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Marbles, Washers, etc

September 1997
Wonder what ever happened to the game of marbles and washers that we played on the school ground at Sparkman? The flat gumbo school yard was the ideal place for both because it smoothed off nicely, with no rocks or stones to interfere with the path of marble or washer. Washers were played with two different configurations of holes. One was a five-hole setup, with a hole in each comer of a space some ten or so inches square Then, a fifth hole dug in the middle. Does anyone remember how score was kept? As I recall, the middle hole was worth five points, and the others one thru four. How many washers was each person allowed to pitch? What was the winning score? If an opponent's washer dropped into the hole on top of the other's washer, that canceled out the other person's score for that particular washer.
The other version of "Washers" was played with a three-hole configuration, laid out in an echelon with the hole farthest from the pitcher counting the most. As I recall, the scoring was 5, 10, or 15, with 15 being the farthest hole. However, it could have been 1, 3, and 5. Same rules as before as to cancelling out other's scores. Sometimes some rather animated arguments arose over washers that teetered on the edge, but not in the hole, especially when propped up by others already in the hole.
Marbles were another thing altogether My memory of that game is rather sparse. First a circle of a certain diameter, maybe five feet, was inscribed on a smooth place on the school yard. This determined where the "shooter's" knuckles were placed as he fired his marble to the center of the ring where his and the other participants' marbles were lined up in a single row, maybe six inches in length. To capture a marble, the shooter had to knock it outside the circle. The shooter gets one shot. If he knocks the marble outside of the ring, he gets another and so forth until he misses or fails to knock a marble outside the ring. His marble stays where it stops rolling until his next shot comes due. Strategy sometimes dictated that an opponent strike the "taw," (the shooting marble) of an opposing player to move it farther away and out of the action. Similar to the game of croquet, where a player knocks an opponent's ball out of the line of play. The game is over when all the marbles are knocked out of the circle except the taw of the last remaining player.
In games of "keeps" the player was allowed to keep every marble he knocked out of the circle This became a very cut-throat game, and some of the sharpshooters would walk around the school ground with a huge bag of marbles they had won that day. Replacements could be bought at the hardware store. They came in a mesh bag and some were too pretty to subject them to the hazards of being chipped or roughed by a sharp shooter's taw.
The experts were always eager to get up a game of "keeps." Those of us not so adept weren't too eager to offer our marbles as sacrifices to some hot-shot marble sharpie.
Unlike "keeps," the conventional and friendlier games ended with each player collecting his original marbles before starting over on another game.
Ever notice how games and fads came in waves and took over a school yard in the spring or fall? First, someone would think up something new to play or do and a few days later there would be an outburst of the same activity or fad all over the place. Gradually, that phase would die out and another would replace it, whether marbles, washers, horse shoes, or hop-scotch.
Note: Corrections, additions or other comments from those whose memories are clearer on this subject are welcome.

If the information presented here is so far off base as to be misleading, corrections will be carried in future editions. Incidentally, consulted the encyclopedia to see if "taw" is listed" and it is. Don't know if it is an archaic term these days. 
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