Curling

A compilation of historical data by Modar Neznanich
The sport of curling like many other games has its origins lost to time. Even the reason for its name being what it is, has been debated.  One belief is that the name derives from the obsolete verb 'curr' meaning 'to grumble or murmur', which is a reference to the low-pitched rumbling sound a curling stone makes as it slides across the ice. Another belief is that the name was selected because as the stones slide toward the target they turn and twist (curl). An additional belief is that the name may have come from a mispronunciation of the term “quoit” (metal rings used in medieval throwing games) which may have been originally be applied to the stones.
One of the difficulties in trying to determine the origin of the name is that still today the beginnings of the game are disputed. There are claims for its start being in Scotland and claims for it being established in the Low Countries of Europe, particularly the Belgium/Holland region. Some contend that it was a purely Scottish invention. Others believe it was imported to Scotland by Flemish travelers. There are very few references to help determine the case, but some historical information that does exist.
In favor of the European origin are various pieces of artwork. This includes the work of the Flemish master painter, Pieter Breughel (the Elder) who lived c1525-1569. The genre of painting on which Brueghel concentrated was scenes from peasant life. He painted peasants merrymaking, feasting, and working. Two of his oil paintings dated 1564 show little figures playing a game on ice that could be a form of 'curling'. The names of these paintings are "Winter Landscape with Skaters and a Birdtrap" and "Hunters in the Snow", 
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Another painting which contains a curling-like scene is by Jacob Grimmer, one of a small group of landscape painters who followed Brueghel. Grimmer depicted the country-side and villages around his native home of Antwerp. Painted in 1575, the picture entitled "Winter' shows a large group of figures involved in the game with a group of spectators watching the action. One figure appears to be gesticulating, and some of the 'stones' lie on the ice in front of him. 
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An engraving was made by Egidius (II) Sadeler of Antwerp, dated 1570 

also shows a group of folks involved in a curling-like activity.

Yet another engraving work by R. de Baudous (1575 - 1644) entitled "Hyems"


shows players who appear to be sliding large wooden discs along a frozen water


way. Other sketches from around the same time show a Dutch game called kuting,


played with frozen lumps of earth along a frozen pond. And yet another engraving


by C. van Wieringen (1580-1635) clearly shows some form of game on ice, apparently with wooden blocks, and besoms 
or brooms are very much in evidence. 

Therefore it seems an inescapable conclusion that in the sixteenth century, people in the countries of Holland and Belgium did play a game on ice with some similarity to 'curling'.  But did it originate there?
Evidence for origins of curling being Scottish come from records that state the 16th century hardy Scots folk slid odd-shaped rocks called 'loafies' (Scottish for “palm of the hand”)on the frozen lochs and marshes of Scotland.

At the Smith Institute, in Stirling, resides the oldest known curling stone with the date 1511 engraved in it. [image: image5.jpg]


It was discovered along with another one engraved with the date 1551 when a pond in Dunblane, Scotland was drained.
Also in support of the Scottish claim is a 1540 protocol book at the Scottish Records Office talking about the about the pre-Reformation Paisley Abbey and the lifestyle of the Abbey's inhabitants in the sixteenth century. In the book notary John McQuhin includes 

an unusual entry. It is a record of a 'curling challenge' put up by one of the monks, John Sclater, to Gavin Hamilton, who had recently arrived as lay governor of the Abbey.
The entry was hand-written in Latin, but translates as:  “February 6, 1540-41, Sclater went to the ice which was between the orchard and the late Abbot's room and there threw a stone along the ice three times, asserting that he was ready to carry out what had been promised on the first day of Gavin's arrival concerning a contest of throwing this sort of stone over the ice ... Hamilton, a short while later, responded by intimating to Sclater that he would go to the ice in the appointed place and that they would there have a contest with stones thrown over the ice.”  
There is no further reference to the challenge. The result is not recorded. But it appears that the first recorded curling match was not a friendly game. It was a legally recorded challenge - a means of settling some argument or dispute. This as well as other records of the time suggest that Gavin Hamilton was not popular. Perhaps this was the monk’s way of trying to establish a settlement. 

The first literary mention, by its name of curling, comes in a work by Scottish poet Henry Adamson called “Mirthful Mournings on the Death of Master Gall”. A two-part poem that had been written in 1620 (published in 1939) about a young merchant friend, James Gall, who had died of tuberculosis. Twice in the text are mentioned curling stones, but also notably mentioned in the preface are the accomplishments of his friend Gall, which reads: “James Gall...was much given to pastime, as golf, archerie, CURLING; and Joviall companie.”
In 1639, an entry in a Glasgow Assembly records tells of an incident where a local Bishop, Graham of Orkney, is accused by an assembly of Presbyterians of a terrible act: “He was a curler on the ice on the Sabbath.” 

Yet despite all these references it isn’t until the 18th century that we find out anything of how the game of curling was played. 
The Scottish poet James Graeme in 1773 gives us the first description of a game:

The goals are marked out; the centre each

Of a large random circle; distance scores

Are drawn between, the dread of weakly arms

Firm on his cramp-bits stands the steady youth

Who leads the game: low o'er the weighty stone

He bends incumbent, and with nicest eye

Surveys the further goal, and in his mind

Measures the distance; careful to bestow

Just force enough; then, balanc'd in his hand

he flings it on direct; it glides along

Hoarse murmuring, while, plying hard before,

Full many a besom sweeps away the snow

Or icicle, that might obstruct its course ....

During this time of the 1500s to the 1700s, the curling stones had changed from small 'loofies' with just a niche for the fingers to grasp to large boulders taken from the river to which were affixed crude iron handles, then finally to rounded stones which had seen the mason's attentions before the more refined iron handles were attached. 

So while the existence of the 1511 curling stone and the early 1500s parish record establishes that a curling-type game existed in Scotland during the 16th century, just as the painting and engraving show such games existed in the Low Countries, nothing is conclusive to where the game originated. But even if the debate still rages on in some quarters, it's generally acknowledged that Scotland developed the system of rules that would become today’s game of curling.
Explanation of the game

The modern game is played on "sheets" of ice, much like a bowling alley, the object of the game is to position your team’s stones closest to the center of a horizontal bulls-eye or house. The 42-pound granite stones, which are not as difficult to handle as you might think, are propelled from a starting block called a hack toward a target at the other end of the ice. Two sweepers, equipped with curling brooms or brushes, glide along with the stone and help determine its speed and path by sweeping the ice in front of it to reduce the friction of the moving stone. The captain, or skip, of the four-person team, determines the strategy of play by calling the shots to be attempted and instructing the sweepers on how to influence the shot’s path. Each team has eight stones.
While there are no medieval rules to be found, one can logically extrapolate how it might have been played. Here are my thoughts for possible rules (using a bocce style system):

In the early days when they were playing on ponds, they would scratch a “target point” in the ice and attempt to get their stones closest to that point. Most likely the stones were of notable size, but most likely of much smaller size/weight to begin with in the Middle Ages than what are used today. I would say 10 pounds each as a minimum with about 40 pounds each being the maximum weight. Each team will need 8 stones (16 total for the set) of the same <close>weight. The two sets of stones will need to be marked in different colors/markings to distinguish them apart.  Most likely the earliest stones were not of uniform shape, but became that way over time. 
Determine in some fair manner, which team will start.

Determine a "foul line" that players must stay behind when they release their curling stones.
Most likely the distance from foul line to target varied in period depending on the location and limitations of the pond, lake, etc they were playing upon. So there is no set length, but it would be recommended not to exceed 140 feet from foul line to target.
Staying behind the foul line, the first player slides his team’s first curling stone.
Then a player on the opposing team takes a turn and tries to place his curling stone nearer the target spot. 

The side whose curling stone is closest to the target point is called "Inside" and the opposing side "Outside." Whenever a team gets "Inside" it steps aside and lets the "Outside" team ‘shoot’ a curling stone.  This continues until one side has played all of its curling stones. Then the remaining team may toss its remaining stones, trying to gain additional points.

One point is awarded to a given team for every stone that is closer to the target than the closest stone of the opposing team. 
(In the case of a tie, no points are awarded.)

Once all the stones are “thrown”, an End has been completed.
Ten (10) Ends are played and the team that has the most points wins.
In case of a tie, and extra End is played until one team has more points (repeat if ties continue).
The team that wins an End starts play in the next End. 

Most likely the earliest games did not have “sweepers”, but later they did come into play.  For the optional use of these players:
As each player slides his stone toward the target, two players from his team are allowed to precede/follow along the sliding stone wielding brooms.. They may not touch the stone with the brooms, otherwise they “foul” and that stone is taken out of play. The brooms are used to remove any debris on the track from in front of the stone.  By applying pressure downward as they sweep, the friction produced will warm the ice slightly thereby allowing the stone to travel farther. The judicious use of the broom (knowing when to sweep and when not to sweep) can help gain points. 
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