SHOVE-HA’PENNY
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History and Development of the game
The origin and history of the game of shove-ha’penny, formerly known as shove-groat, and its
relationship with the game of shovel-board as played on very large tables, has not been welldocumented in the past. Although much of the factual information which is available is
somewhat sketchy, there is just about enough to reconstruct the most probable sequence of
events in the history and development of the game. In particular, the evidence indicates that
shove-groat and shovel-board were originally one and the same game played on a normal
(small) table until the second half of the 17th century when the two games started to develop
independently. There is very little evidence that the long shovel-board tables (of thirty feet or
so) were in use much before the 1660’s.

Edward IV groat
The game was not among those mentioned in the Unlawful Games Act of 1477 and may have
started life shortly after this using the silver groats of Edward IV as playing pieces. Early
names for the game include slide-thrift, shove-groat, slide-groat, slyp-groat, shove-board and
shovel-board. Slide-thrift, otherwise called shove-groat, was one of the “new and crafty
games” made illegal by the Unlawful Games Act of 1541 in an attempt to encourage the
ordinary man to get out and practise his archery instead of wasting his time, albeit in an
enjoyable manner, playing games at his local tavern. The game was described as “new”
because it had not been included in the games listed in previous Acts.
According to historical records of the Inns of Court 1, members of the Inner Temple were
prohibited from playing “shoffe-grote or slip-grote” in 1522. King Henry VIII was also
familiar with the game having lost the amounts of £9 and £45 at “Shovilla Bourde” in 1532
according to the Privy Purse expense records.
It should be noted that the games mentioned in the Acts were not in themselves unlawful. The
offence was the keeping of a common house, alley or place where the games were played for
gain, lucre or living. In addition artificers, craftsmen, apprentices, labourers and other
members of the lower classes were prohibited from playing the unlawful games outside of
Christmas and then only in their master’s house or presence. Parts of the 1541 Act remained
in force until 1960 although from 1845 games of skill (including shove-ha’penny) were
differentiated and generally made legal.
The original form of the game, almost certainly invented in a tavern, would have been simple
and was probably to see which of two players could slide his coin nearest the far end of the
table without it falling off. The obvious advantage of going second would have been largely
negated by having a line near the far end of the table over which the coin had to pass in order
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to score. As the game developed an additional line was added towards the far end of the table
and each player used two coins.

Edward VI shilling

Edward VI shilling with silver collar

The facing bust type shillings made of fine silver, introduced in the later years of Edward VI’s
reign, became a popular alternative to groats for use in the game and are frequently referred to
as shove-groat shillings, shovel-board shillings or just shovel-boards. Edward VI was 9 years
old when he came to the throne in 1547, and died in 1553 aged 15 years. Some of the shillings
are known with a silver collar attached, usually flush with one side and raised on the other.
These could then be used either way up, one side producing more friction, the other with an
air-cushion effect allowing them to slide more freely.
Holinshed’s Chronicles, published in 1577, contains a reference2 to (the game of) “slidegrote
or shofleboarde” which suggests that they are one and the same game. Shakespeare confirms
this when he refers to a shove-groat shilling in Henry IV and to Edward shovel-boards in The
Merry Wives of Windsor3. In the latter Slender complains that a pickpocket had relieved him
of some sixpence coins and “two Edward shovel-boards” which had cost him two shillings
and two pence each. These must have been fitted with the silver collar to justify a price of
more than double face value. The fact that he had two shovel-boards is also interesting in so
far as the earliest known rules for the game require each player to have two playing pieces.

Frontispiece of Taylor’s Travailes of a Shilling (1621)
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John Taylor, the ‘water-poet’ had the following to say about an Edward VI shilling4.
“So much for that: now to my shape againe,
You see my face is beardlesse, smooth and plaine,
Because my Soveraigne was a child, ‘tis knowne
When as he did put on the English Crowne.
But had my stamp beene bearded, as with haire,
Long before this it had beene worne out bare;
For why with me the unthrifts every day,
With my face downewards do at shove-boord play,
That had I had a beard, you may suppose
Th’had worne it off, as they have done my nose.”
This extract is from Taylor’s A Shilling or the Travailes of Twelve-pence published in 1621
and the frontispiece includes an illustration of an Edward VI shilling. These were thin silver
coins with a diameter of about one and a quarter inches and the addition of a silver collar did
not significantly increase their size or weight. As such they were ideal for use on regular
tables perhaps up to about ten feet in length. The pieces used on the later long tables were
normally larger and heavier, allowing them to more easily travel the required thirty feet or so
in a controlled manner, and in fact a 1744 reference 5 to such pieces describes them as
“metalline Cylinders of about half an Inch in Height, and two Inches Diameter”. Elsewhere
these larger shovel board pieces are often referred to as weights.
A description of the game written in the 1660’s can be found in Francis Willughby’s Book of
Games6 and appears to coincide with the time when the game was beginning to change and
separate into two although this process may have been gradual. It includes a diagram of the
table which corresponds with that described above and which appears to be six or seven feet
long although no dimensions are given. It suggests that the table should preferably be made
from a single piece of wood and the longer it is the better. The pieces can be shillings,
halfcrowns or specially made from brass or silver.
The game was played by two players, each with two playing pieces, playing alternately one
piece at a time by holding it parallel to the table between fingers and thumb and sliding it as
smoothly as possible. Hitting pieces already played was allowed and when all four pieces
were played the player whose piece was nearest the end of the table scored 3 if it was hanging
over the end of the table, 2 if it was over the far line or 1 if it was over the nearer line. He
similarly scored for his second piece if that too beat both of his opponent’s pieces. The winner
was usually the first player to reach 5 or 7 points.
This table design continued under the name of shovel-board, the number of discs increasing to
four for each player and all discs scoring according to their position, irrespective of which
was nearest the far end of the table, the game now being first to reach 11 points. During the
second half of the 17th century long tables of thirty feet or so were being installed in the
baronial halls of the nobility and occasionally in a tavern although the game presumably
continued to be played on normal tables. Some tables were fitted with a tray or ‘swallowing
dish’ at the far end to catch the coins or discs. From Victorian times there was also a version
played on the decks of ships using large wooden discs propelled by shaped poles.
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Early board

c.1660 (Willughby)

1700’s (Strutt)

c.1853

Perhaps the most interesting statement by Willughby from the point of view of the history of
shove-ha’penny is that between the two main lines on the table “are severall crosse parallel
lines to know which piece is foremost, & to direct them in measuring”. This of course would
result in a board which must have simply invited the invention of new games and scoring
methods. It was probably around this time that two separate games evolved - shovel-board as
noted above, without the need for any additional lines, and a game or perhaps more than one
version of a game with play and scoring dependent on the additional lines.
Eventually a standard game emerged which was played on a board three to four feet long and
about fourteen inches wide, divided into nine equal compartments numbered from 1 to 9.
Such a board was cut into a table at Hinwick Hall, near Podington 7. At the top left of the
board is the date 1718 which may be the date it was carved although the table itself is older.
This is identical to the board described by Strutt8 in 1801 under the name of Justice Jervis or
Jarvis, formerly known as shove-groat etc. Players took turns sliding a halfpenny coin on to
the board with the objective of achieving a score of exactly 31. If this was exceeded a single 9
had then to be scored to win.
By the 1820’s the game was generally known as shove-ha’penny and by the middle of the
19th century the board had shrunk until the space between the lines was just one quarter of an
inch more than the size of the coin to be used, usually halfpennies but sometimes pennies
when the game was known as push-penny. Rules published in 1853 are virtually identical to
modern rules as is the board apart from a balk line, halfway between the edge of the board and
the first bed, over which the coin had to pass before being considered played9.
The modern game
The game of shove-ha’penny is played on a board which can be hardwood or slate and usually
about twenty-four inches long by fourteen inches wide. The surface is divided into nine equal
horizontal strips or beds each one and a quarter inches wide. A small area at each side of the
board is reserved for scoring, usually with chalk marks. Two players, or teams, take turns
sliding five halfpennies or metal discs into each of the nine beds. Cannon shots are allowed
and each turn is scored when all five discs have been played. Discs touching a line do not
score and discs in a bed where three have already been scored can be claimed and scored by
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the opponent. The lines on the board are sometimes inset brass strips which can be raised
from one side to check whether a disc scores or not.

From c.1920

Board with inset brass strips c.1940

The discs are initially positioned overlapping the near edge of the board and propelled by
hitting them smartly with the heel or other part of the hand. A disc that fails to reach the
nearest line of the first bed without striking another disc can be replayed. Discs which go
beyond the far line of the ninth bed and discs which wholly or partly cross into the scoring
area at the sides must be removed immediately and are not replayed.
There have been many regional variations in the rules and even different games or boards in
use10 but the description given above has been the standard game since the middle of the 19th
century. Suitably enlarged boards for push-penny, although rare, are also still in use.

George V halfpenny and a few shove-ha’penny discs
The halfpennies used are of course the pre-decimal variety, ideally old and worn or with the
reverse details polished smooth. Unlike the Edward VI shillings, tradition decrees that
halfpennies be played head side up - being considered unlucky, possibly illegal and certainly
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in bad taste to grind off the monarch’s head! Since the 1920’s uniface metal discs have been
commercially available as an alternative and many varieties exist.
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ONE HUNDRED SHOVE-HA’PENNY DISCS STUDIED BY THE AUTHOR
The majority have two concentric circles and / or a central hole as part of the design. All are
uniface and the reverse edge is sometimes slightly rounded. Only sufficient details have been
given to identify the items listed, all of which are considered likely to have been issued
specifically for the game of shove-ha’penny. Measurements are generally to the nearest
0.5mm apart from diameters which are to the nearest 0.1mm.
Unless otherwise noted: Designs and legends are incuse, legends are in capital letters
Central hole measures 4.5 to just over 5mm across
Edges are plain
010. Anon - blank, no central hole, brass, 24mm
020. Anon - blank, no central hole, brass, 24.7mm (c’mk 20)
030. Anon - blank, no central hole, brass, 25.5mm
040. Anon - blank, central hole 3.5mm, brass, 25.6mm
050. Anon - blank, central hole, thick, brass, 25.3mm
060. Anon - blank, central hole, grained edge, brass, 25.6mm
070. Anon - blank, central hole, matt finish, steel, 24.9mm
080. Anon - blank, central hole, shiny finish, steel, 25.4mm
090. Anon - blank, central hole 5.5mm, brass, 25.5mm (c’mk 281)
100. Anon - blank, central hole 7mm, brass, 25mm (c’mk 050)
110. Anon - blank, central hole 8mm, brass, 25.4mm (c’mk COR)
120. Anon - circle 13mm, no central hole, brass, 26.1mm
130. Anon - circle 15mm, central hole, brass, 25.3mm
140. Anon - 2 circles, 12/8.5mm, central hole, brass, 25mm
150. Anon - 2 circles, 15/9.5mm, central hole, brass, 25.4mm
160. Anon - 2 circles, 15/9.5mm, central hole, plated brass, 25.3mm
170. Anon - 2 circles, 15.5/10mm, central hole, brass, 25.9mm
180. Anon - 2 circles, 15.5/10.5mm, central hole, brass, 25.6mm
190. Anon - 2 circles, 16/9.5mm, central hole, brass, 25.7mm
200. Anon - 2 circles, 16.5/9.5mm, central hole, brass, 25.5mm
210. Anon - 2 circles, 17.5/11.5mm, central hole 5.5mm, brass, 25.2mm
220. Anon - 2 circles, 18.5/11.5mm, central hole, steel, 25.4mm
230. Anon - 2 circles, 18.5/12mm, central hole 6.5mm, brass, 25.3mm
240. Anon - 2 circles, 19/9.5mm, central hole, steel, 25.3mm
250. Anon - 2 circles, 19/11.5mm, central hole, steel, 25.4mm
260. Anon - 2 circles, 19/12+mm, central hole 5.5mm, brass, 25.2mm
270. Anon - 2 circles, 19.5/10.5mm, no central hole, brass, 26.4mm
280. Anon - 2 circles, 19.5/11.5mm, central hole, steel, 25.4mm
290. Anon - 2 circles, 19.5/13mm, central hole, brass, 25.4mm
300. Anon - 2 circles, 19.5/13mm, central hole, plated brass, 25.6mm
310. Anon - 2 circles, 19.5/13mm, central hole, steel, 25.5mm
320. Anon - 2 circles, 19.5/13.5mm, central hole, brass, 25.5mm
330. Anon - 2 circles, 20/13mm, central hole, brass, 25.6mm
340. Anon - 2 circles, 20/13mm, central hole 6.5mm, brass, 25.7mm
350. Anon - 3 circles, 20/14.5/9.5mm, rectangular hole, brass, 26mm
360. Anon - 3 circles, 20.5/15.5/11.5mm, central hole 7mm, brass, 24.8mm
370. Anon - 4 circles, 22.5/17/12.5/5.5mm, brass, 25.5mm
380. Anon - geometric pattern around 2 tiny circles, not incuse, brass, 23.6
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390. Bass (script), brass, 25.6mm
400. C & H, brass, 23.6mm
410. Cox & Son Ltd Southampton, outer circle with 8mm gap at top, brass, 25.5mm
420. Cox’s Sports Depot, Southampton, 2 circles, central hole, thick, brass, 25.3mm
430. Cox’s Sports Depot, Southampton, 2 circles, central hole, thick, brass, 25.9mm
440. Cox’s Sports Depot, Southampton, 2 circles, central hole, thin, brass, 25.6mm
450. G.E.P., circle with no gaps, brass, 25.5mm
460. G.E.P., circle with 4mm gap at right hand side, brass, 25.5mm
470. G.E.P., circle with 4mm gaps at each side, brass, 25.6mm
480. Gaskell & Chambers Ltd Birmingham, central hole, brass, 25.5mm
490. Gaskell & Chambers Ltd London, central hole, brass, 25.7mm
500. J B & S (monogram), brass, 25.7mm
510. Jaques London, brass, 23.8mm
520. Jaques London, brass, 25.3mm
530. Jaques London, central hole, brass, 25.4mm
540. Jaques London, 2 circles 19/10.5mm, central hole, steel, 25.6mm (in use 1998)
550. Jaques London, 2 circles 19.5/13mm, central hole, steel, 25.5mm
560. John Bennett, Elephant & Castle, 2 circles 15/9.5mm, central hole, thin, brass, 25.2mm
570. John Bennett, Elephant & Castle, 2 circles 15.5/10mm, central hole, thick, brass, 26mm
580. K & C Ltd, London, Quality indoor games manufacturers, 2 circles, 8mm gap in outer
circle at top right, brass, 25.5mm
590. - Same die as last, central hole, brass, 25.4mm
600. - Same legend, 2 circles, 2 short gaps in outer circle above RG and S, brass, 25.5mm
610. - Same legend, 2 circles, one short gap in outer circle above RG, brass, 25.6mm
620. - Same legend, 2 circles, outer circle continuous, Y below E, brass, 25.6mm
630. - Same legend, 2 circles, outer circle continuous, Y below M, Q below N, brass, 25.6mm
640. - Same legend, 2 circles, outer circle continuous, Y below M, Q below D, brass, 25.6mm
(in use 1998)
650. M & B, stag depicted above, not incuse, bronze, 25.5mm
660. M. D & G, fan of 3 darts, 2 circles, brass, 25.4mm
670. North Lambeth Sports Shop, 2 circles, central hole, brass, 25.5mm
680. P L S, brass, 24.8mm
690. R.B.W.M, brass, 25.2mm
700. R.B.W.M, bronze, 25.5mm
710. S. S Ltd., B., long line under ‘td’, comma after Ltd, central hole 3mm, brass, 25.1mm
720. S. S. Ltd. B., short line under ‘td’, no comma after Ltd, central hole 3mm, brass, 26mm
730. St. George Series, Made in England, 2 circles, central hole, brass, 25.5mm
740. St. George Series, Made in England, 2 circles, central hole, plated brass, 25.6mm
750. St. George Series, Made in England, 2 circles, central hole, steel, 25.6mm
760. Shove-Ha’penny Control Association, The official disc of the, Reg: Design No 746041,
not incuse, N below CO, 6 below left half of N, central hole 5.5mm, grained edge,
brass, 25.3mm
770. - Same legend, N below CO, 6 below right half of N, central hole, grained edge, brass,
25.4mm
780. - Same die as last, central hole, grained edge, plated brass, 25.4mm
790. - Same legend, N below right half of O, 6 below ON, central hole, grained edge, plated
brass, 25.4mm
800. - Same die as last, central hole, grained edge, plated brass, 25.9mm
810. Shove Ha’penny (no hyphen) Control Association ...., N below CO, 6 below left half of
N, central hole, grained edge, plated brass, 25.4mm
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820. - Same legend, N below left half of O, 6 below O, central hole 5.5mm, grained edge,
plated brass, 25.4mm
830. - Same die as last, central hole 6mm, grained edge, plated brass, 25.3mm
840. - Same die as last, central hole, plain edge, plated brass, 24.7mm
850. - Same die as last, central hole, thick flan (1.9mm), plain edge, plated brass, 25.3mm
860. - Same die as last, central hole, thin flan (1.4mm), plain edge, plated brass, 25.3mm
870. - Same die as last, hole off centre, plain edge, plated brass, 25.2mm
880. - Same die as last, central hole 6mm, plain edge, plated brass, 25.3mm
890. - Same die as last, central hole, plain edge, plated bronze, 25.3mm
900. Shovilliards, Official Disc, Patent No. 329982 & 440532, B.M.M.Co, not incuse, brass,
25.7mm
910. Sovereign, Sovereign, 2 circles, brass, 24.6mm
920. T.S.L. Regulation, 2 circles, central hole 6mm, brass, 25.4mm
930. Truman Tap Bitter, central hole, steel, 25.5mm (1970’s)
940. W.A.S., not incuse, brass, 25.6mm
950. W R Loftus Ltd London, 2 circles, 17+/12+mm, central hole, brass, 25.3mm
960. W R Loftus Ltd London, 2 circles, 18/12.5mm, central hole, brass, 25.4mm
970. Example - countermarked with pub name (G.O Wade, Albion, Hertford)
980. Example - engraved with pub name (Lardicake, Andover, c.1980)
990. Push-Penny disc, blank, brass, 31.8mm
1000.Push-Penny disc, blank, central hole, brass, 31mm
Notes
 Gaskell & Chambers were a firm of pub fitters operating in several locations including Birmingham and
London. They also supplied shove-ha’penny boards.
 Jaques. Shove-ha’penny boards and associated discs are still being produced (1998) by John Jaques, a
manufacturer of indoor games, founded in 1795. Originally based in London the business moved in 1941 to
their current location in Thornton Heath, Surrey. An example of item 540 was provided by them in 1998.
 K & C Ltd (Kent & Cleal Ltd), another well known manufacturer of indoor games, was founded in 1892 and
originally located in East London. The company moved from London to Fakenham in Norfolk in 1982 where
they still produce a number of traditional games including shove-ha’penny. The manufacture of the actual
discs is subcontracted to an engineering firm in the Midlands. Item 640 was provided by them in 1998.
 M & B. This is the brewery Mitchells & Butlers.
 Shove-Ha’penny Control Association. Registered design number 746041 dates from 1929.
 Shovilliards. Patent No. 329982 was granted in May 1930 to Albert Edward Prebble of the Grosvenor Garage,
Stockbridge, Hampshire, in respect of an apparatus for playing games. This consisted of a base of slate, wood
etc. with fences or cushions with any desired number of openings or pockets. The player had to cause a disc
to pass through the said openings or to make cannons according to any desired rules by striking his disc
through a permanent opening at the end of the base with his hand as in the game of shove-ha’penny. As an
example a set-up is described for a game simulating a combination of billiards and shove-ha’penny. (In
essence the ‘invention’ appears to be the addition of cushions and pockets to a shove-ha’penny board thereby
extending the range of games playable in the manner of shove-ha’penny.)
 W R Loftus. An advert in Kelly’s directory for 1948 reads: London’s leading bar fitters. Specialists in the
construction of hotel bar counters, fitments and furniture. Manufacturers of beer engines, pewter lined and
teak sinks. All accessories for hotels, brewers, clubs, works canteens and the licensed trade. W R Loftus Ltd,
24 Tottenham Court Rd, London W1. Established over a century.
 The Lardicake (item 980) was owned by the Bourne Valley Brewery. Previously called the Adelaide Arms.
 General. All of the discs listed above predate the year 2000. Many one-off sets are known and it is possible
that some of the anonymous pieces fall into this category although most appear to be die struck. Otherwise
only two examples of one-off sets have been included (970 - 980).
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