other items that 

could be related to play or games included in the exhibit.) 

 

Games of European Origin 

 

European games originate in European countries, but in Newfoundland and Labrador they differ 

in that some old games have survived in the new world longer than they have in their countries 

of origin.  Also, the various names and rules that are the hallmark of traditional games have 

evolved differently  

 Since there are dozens of categories of games, including tag games, ball games, alleys, 

string games, skipping games, hopscotch and so on, I will consider just three types of games that 

cover the full age range of children from infancy to about age fourteen: baby games, ring games 

and Piddley, which is essentially a ball game though there is no ball used.   

 Baby games are games that adults or older children play with babies, often using the 

baby’s own body to create an amusement.  These infant verses usually involve bouncing or 

clapping or peek-a-boo, where the baby is manipulated to perform some action.  This Little 

Piggy (toes are wiggled), The Grand Old Duke of York (baby is marched up the chest and 

tumbled down), A Farmer Was Riding Upon His Grey Mare (baby is bounced on a knee and then 

dropped towards—but not onto—the floor), Here’s the Lord Mayor or Menton fourchu on the 

West Coast (the singer taps the features of the baby’s face), and Pat-a-Cake (baby’s hands are 

clapped), are all infant amusements. 

 Often the verses of these jolly games are rather gruesome, which provides amusement for 

the older player who is caring for the baby: “Hush little baby lie down and be good,/Before the 

old boo man comes out of the wood” ; “I’m the ghost of the breadcrust man/I scare young 
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children whenever I can” ; “All bad children go below/To keep in company with Old Black Joe”; 

“Twist his neck and hit him on the head/Throw him in the ditch and he’ll be dead”; Barber, 

barber, shave a Mason,/Chop off his head and put it in a basin.” These are words to keep any 

older child up all night. (see McGrath, 2009, pp. 14-19) 

 Fifty years ago, European ring games were played everywhere in Newfoundland and 

Labrador; in school, at churches, at picnics, at home, indoors and out.  Boys were just as 

involved as girls were, and adults sometimes participated. Today some ring games are still 

played by children, but they tend to be institutionalized at daycare programs and schools. You do 

not see spontaneous ring games being started by children in playgrounds. 

 Bill Butt and Larry Small, writing about Newfoundland ring games, call them the “most 

poetic” of all traditional game rhymes.  “They have affinities with traditional dance, and the 

typical formation is the ring or circle, age-old symbol of eternity and equality.  The circle is also 

symbolic of the close comradeship of children who group together to play such games and might 

even be seen as symbolizing the unbroken cycle of the transmission of these games and rhymes 

over the centuries.”  (Butt and Small, p. 80) In other cultures and at other times, when physical 

contact between the sexes was frowned upon, ring games were particularly poplar. Since the 

contact took place in full view of other participants, the innocence of the often random 

partnerships was maintained. (Butt and Small, p. 81) 

 Ring games are, in effect, simple forms of dance.  Children gather, sing lyrics, perform 

actions, carry through a series of steps and complete the dance.  Best known ring games include 

The Farmer in the Dell, Ring Around the Rosy, Little Sally Saucer, A Tisket a Tasket, Lazy 

Mary, The Mulberry Bush, Nuts in May, and London Bridge. These ring games seem to be 

known generally throughout the English speaking world and beyond.  Less well known, perhaps, 

but broadly disseminated in Newfoundland and Labrador is The Illey Alley Oh, Sailing in the 

Boat, and In and Out The Windows, which Newfoundlanders tend to think—rightly or 

wrongly—are their own. 

 Probably the ring game that elicits the greatest nostalgia from Newfoundlanders and 

some Labradorians is King William Was King George’s Son.  One Newfoundlander, attending 

school in Kentucky in the 1930s, was surprised to find the King William ring game there, 

although the words were slightly different, probably reflecting the American view of England 

after the Revolution. (McGrath, 2009, p. 25)  

 The words for King William Was King George’s Son are well documented (see McGrath 

2009, p. 22), but exactly how the game is played is best described by Sandra Cooze: “In this 

game, with the exception of one player who is in the centre of the ring, the children hold hands, 

while forming a circle or ring, and recite the following verses, while walking clockwise.  Then, 

the player in the centre chooses a partner from the ring to join him.  The couple kneel and kiss, 

after which the centre player leaves and joins the ring, while the chosen partner stays to become 

the new centre player as the play continues.” (Cooze, p. 2) 

 The traditional European Newfoundland and Labrador game that has received the most 

attention in recent years is probably the game this author knows as Piddly.  Variously called 
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Piddly, Tiddly, Snig, Cat Ball, Pippy, or Pedlar Joe’s, it has been described as a cross between 

cricket and hurling, requires no specialized equipment, and can take place in any open space on 

land or ice.  Team sizes can vary from two to twenty or more and as it involves a series of 

increasingly difficult tasks, it can be played by novices or experienced children and adults. 

 As described by Ernest Ledwell of Calvert, and as recalled by this author, Piddly is 

played using two upright stones or pieces of ice, and two sticks, one of about 30 cm called a cat 

and a longer one about 60 cm called a snig. In town, these sticks were usually obtained by 

cutting the handle off an old broom and the stones were large, old bricks.  The stone home base 

is called the “gooster.”The stones are placed about a foot apart and the cat is laid across them, 

and then flicked outward with the snig, while the opponents try to catch it.  If the cat isn’t caught, 

the snig is used to measure the distance back to the gooster by being turned end over end, giving 

a rough score. If the cat is caught, the snig is laid across the gooster and the opposition uses the 

cat to try and knock the snig off the gooster.  Each successive round is increased in difficulty.  In 

round two, for example, players use the snig to flick the cat into the air and then hit it into the 

field. 

 

 
 Piddly was played in Newfoundland, and on the coast of Labrador, as well as during the 

spring seal hunt when ships were frozen into the ice (Scott, p. 66), up until the 1960s, after which 

it simply died out.  People remembered it, and spoke fondly about it, but rarely played it.  In the 

late 1990s, the Portugal Cove-St. Philip’s Heritage Society sponsored an exhibition game at the 

Holy Rosary Community Centre.  CBC Radio broadcast an impromptu pick-up game from 

Henry Street, in back of the studios, to promote the event.  During the actual celebrations, Otto 

Tucker reminded adult of the rules and introduced the game to a group of enthusiastic children, 

some as young as four years of age.  

 In 2008, the game was resurrected as part of a Carbonear Days Weekend, and the “World 

Cup of Tiddly” was established.  The championship has been played each year since then, 

eliciting significant interest from around the island portion of the province. 

 The establishment of a World Cup creates a problem for those who would like to promote 

the game as a traditional one, since by organizing players into teams and setting out rules freezes 

the tradition into one set form, thereby turning it into a sport rather than a game.  It’s possible 
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that if the sport of Piddly becomes established by adults, with rules and regulations, then children 

may reclaim it and once again begin to negotiate their own rules, thereby drawing a distinction 

between Piddly as a game and Piddly as a sport.  

 The line between work and play is just as thin as that between play and sports.  In past 

years, most girls and boys of European heritage, like their aboriginal counterparts, spent a good 

deal of their time pretending to be adults while also taking on adult chores. Winston Oldford 

outlines chores he had to do such as carrying water and splitting wood, but then goes on to 

describe games he played such as hoops, stilts and biking (Oldford page 189-90).  The play 

quickly morphs into what Oldford sees at “playing at fishing,” i.e. catching connors, flatfish, 

sculpins, and tomcods.   Some of these things were eaten but some were just being outwitted.  

Oldford describes traps he made to catch tansies, which were set in the water with buoys, and 

“Albert Oldford and I used cans to catch crab in a pretend lobster fishery.  They were baited with 

individual, buoys and were set and hauled with a punt.  He also describes how he made boats 

with or without sails, and kept them moored like real boats. (Oldford, p. 191) It’s hard to say 

where play ended and work began in this case. 

  

Innu Games 

 

Innu parents, like European ones, have games that are directed at infants.  It is common for Innu 

babies and young children to have verses or lullabies composed especially for them, songs which 

often incorporate their names and nonsense words.  Four Innu lullabies collected by this author 

include the mention of sleep, counting, kissing, nonsense words, and a play on the child’s name 

(see McGrath, 2012, p. 22-3).  There seem to be virtually no historical accounts of other Innu 

baby games, possibly a result of the historical predominance of male anthologists who spent 

more time with men than with women. 

 In the literature, the game most associated with Innu traditional culture, a game strongly 

associated with adults rather than children, is Bones, a variant of the cup-and-ball or cup-and-pin 

game known in most cultures around the world. Henry Youle Hind, in 1861, reported that the 

game was played extensively using a device “made from the hoof of a deer or caribou, and made 

to fit one within the other to the number of twelve, the one nearest to the hand when the 

instrument is held for play being the largest.:” 

   A hole is bored through the centre of each, and the bones are strung upon sinew  

  or a short deer-skin thong; at the end of the thong a bone needle or skewer is  

  attached, and at the other extremity a piece of leather four inches long and one  

  and three quarters wide, cut into the shape of an oval.   Small holes are made in  

  the piece of leather, which is called the tail, and four holes are drilled into the last  

  ‘bone.’ The thong is weighted with a piece of lead close to the tail, the last bone  

  slipping over it.  The players agree upon the stakes, which are placed before them  

  in the lodge, and one of them takes the bones and begins to play.  His object is to  

  catch as many as he can on the needle or skewer in a certain number of trials; the  
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  last bone, if caught singly in one of the holes drilled into it, counts the highest; if  

  the tail is caught, it also counts next to the last bone. The other bones count one  

  each and a skillful player will sometimes catch eight or ten at one throw.”(Hind,   

  277-8) 

 Although Lucien M. Turner, in the 1880s, reported that Bones is “in no sense a gambling 

game” (Turner p. 160), Hind’s brother William had already captured the frenzy of two Innu men 

gambling on a game of Bones in a painting later made into a lithograph. 

 William Duncan Strong, in February of 1928, recorded in his diary that the Innu men 

were “playing cup and ball game most of the afternoon—four on a side—if they miss with one 

hand, use the other—miss with that, lose turn (pass on to the next one), side whose player runs 

up highest score wins. Sol ran up to two hundred—five straight my highest.” (Leacock and 

Rothschild, 100) 

 At the same time Strong was observing adults playing cup and ball games, Richard White 

was purchasing Innu artifacts for the Museum of American Indians; he traded a packet of gum 

with a child in exchange for a “tapaikan,” an easy version of a cup and pin game that the boy had 

made from a stick and a small bundle of spruce branches (McGrath, 35). What White was really 

paying for was the information about the game that the boy provided, but it also serves as proof 

that this game was not confined to adults. 

 One of the reasons the cup-and-ball game may have been so frequently identified as 

simply a game by European observers was because it is a familiar pastime with apparently 

simple rules. However, superficial observation could often be deceiving.  Frank Speck, writing in 

the early 1930s, identified “certain devices which would be regarded as existing purely for 

amusement were it not for a native attitude that, even though they can hardly be called religious, 

they nevertheless involve the exertion of magic influences over animals.” He goes on to claim 

that these “quasi-ritualistic” games act upon the animal spirits by imitation, but “in a deeper 

sense, the plays or games satisfy the soul-spirit of the individual who indulges in them.” (Speck 

200)  String figures, cup-and-pin games, spinning tops and bull-roarers are all used by children 

elsewhere in the world, but among the Innu they are tied to divination and have a deeper 

meaning than merely a way to sharpen one’s aim or pass an idle hour. 

 Checkers, a game known widely throughout the world, is another familiar game that 

Turner identifies but sees only as a pastime: 

  The game is played as in civilization, with only slight differences. I am not aware  

 that wages are laid upon its issue. Some of the men are so expert that they would rank as 

 skillful players in any part of the world. 

  Small boards that may be carried in the hunting bag are used on trips to while 

 away the tedium of the long winter evenings with only the light of the flickering fire of 

 the dry limbs of spruce.  Far into the night the players engage, and are only disturbed 

 when one of their tired companions starts from his sleep to relate a wonderous dream and 

 have it expounded by the listeners, who sit aghast at the revelations.(Turner 159) 
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Georg Henriksen, in the 1960s, also noted the importance of games of checkers to the Innu.  He 

wrote, “The Naskapi men often play checkers after mokoshan [sacred caribou feast]. It is a 

popular game which they play with skill and enthusiasm. All the hunters usually follow one 

game at a time, hanging over each other’s shoulders and shouting advice to the two players, 

every now and then moving the bricks for them. (Henriksen p. 39) 

 By 1993, however, when Henriksen began recording the life story of Kaniuekutat, he had 

realized that “the checkerboard is used as part of the spiritual fight, and the loser of the game is 

also the loser of the spiritual contest.  It seems that the checkerboard is used to facilitate the 

battle that takes place on the spiritual level.” (Henriksen p. 129)  Kaniuekutat went on to tell him 

about two epic checkers games; one historic game between a man from Whale River and a 

Mushuau Innu man which resulted in the death of the Whale River aggressor, and one between 

Meshkana (Sam Rich) and Kaniuekutat (John Poker).  Rich was thought to have killed Poker’s 

mother, and Poker was believed to have sought revenge by playing checkers against him in his 

sleep, resulting in Rich’s death (Henriksen p. 284-5). Kaniuekutat also said checkers could be 

used “to find out what’s going on in other Innu communities, or who the shaman in another 

community is.” (Henriksen pp. 129-30) 

 When this author asked the late Francis Penashue about Innu checkers and how they were 

traditionally played, he evaded answering, merely saying the rules were very different than the 

way the game is played by Akenashau (white people) and difficult to describe. 

 Some games seem to have a metaphorical or social message, but if there is a spiritual side 

it is not obvious.  For example, at a baby shower this author attended in Sheshatshiu, women 

competed at games which involved diapering and dressing a baby (doll) while blindfolded, or 

hanging out diapers on a line while speaking on a cell phone and nursing a baby.  Such games 

are clearly intended to reflect reality and convey a social message about the difficulty of caring 

for children, but it was hard to see a spiritual side to the games. 

 Innu children were and are particularly encouraged to act out adult behaviour that 

contributes to the family’s well being. Small sleds, toy axes, and other tools are often made by 

fathers for their children so they can “play house” Innu-style.  Elizabeth Penashue has recalled 

that as children, she and her brother George would take on adult roles whereby George killed a 

squirrel, butchered it, and put it on a miniature scaffold, while Elizabeth got the skin to clean, as 

if it were a caribou.  (McGrath 2007, p.10)  She also described simple see-saws that children 

made from a bent tree or from three poles embedded into the snow. (McGrath 2007, p. 11.) The 

message is that children must prepare to contribute to the family as they get older, but that 

physical play for its own sake was also encouraged. 

 Old Innu games tend to carry a social message.  On a recent berry-picking trip, elder 

Elizabeth Penashue recalled an Innu game that was popular when she was young, a sort-of Innu 

version of Mumbley Peg, in which participants took turns laying a knife flat across the middle of 

their heads, after which they bowed forward and tried to make the knife slide off the head and 

stick upright into the ground.  Such a game reflects the actual difficulty of finding and killing 

game in the enormous barrens of Labrador.  
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 Penashue’s daughter Kanani remembered a game that her mother had taught her children 

in which one child played the Mother and one the Monster.  The Monster would approach the 

Mother, who might be pretending to cook or do some chore, and would ask if these were her 

children and could he have one of them.  The Mother would say “No!” and would gather the 

children behind her in an undulating line (rather like a conga line, perhaps).  The line of children 

would move and wriggle while the Monster tried to capture one of them. Clearly the social 

message is to do what mother tells you to, but it is possible this game is also intended to ward off 

evil spirits.   Kanani said games such as these were usually played in the country, not in the 

village. 

 More modern games seem to be less socially directed.  A game called Flick, which this 

author saw played by many children in Davis Inlet in the spring of 1995, appeared to be very 

similar to alleys in that a coin is flicked at a mott or otherwise identified point and whoever came 

closest to the target or knocked the other coin won. This game seemed to relate more to the 

development of hand/eye coordination than to spiritual struggle or to actual tasks the child might 

be expected to perform. 

 Other games, such as string games and birch bark or paper cut-outs, also seem to be 

physical skill-training games, but there could traditionally have been other, deeper meanings to 

these games.  For example, Elizabeth and Francis Penashue were very good at making paper or 

birch bark toys.  Elizabeth is adept at constructing float planes while Francis made canoes, but 

both made cut-outs of children and priests.  Children were almost always made in multiples, 

while priests were always alone.   

 Cajetan Rich of Natuashish said men used to bring home lengths of birch for making 

snowshoes and people would cut the bark so that it slid off the logs intact.  When the cuffs of 

bark were folded and cut, intact circles of children resulted.  Mushuau Innu later used the red 

Purity Hard Bread bags to achieve more colourful circles of children, and it is quite possible the 

colour had spiritual significance. The metaphor of the circle of children, all holding on to one 

another, is a clear social message. 

  

Inuit Games 

 

Inuit, like Innu and Europeans, have a tradition of baby songs for infants, most of which are 

original to the culture.  Sybilla Nitsman recorded a number of qaqausiks, “nonsense rhymes that 

mothers use to make their babies laugh while they are jumping them on their knees.” (McGrath, 

2007, p. 16).  As with the Innu, the rhyme is personal to the child and often contains its name or 

the origin of a nickname that the child is called. Rose Pamak, who collected baby rhymes and 

verses for Inuktitut magazine in the 1970s, has analyzed the hidden layers of meaning in these 

songs (Pamak, p. 28) and has also identified others as being borrowed from the European 

tradition, such as “Jusualu, Dasilu,” which is clearly Joshua and Daisy (or Jack and Jill) fetching 

a pail of water. (McGrath 2007, p. 16). 
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 Quite a lot of research and documentation has been done in relation to more physical 

Inuit games across the circumpolar world, and due to the relatively homogenous nature of Inuit 

society, much of that is relevant to Labrador Inuit.  With the exception of games introduced by 

Moravian missionaries, variants of most Inuit games are known throughout the Arctic, and 

games of physical prowess in particular have been promoted through the Arctic Winter Games in 

Nunavut and through the Labrador Winter Games in Happy Valley-Goose Bay. 

 The ubiquitous cup and pin game has been identified in virtually every Inuit community 

and group in Canada, Greenland, Alaska and Siberia, with local variations predominating.  

Hawkes reports that in Labrador, “a cone shaped piece of ivory is bored full of holes, and a peg 

of ivory about four inches long is attached to it by a thong.” (Hawkes, p. 120) A rabbit skull with 

or without extra holes drilled into it may be substituted for the ivory.  In Rankin Inlet, a heavy 

walrus tusk may be used and players risk broken knuckles if they attempt to play beyond their 

skill levels.    

 One cup and pin game collected in Labrador, probably at Ramah, is in the shape of a 

bear.  Hawkes explains: “There is a definite order to the distribution of the holes in the ivory and 

the way in which they must be pierced.  There is a triple line of holes on the sides and abdomen 

of the bear, but only a single line on the back and throat, and a single hole at the head and tail.  

During the first ten throws, the player may pierce any hole in the abdomen or sides.  Beginning 

at the hole in the front (in the head) he must pierce the line from the head to the tail.  If he misses 

more than once, he has to give place to another player.  After successfully taking the holes in 

order, he may continue piercing any hole until he misses one.” (Hawkes pp. 120-121) He also 

describes a game “similar to dice” that is played with ivory mages of birds or human figures, and 

one that may be an adaptation of dominos, although in the opinion of this author early 

ethnographers had a tendency to assume adaptation from European sources whenever they 

identified a similarity between Aboriginal and European artifacts. 

 Information about Inuit games does not come only from anthropologists. Inuit, too, have 

documented games that were traditionally played in Labrador.  Paulus Maggo, in his memoir, 

recalls that in spring the children played target games by throwing rocks and keeping score with 

a small pile of pebbles.  “Alluk,” or Killer Whale, was a tag game with a home base and a chant 

of “The child is not a little porpoise.”  Another game was kilalugaujak or Acting Like a White 

Whale in which they played at spearing a whale made of the backbone of a real whale. (Maggo, 

p. 58)  

 Maggo recalls:  

  “I learned quickly how to play with other children when we moved to a   

  community with many people and lived at Hopedale.  We children played   

  together and amused ourselves by sliding, batting a ball, kicking a football, and  

  playing a mitten game called pualusi (your mitts).  For this game we’d divide into  

  two teams and one child was picked to collect the mitts from all the players. This  

  child would chase the rest of the players and throw mitts at them.  Both teams  

  would attempt to pick up all the thrown mitts and collect them for the team.  The l 
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  losing payers would have to endure the cold without mitts on their hands while  

  the wining team kept them for fun.  It was an enjoyable game to play. 

 Other games, similar to Rounders or baseball, involved adults as well as children.  Who 

Got the Button was another favourite.  Maggo observed that these games “helped to build strong 

relationships and bound all of us solidly together, especially at our hunting camps,” and he was 

regretful that “you don’t see children and adults playing together now.” (Maggo p. 60) 

 John Igloliorte wrote that playing games helped boys become good hunters.  Games were 

“like exercises or stunts that were for building muscles, all the muscles in our bodies had to be in 

shape in order for us to do the work we had to do.” (Igloliorte p. 27) Many of the games he 

describes, such as Knuckle Hop, Aeroplane, One Foot Kick, Ear Pull and other gymnastics or 

feats of endurance, are still played at community and regional winter games. 

 One of the most popular games in Labrador among Inuit youth is called Monkey Dance.  

Igloliorte says this game was previously called Learning How to Run because “people said that 

those who could monkey-dance the longest could run the fastest.  Corey Hutchings has noted this 

game’s “incredible importance to people in Nunatsiavut” (Hutchings p. 11).  Bella Lyall says to 

Monkey-dance you just “get right down in a crump and kick your feet out, one at a time,” 

(Borlase, p. 130) like classic Cossack dancing.  Sometimes the dance could be done to music and 

to make it more difficult, you might have to take a dickie or silkipak   (jacket) off and put it back 

on repeatedly (Igloliorte, p. 29). Monkey-dance contests are part of the Nalijuk Night festivities 

in Happy Valley-Goose Bay each Christmas. 

 Jokes and puzzles are a regular part of Inuit games in Labrador.  Both Gus Flowers and 

Curtis Oliver remember playing with “Row Galley” puzzles made from metal or rope. This 

author has observed many tricks or joking games played in Inuit camps.  For instance, people 

would set up competitions to see who could do the longest wheelie on an ATV, inviting various 

people to participate.  At some point, a rope would be secretly tied around the axle and pegged 

into the ground so that an unknowing competitor could gun the machine and go absolutely 

nowhere, much to the amusement of the rest. I was once lured away from my small tent long 

enough for a hunter to unpeg it, sneak in, and take possession.  As we returned to camp, the tent 

began to sing, sway, and dance off across the beach, like something out of The Sorcerer’s 

Apprentice.   

 Since camp sites are used year after year, some games are tied to specific locations. At 

one campsite, everyone played a game that was called Igloos and Jails.  At another, people 

surreptitiously slid small round pebbles into one another’s hoods while waiting for the tide to 

turn; when it was time to leave in the boat, victims would flick their hoods up and be subjected to 

a shower of stones.  At yet another, a favourite time-killer was a guessing game where a piece of 

flat slate was cracked in half and then held together while opponents tried to guess where the 

almost invisible crack was.  The composition of the beaches determined where these specific 

games could be played. 

 Labrador Inuit have incorporated influences from the Moravian tradition, but Inuit, 

NunatuKavut people, and Labrador livvyers, have also all been influences by Grenfell workers 
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and WOPs.  A game such as May All Your Sheep Come Home, from Muddy Bay, obviously 

does not originate in Labrador.  The Grenfell emphasis on toys that resulted in community 

“Christmas Trees” (parties at which toys were distributed) and the Toy Drops that were begun by 

the men at Goose Air Force Base and continued today by Rotary clubs, shifted attention from 

homemade toys and games that required no equipment. 

 Contrary to Grenfell publications, which were designed to invoke pity and to raise money 

for the Mission, Labrador children did have toys, but they were made by their parents, not by 

foreign manufacturers. For example, Louie Montague records that even today he continues to 

make “toys similar to those he received as a child,” including spin tops, windmills, bow and 

arrow sets, slingshots, spinning buttons and so on (Montague, p.129). Grenfell also claimed that 

Christmas was unknown in Labrador prior to its introduction by the Mission, but Lambert de 

Boilieu, who was trading on the Labrador Coast in the 1850s, wrote that at Christmas, his men 

had “eight days’ holidays, when all sorts of rough sports are carried on.”  A favourite game, 

“enacted nearly every night during the holidays,” was called “Sir Samuel and his Man Samuel.”  

This was a sort-of Simon Says game, in which participants had to follow the orders of the master 

but not those of the man—the forfeit being a gallon of rum or a spanking with old shoes.(de 

Boilieu, p. 49)  Inuit elder Lydia Campbell, writing in 1893, said that Christmas was always a 

holy day for the Campbells and recalls that in her childhood in the 1830s, they has such “good 

Christmasfarfe” that they wished they had visitors to help them eat it. (Campbell p.31) 

 Although cards do not really qualify as games, mention should be made here of a card 

game called Patik which is so popular in Inuit communities that certain people, usually women, 

are referred to as “Patik addicts,” (see Taukie) while others are said to support themselves from 

their Patik winnings.  Patik, which means ‘slap,’ is similar to poker but it has numerous regional 

variations throughout the Arctic.  The name comes from the way the players “clap the backside 

of their hand to announce they need one card to win.”  (Dover, p. 24.) 

 Although games playing as a spiritual exercise among Inuit is not extensively 

documented, R.C. Bell has observed that some Inuit believe in the spirit of string games and 

“over-indulgence in the game may put a player in the spirit’s power: hence, moderation in all 

things!” (Bell, p. 12) 

 

 

How Traditional Games Contribute to Cultural Identity 

 

The games tradition among the three cultural groups described here have obvious similarities, 

such as the use of songs to amuse and sooth infants; the imitation of adult behaviour such as role 

playing (mothers and fathers, housekeepers or fishermen, hunters or animals); the defining and 

bending of rules; and the development of physical skills and strength. However, there are also 

obvious differences. 

 Games of European origin seem to have greater emphasis on rules, gender roles, and age 

appropriateness.  Inuit games are physically more challenging, often demanding strength, agility 
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and endurance of physical pain and are, if anything, even more competitive than European ones.  

Innu games veer more towards practical skills, encouraging children at hunting, skinning 

animals, working with dogs, or snowshoeing, imitating in miniature the things that adults do.  

Innu games that appear to have less practical purpose often seem to be associated with the spirit 

world and may have conjuring or foretelling functions.  

 The physical circumstances of individual players and cultures also influence what and 

how games are played.  Copying on ice pans can only be played where there is ice and water, 

both in plentiful supply on the Newfoundland and Labrador coast.  Piddly can be played on a 

slope, but it is very difficult to play baseball or Rounders except on a level playing field or a 

frozen pond.  This author recalls, in 1967, the puzzled look on a visitor’s face when shown the 

Centennial project of one small outport; “But what is it?” he asked.  It was not a baseball field or 

a soccer pitch or other sports ground.  It was an unfenced, unadorned, piece of raw earth, the 

only flat area in or near the village, created by the parents of the community so that their children 

could play games of their own devising. 

There are, of course, games traditions that have been adopted from one culture into 

another.  Christmas games and traditions have merged with aboriginal mid-winter festivals to 

produce shared traditions.  The Moravian missionaries introduced the Christmas tree and other 

traditions to Labrador, and some non-Inuit now participate in Nalijuk Night. Christmas trees are 

often decorated with traditional toys including partridge-crop balls, miniature tools, and other 

homemade decorations.   

 Many children’s games reflect historic events of which their players may or may not be 

aware.  The notion that Ring Around the Rosy was a game that emerged from the Great Plague, 

has been disproven by the Opies, who could find no trace of the verse prior to 1881, (Opie 1952, 

p. 364) but the myth that the chant “tissue” or “ashes” is a death rattle, is a reflection of the fact 

that games transmit cultural information if not facts.  This author, as a child, was quite sure that 

the Newfoundland hide-and-seek game Hoist Your Sails and Run, was based on the anti-

settlement laws that drove early immigrants into the isolated bays and coves of the island and 

Labrador, the hiders being settlers and the seekers being British gunboats. Whether this is true or 

not, the belief certainly impacted the way the game was played in that time and place. 

 It is quite possible that Inuit and Innu games are perceived as being—or actually are—

similarly rooted in historic fact or even historic mythology.  The Nalajuks, disguised figures with 

sticks and whips who appear in Inuit communities in Labrador on the night of Epiphany, may 

have emerged from European mummers or the Three Wise Men of the East, but Shmuel Ben-Dor 

believes that the Nalajuks or “Heathens” are a reconstruction of the traditional Inuit bogey 

figures recorded in other Inuit societies, (Ben-Dor, p. 125) and possibly represent the Thule 

invaders who came to dominate the circumpolar world.  

 The Monster and Mother game recalled by Kanani Penashue could well be similarly 

rooted in attacks on children by animals such as bears or human “monsters,” such as invading 

Inuit or Basque.   
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 These are, of course, broad generalities, which is all that can be drawn from a quick 

survey of the hundreds and hundreds of traditional games that were once common in 

Newfoundland and Labrador. However, even a superficial survey such as this raises the question 

of how one can preserve or promote the games tradition in the varied cultures of this province in 

the face of rapid decline.  If the games are documented, organized and encouraged, they change 

their very nature and become something different, as is happening with the World Cup of Tiddly 

or the Labrador Winter Games.  That “something different” will still have cultural value and 

health benefits, so it is worth making the effort, but true traditional games, especially those 

played by children, will only thrive spontaneously. 

 What may be worth preserving is the history and memory of these traditional games, and 

this can be done in two ways. First, through interviews with people who remember them, such as 

is done by Them Days magazine and by folklore students. A likely source of information on 

historic Inuit games and those introduced by the Moravians to Labrador is the joint MUN-

Nunatsiavut research Project headed by Dr. Tom Gordon (see MUN, Nunatsiavut, 2015) 

 Secondly, traditional games can be documented through a survey of already existing 

literature.  While few books have been written solely about Newfoundland and Labrador 

traditional games, a great deal of information on these games is contained in the archives of 

Memorial’s Folklore department, but also in works by anthropologists and particularly in 

memoirs such as those by Innu like Elizabeth Penashue, George Rich, and John Poker, Inuit such 

as Paulus Maggo, Louie Montague and Dorothy Mesher, and settlers such as Florence Grant 

Barber, Otto Tucker, and Les Harris. There are literally hundreds of memoirs that contain details 

of urban and outport life, including the games that were played by both young and old. A 

growing literature by writers of Mi’kmaw heritage might soon fill in that unknown part of our 

culture. 
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Images of Games, Toys and Play 

 

 

 

 
 

A miniature kayak and dory.  Photo Credit Robin McGrath. 

 

 
 

A toy boat made for a child in Labrador, held at Them Days Archive.  

Photo Credit Robin McGrath  
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A Mi’kmau-Innu  girl with a 

Beothuk doll, circa 1914, and a 

wooden settler doll. Photo credits 

Frank Speck and Robin McGrath. 
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Girls at a picnic near Windsor 

Lake pose while boys play a ring 

game in the background, circa 

1956. Photo Credit Mrs. Percy. 

 

A boy and a girl play Dress-Up 

with Gene Autry cowboy clothes, 

Newfoundland, circa 1956.  Photo 

Credit J.M.F. McGrath 
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Innu children  playing on swings in a winter camp, circa 2012. Photo Credit Robin McGrath 

 

 

   
 

Settler boys digging a snow cave in Labrador, circa 2014. Photo Credit Robin McGrath 
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Innu girl plays a video game while taking a tea break from berrypicking with her 

grandmother,Labrador 2014.  Photo Credit Robin McGrath 

 

        
 

Toys made by Louie Montague similar to the ones he received as a boy. 

Photo Credit Elizabeth Dawson 

 



 

22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elizabeth Penashue making birch bark toys, circa 2013.  Photo Credit Robin McGrath 

 

 
Settler boys play shinny using snow shovels and lumps of ice, circa 2014. Photo credit Robin 

McGrath. 



 

23 

 

 

 
 

Innu game of Bones, a cup and pin set.  Image Credit Frank Speck 

 

 

 

 
 

Innu child’s cup and pin game made from spruce twigs. Photo Credit 

Robin McGrath 
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An Innu boy admires a Christmas tree with ornaments made from partridge crops and 

wings, rabbits feet, bullets and a variety of homemade toys. Photo Credit Robin McGrath 

. 
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A Nalijuk uses a cardboard tube, instead of the traditional whip or staff, to smack children 

on the head at a Christmas party in Goose Bay.  Photo Credit Robin McGrath 

 

   
 

Children receive bags of candy from a Nalijuk disguised with fish netting and furs in Goose 

Bay at Christmas time.  Photo Credit Robin McGrath 
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