
        
            
                
            
        





 

 

 

“It captured the feel of the game so well that I immediately looked up the curling schedule at our local club.”

– Sandi Martin, never curled before

 

 

“’Hurry hard’ and pick up this book – John has summarized curling theory and concepts that will fill the gaps in your curling knowledge as a curling beginner and improver. Grab your broom, put on your grippers, and get ready to be swept off your feet in this introduction to curling.”

– Christine Mok, curling improver

 

 

“As someone who has helped to develop the Learn to Curl program at Unionville, and has worked with other coaches to teach several hundred people the art of curling, I would highly recommend this book. It delves further into the science and strategy of curling, beyond what can be shared in a few weeks’ worth of lessons.”

– Kelly Tooley, experienced curler & coach
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who when I was 12 gave me 

a hand-me-down horsehair brush,

a slip-on slider,
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Introduction

In storytelling, there are three common conflicts that people try to classify plots into: man vs man1, man vs the environment, and man vs self. Every game of curling is an epic tale containing all three elements, as you try to beat the other team, figure out the ice, and get out of your own head to make your shots. 

Curling is a fascinating sport. It can require high levels of athleticism to perform at the top level, blending elements of grace, strength, flexibility, endurance, and strategy into one fascinating – and at times, frustrating – game. It can also be played by people who would not describe themselves with any of those elements, allowing you to bring whatever you have and meeting you there. The inclusiveness makes it one of a small number of sports where multiple generations can play at the same time, and means it can be a hobby you keep up for life. 

It is weird, and quirky, and still little-known enough that the increased exposure of the winter Olympics every four years drives noticeable bumps in recruitment to clubs and learn-to-curl events. 

And I love it. I have been described as a golden retriever with a favourite toy, trying to show it to everyone who comes near the yard, my eyes full of hope that they understand how much fun it is and that I can help bring joy to their lives too if they would just give it a try. I hope I can help you discover the allure of curling, and that you, dear reader, may be one of many more people who will go out and try curling, work to get better at curling, and find joy in it. 

This book is intended to be full of tips and how-tos for the beginner curler and those looking to improve, and is hopefully enough fun to read that even experienced curlers will find it worth their time. It is not intended to be the sole remaining relic of the sport in a far-distant post-apocalyptic world, so I won’t start with a history of Scots throwing rocks on lochs or the exact dimensions needed to build your own sheet of ice. My apologies to the survivors of the zombie/robot/alien uprising if you are trying to rebuild society curling-first (i.e., correctly) and were hoping to use this book as a reference. 

Anyway, as a reader, you can expect some irreverent non sequiturs and jokes along the way, along with some tips and explanations of why we want a certain form or approach. As an athlete trying to learn curling, you can expect that there will be ups and downs in your performance: even with steady objective performance, you’ll start to feel let down by your draw weight or hitting when your strategy starts calling for more and more precision once you know you can make certain shots. As a person, you can expect to find a new hobby that you’ll hopefully love as much as I do, and will help keep you physically and socially fit for a long time to come.

----

0. A quick note that these are footnotes. In the print edition, they appear on the bottom of the page that referenced them, but ebooks don't have pages. They appear at the end of the ebook with a hyperlink from the original note, however that can be cumbersome to flip to in some e-readers, so the footnotes will also appear in plaintext like this at the end of each chapter.

1. Please forgive the anachronism, but updating it to read “person vs person” didn’t seem to be the right poetry for an opening line.








The Magic of Curling

Rocks Curling and Contradictions

Curling is a magical and special sport. 

It is full of contradictions and juxtapositions that give it its unique charm. 

We are hurling forty-pound rocks across a hundred feet of ice, with a precision of inches. Despite the mass and momentum of a hunk of granite sliding on ice, the sport is so finely tuned that the heating from rubbing a piece of fabric on the ice makes a significant difference to the ultimate trajectory. A rock that could take down an unsuspecting person can be ruined by a stray hair. 

The way the rocks move down the ice – the curl itself – is surprisingly poorly understood by physics. If after your curling match, you find yourself at a bar in a heated discussion and attempt to re-create a shot by sliding a wet glass on a tabletop, you’ll find that it curls in the opposite direction of what the rock did on the ice. 

It’s a sport filled with yelling – so very much yelling! – and yet none of it mean-spirited or in anger. We yell to encourage our teammates, and keep quiet to respect our opposition. This magical set of contradictions and attitude to the sport is often summed up as “the Spirit of Curling.” 

The Spirit of Curling

Every group of humans creates its own culture, full of unwritten rules. I’m not just talking about countries, like how tipping is an essential part of dining out in Canada and the US, but not done in Japan. Even within Canada, culture varies quite a bit in certain ways from province to province, or even within areas of a large city like Toronto.

Curling has a different culture than a lot of other sports, and that particular culture largely gets labelled “The Spirit of Curling,” and while labels can be helpful… that one isn’t exactly self-explanatory, so let’s break it down a bit.

Klingon Curling

In Star Trek, one of the fictional species of humanoids that the crew of the Enterprise encounter a lot are the Klingons, a group of warriors with a keenly developed sense of honour. While they may get their blood up and seek victory on the field of battle in the name of Kahless, it may equally be “a good day to die.” There is no dishonour in losing to a superior foe. As long as you fight with honour, you will find your place in Sto’vo’kor. 

And so it is with curling. We try to win, read incredibly long and convoluted emails to try to squeeze out a nugget of wisdom to improve our game, show up ready to play, and maybe even book practice ice to get better. But at the end of the day it’s no big deal if we lose, as long as we tried our best and put in a good game.

What it really boils down to for each end in a game is being able to answer yes to the question: did I bring honour to the end? That’s a big part of The Spirit of Curling. 

Qapla.

Calling Your Own Fouls

Along with that is this notion that we call our own fouls, and we throw ourselves upon the mercy of our opponents. Then, in turn, it is incumbent upon our opponents to not take advantage – the two most common remedies for a burned stone are to leave it where it ended up (or put it back if it was a stationary stone that was moved), or to put it where you reasonably thought it was going to end up without the burn. (There is also the option of taking it out of play and returning everything to where it was before the shot – this is more often considered the nuclear option and rarely used.)

Here is how important that idea is: in other sports, it is accepted and common to use fouls and out-of-bounds tactically. In basketball, if you want to stop the momentum of a play, you may purposefully throw a ball out of bounds, or try to make contact with a player and then fall in a certain way to make it a foul on them2. Soccer is infamous for players acting hurt (they even have a term for it: “diving”) after even minor accidental collisions to try to get penalty shots against the other team.

In curling, if you see that whoops, your team’s shot is heading for something very bad (like taking out your own rock or promoting an opposing stone), you may be tempted to burn it and take it out of play. This is so anathema to curling that it has one of the most severe punishments: if you purposefully burn your stone, you instantly lose the game. Not “oh, let’s put it where we think it would have gone,” no, it’s game over, go home, goodbye – we do not play with people who do not bring honour to The Sprit of Curling. 

And it’s so anathema, it’s not even in the rulebook – I went to try to find a link to include, but there isn’t a specific numbered rule to cite that I could find. Yet somehow I know that is the appropriate answer for that case that has never happened to me in two decades of curling. Instead, intentionally burning a stone to avoid a bad outcome just falls under the general category of “hey, that’s cheating, and against The Spirit of Curling, so we’re done here.” Indeed, those parts are right at the beginning of the rulebook3, before any numbered rules: “I will conduct myself in an honourable manner both on and off the ice; I will never knowingly break a rule.”

Anyway, even within that, there are unwritten understandings in different leagues. In our competitive mixed doubles league, I had thrown a peach of a shot, and in-between the hog lines had accidentally touched the rock – just barely grazed it with my broom. There was no way that touch was going to affect the stone’s outcome, but a touch – any touch – between the hog lines means the rock comes off so I pulled it. That same touch in our tag league or recreational mixed league would likely not see us actually pull the rock off – we’d tell the other team what happened, the other Skip would wave and laugh, and it would be fine. With so many new curlers in those leagues just finding their coordination, we’d have precious few rocks left in play if we pulled every one that had a minor tick from a broom.

Rest of On-Ice Etiquette

There are lots of other elements that go into the Spirit of Curling, and general on-ice etiquette, which we will get back to closer to the end of the book. The main one to mention up front is: 

We play other people not “the opposition.” Every game begins and ends with a handshake (or post-covid, a fist-bump, or an awkward half-handshake half-fist-bump half-giggle). Our opponents are our friends (and in some leagues, potential future teammates). While we want to bring a good game and, hopefully, win, it’s still friendly and we still respect them as people. They are not a faceless “opposing force” to try to wipe off the map. 

Curling Culture Does Change; Culture is What We Make It

Culture is an emergent phenomenon. There are ways to codify parts of it, but that can only ever have so much success – the Académie Française and Bill 101 can work hard to prevent catchy English words and phrases from making their way into the speech of the French. However, their efforts can’t stop them all if the French-speaking people happen to find English words catchy or useful. 

Culture is really all about how most of us interact with others. What we consider “normal” and allow to be considered “acceptable” (or “unacceptable”) is a big part of what makes up culture. 

So curling culture is just all of us and how we choose to play with one another, how we hang out and treat each other before and after the games. And that can change based on what we do going forward, how the next generation thinks and changes. What we do right now, and in all the future moments before us decides what the culture will be.

It can change unintentionally: if we get too competitive in our games, and forget about bringing honour to each end, we may not call those fouls on our own. Or we may stop being outraged when a team responds to an infraction with the full force of what the rules allow instead of the spirit in which they should be interpreted. 

It can change with intention and purpose, too: if any parts of curling culture aren’t suiting us, we can jettison them. Drinking and driving used to be more permissible and often overlooked, but I don’t think any one of you reading this would let someone across the table from you pound back four beers then stumble out behind the wheel, it’s just no longer within the acceptable window of behaviour. 

Being welcoming is, increasingly, an important part of curling culture. There are corners of the sport where performance is important – nobody is calling me up to join their team to make a run at the Brier or Mixed Nationals because I’m not that good and performance matters there. But at the club level, we want you here, regardless of any of those factors. You belong here. Even if you can’t get down into a slide at all, we can find a way to modify the game to include you, such as using a standing delivery with a stick. Just come out and have fun with us: the process is more important than the result. 

That goes for other elements of being welcoming. Curling has historically been, to use the technical term, “super-duper white.” But hopefully today anyone can find a welcoming smile when they come try the sport (and that as a community, curlers all over will continue to improve in being welcoming to all).

And perhaps this book will help those starting a new team or club. In addition to learning the technical skills to deliver a rock, it’s highly important to build a positive, welcoming culture. 

----

2. Aside: that drove me insane as a kid – we had learned that basketball was a non-contact sport, but you’d never know it watching the pros or the way a lot of guys in a casual university 3-on-3 league acted (apparently the Americans gave up and it’s now classified as a contact sport).

3. Curling Canada Rules of Curling for General Play 2022–2026, p4.

 


 

The Big Picture

The Game

Curling is a game of skill and strategy played on ice. Teams take turns sliding granite stones toward a target over 100 feet away. The rocks can bump other rocks out of the way as an end progresses, until all rocks have been thrown, at which point the team with the rock closest to the centre (within 6') score. 

Teams are typically four members, throwing a total of eight stones (i.e., two each), though there are variants, in particular Mixed Doubles (more on that much later – for the rest of this intro we will stick to traditional four-person curling). 

The stones are fairly heavy, about4 42 lbs. However, they are not lifted, just slid across the slippery ice, which makes the feat of sending them down over 100' of ice possible.  

The5 really cool thing about curling is the curl itself: the rocks do not travel in straight lines. This curved path is where the game gets its name from. And it is magic – not just in the sense of “I feel awe and wonder watching its beauty,” but in the “physics doesn’t have a widely agreed upon mechanistic basis for why they move that way”. 

It means that you can put up a rock in front of the target (which we call a “house”) to act as a guard, and if you throw another just right, it will curve around that guard and sit behind it. The curl depends on how fast the rocks are moving, so a faster throw to try to remove the stone sitting in the house behind the guard may not curl enough to make contact, opening up a number of cool strategic possibilities.

The magical curl is enabled in part by how special the ice surface is: it is “pebbled” with tiny droplets of water that freeze on top, producing a texture to the ice. That makes it easier for players to stand on it with soft rubber grippers providing traction, and affects how the rocks travel over it. 

The rocks are also pretty special: modern rocks are usually made of two kinds of granite, a slug of material to run on the ice inserted inside a larger torus that’s used as an outer layer to bang into other rocks. And the granite comes from just two quarries (even the rocks manufactured in Canada) – Ailsa Craig in Scotland and Trefor in Wales. 

In the game of curling, teams are sliding (we use the verb “throwing” though the stones should stay on the ice, “delivering” also works) rocks from one end to the other, by sliding in a deep lunge with the rock for a short while to set it on the correct trajectory before letting it go. Then the team’s sweepers can use fabric brushes to clean the ice (even a tiny hair can change the path the rock takes!) and change the properties6 of the ice, to influence the final shot. 

Lots of strategy goes into deciding which shots to attempt: getting your rocks closest to the centre of the house (called “the button”) gets you points, but the other team can throw shots to take your rocks out of play, so having some in the non-scoring area in front of the house as guards may be prudent. And you may need to call some take-outs of your own to create some space to score or prevent the other team from scoring. 

The game is divided up into “ends”, where an end is a cycle of throwing all 16 rocks (8 per team) to the scoring end, then determining the score. Then a new end starts, the teams throw the rocks back the other way to the other house on the sheet, and determine the score again. A “typical” game is nominally 8 ends, though professional games may be 10, and in recreational clubs time may be a factor limiting play to fewer ends (e.g., up to 8 or however many the teams can fit in 2 hours, whichever comes first). 

Scoring

Scoring is pretty simple in curling: the team whose rock is closest to the middle scores. And the scoring team gets more points for each rock that they have closer to the middle than the opponent team’s closest. 

So only one team can score in an end. 

The rings look like bullseyes from things like archery, but the different rings and colours mean nothing, they merely serve as a visual aid to help determine which rock is closer – a rock barely touching the outside is worth one point, just like one that’s right on the pinhole in the middle: one point per rock that’s closer than the opponent’s closest. 

Teams take turns throwing rocks one at a time (so Team A throws one, then Team B throws one, then Team A throws their second, then Team B throws their second). This means one team gets to throw second, and more importantly, their last rock will be the last rock of the end. This is called having hammer (or last stone advantage), which is considered an advantage. 

If the team without hammer7 scores, it is called “stealing” (or a “stolen end” or “a steal”). 

After a team scores in an end, they will then throw first the next end, giving the other team hammer. So the lowest score you can give up to get hammer back is 1, and is considered a minor victory. Thus holding the hammer team to 1 also gets a special name and is called “forcing” (or “a force”). 

Different venues can use different scoreboards for displaying the score. Some have electronic scoreboards that resemble a spreadsheet, or a baseball scoreboard. However, the traditional curling club scoreboard looks like this: 

[image: A red white and blue sign with numbers]

It has numbers to represent the points across the middle, and a zone at the top and bottom for each team (in this picture, blue at the top, red at the bottom, or black and grey if you’re reading on a black and white device or the print edition8). In those zones, you hang cards (“tags”) for each end, with the number on the tag representing the end that was played. 

So to read it, you scan across the numbers in the middle, and the furthest right that has a tag is how many points that team has in total. In the above image, the blue (or black, top) team has 7 points, and the red (or lighter grey, bottom) team has 4 points. That’s because the furthest-right tag for blue (top) is the [6] tag, above the 7 in the middle for points, and the furthest-right tag for red (bottom) is the [7] tag, below the 4 in the points row. 

You can read the history of the game by looking at the jumps between tags. They got those points by blue scoring 2 in the first end (the [1] tag is above the points for 2), 1 in the second end (the [2] tag is above the points for a total of 3, showing that they had one more than the prior tag), 1 in the third end, 1 in the fourth end, and 2 in the sixth end, for a total of 7 points. Red scored 1 in the fifth end and 3 in the fourth end, for a total of 4 points. 

For some people, this style of scoreboard looks a little backwards – baseball, by way of contrast, has the ends (or “innings” as they call them) across the grid, and then tags for the points. In part that’s needed because in baseball both teams can earn points every inning. That also means that in baseball you need a whole bunch of each kind of card – 18 cards with 0s on them, 18 cards with 1s on them, 18 with 2s, etc. 

For curling, because only one team can score each end, we only need one tag per end with this style. And the tags always come out in the order the ends are played in – you don’t have to rummage through a bin of them to find the score you need. If the game before you properly cleaned up and put the tags in order, the [1] tag is at the front of the pile ready for you after you play the first end, and the [2] tag right behind it. You can see the little pocket with fresh tags just peeking out in the bottom-left corner of the scoreboard, left of the zero. 

It’s also possible for neither team to score in an end. This is called a “blank” end. In regular curling, a blank means the team with hammer (last rock advantage) keeps it going into the next end (in a variant of curling called doubles, the hammer switches teams on a blank). Often there is a 0 or a spot for “blank” ends on a scoreboard where the end tags can be put up (usually on the team keeping hammer’s row). In rare cases, you can stack the end cards on top of the prior score. At our club, there is a single peg for each team under the 0. If there’s more than one blank end, we’ll start putting the cards under the 16 (and the 15, etc.) – we’re pretty good at understanding when that’s being used as a placeholder for a blank end versus when someone has legitimately racked up a score that high. 

Finally, the justification for why traditional curling scoreboards are laid out this way has to do with reducing the number of tags needed. With two pages of explanation on how to read it, it’s clearly not because it is intuitive. For televised events with electronic scoreboards, something closer to a baseball scoreboard layout is typically used. 

Teams, Positions, and Duties

In traditional curling, teams are composed of 4 players:


		The Lead

		The Second

		The Vice9

		The Skip



The Lead throws the first two rocks for the team, the Second the next two, the Vice the next two, and the Skip the final two. Collectively, the Lead and Second are sometimes called “the front end” while the Vice and Skip together are called “the back end.” 

When they are not taking their turns to throw rocks, players are serving as sweepers for their team’s rocks, with two exceptions. The Skip will be standing at the other end of the sheet (the side with the scoring house), calling the shots and deciding on the strategy, and holding their broom to act as a target for the throwers. There are situations where the Skip will sweep, but they’re starting the shot at the other end of the ice from the throwers and sweepers. The other exception is the Vice, who will sweep for the Lead and Second shots, but when the Skip goes to throw, the Vice goes into the house to hold the broom as a target. 

The sweepers (two of the Lead, Second, and/or Vice depending on who is throwing) will start at the delivery end with the thrower, and follow the rock down the sheet, sweeping as needed (which they may determine on their own accord, or they may be told to do so by the Skip or Vice in the house). 

Which brings us to the duties on a team: there is one player in charge of the house10. This player is typically the Skip, or the Vice during the Skip’s shots, and is calling the strategy. The person in the house is also allowed to sweep their own rocks during the opponent’s turn, or the opponent’s rocks but only after they cross the T-line (the line running across the middle of the house). 

That leaves one person as the thrower and the remaining two as sweepers. The thrower’s duty is to deliver the rock and be sure that they let go before sliding to the hog line on the delivery end. The sweepers’ duty is to sweep when needed and communicate with the person in the house about the speed (“weight”) of the shot. 

For safety’s sake, everyone is empowered to stop a rock before it goes flying out of play (outside the sidelines on the sheet or through the backline), to prevent rocks from interfering with play on other sheets or hitting someone. 

Finally, the Vice will often have the remaining jobs that pop up: taking the coin toss for hammer before the game, agreeing with the other team what the score is (i.e., which rock(s) are closer than others), putting the score on the scoreboard, and reporting the score to the league/tournament scorekeeper after the game. 

Terminology and Rules

The rulebook exists, and I don’t want to bore you with all the rules, but I suppose a proper introduction can’t be made without covering at least the major ones. Likewise, I shouldn’t assume that you already know (or will look up) all the terms that will get thrown at you in this book. 

Stone, rock: the big (38-44 lbs) hunk of granite we play the game with. A stone has a small ring on the bottom that actually makes contact with the ice (the “running band”), which is typically an insert of a different type of granite, and a wider “striking band”. A handle on top is used to hold it for delivery and usually is coloured to indicate which team the rock belongs to. 

[image: Image]

Broom, brush: the stick with a fabric-covered head you use to sweep (or brush11). 

Sheet: The long segment of ice a game is played on. A club or arena typically will have several sheets of ice. Each sheet will have a house and hacks at both ends, with play alternating directions in each “end” of play.

House: the 6' radius (12' diameter) set of rings painted on the ice that serve as the scoring area. There is one painted on each side of the sheet, but when we say “the” house, we’re referring to the one you are throwing toward in that end to score in. Sometimes called “the paint” when referring to the scoring area.

Button: The smallest circle in the house, with the “pin” in the centre of it.

Pin: The pin is a small hole in the ice located in the very centre of the house, where the T-line and centreline intersect. The hole can be used to anchor a measuring device, and the pin is defined as the true centre of the house: the circles painted or drawn may not be perfectly circular or perfectly centred, so when rocks are close it is the measurement of the inside edge to the pin that counts.

[image: Image]

4-foot/8-foot/12-foot: Each concentric circle in the house, the measurement refers to the ring’s outer diameter. The “top” 4-foot/8-foot/12-foot (or “top house” more generally) refers to the portion of that ring “above” or “in front” of the T-line, which is the part closer to the hog line/where the guards are. The “back” 4-foot/8-foot/12-foot refers to the part behind the T-line, closer to the backline/boards. 

Hack: A pair of sloped rubber blocks inserted in the ice that deliveries start from. 
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