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Numu Tatsaning

	 I was asked to write a story about Numu tatsaning (Indian gambling) for 
this edition of In Focus. My story is not a story about big casino gaming, but, 
rather, it’s about a tradition of gambling that won’t be found in any casino. In 
writing this article I had the great opportunity to interview two wonderful Numu 
people -- Helen Williams of Lovelock, and Tony Johnny of Lancaster, California 
-- about how their young lives were touched by the spirit of Indian gambling.

	 Gambling, or betting on any game of skill or chance, has been around the 
Great Basin since time immemorial. With the Numu people gambling has been a 
part of life. Even today during times of their celebrations and festivities one can 
catch a glimpse of professional hand game players sitting under the haba (shade 
arbor), with their attention afýxed only on the game at hand.
	 Historically, the gambling halls or gambling houses in Indian communities 
were located at the homes of frequent players. Games such as Paiute Poker, The 
Hand Game, or Five Card could be played with big bets or just as friendly games 
to pass the time.
	 The days of gambling halls are now gone. Some families carry on the spirit 
of the game by playing a friendly game of “pennies” in their homes, but the spirit 
is mostly kept alive through stories of the old days. 
	 One person who recalls the old days is Helen Williams, a Koop-Ticutta 
Paiute living in Lovelock. She tells the story of when she was a child -- when she 
would imitate gambling games with other children. One of her favorite spots to sit 
was under her mother’s table when the sun went down, defying her order to play 
outside or to go to sleep. Helen remembers how she would have just as much fun 
sitting under the table, as quiet as a mouse, listening to the activities all the adults 
played on the game boards above her head. 

Wokokotatsaning (Cane or Bamboo Game)
	 The game Helen remembers as being her grandmother Mary Dave’s 
favorite was Wokokotatsaning. One of Helen’s treasured pieces is a crescent moon-
shaped board about two-and-a-half feet in length. Helen recalls, “Willie Rook (a 
Northern Paiute) made this board game for my grandma, a long time ago. He 



121Numu Tatsaning

made it from an old piece of wood, and he drilled all the holes with an old hand 
drill and made it look real nice. Recently my son painted it to make it look good 
again, and these are some of the original sticks [used to play the game]. My son 
made me some new ones, they look nice too.” She talked about how the Numu, a 
long, long time ago, would play this 
game on the ground with small pegs 
punched into the earth. Nowadays, the 
game is played as a board game, but 
the rules from long ago are the same. 
	 Helen remembers all the 
good players, like her mother Birdie 
Dave; her aunt, Annie Bill; and her 
grandmother, Mary Dave. One rule 
they all observed was to never touch 
another player’s peg when playing 
Wokokotatsaning because if a peg 
was touched by others it was thought 
that your poo-ha (winning powers) 
were stolen by those who touched it. 
Only the peg’s owner and the hoonnat 
(dealer) could touch the moving pegs. 
	 The wakoko (cane or bam-
boo) used to make sticks for the rest 
of the game were described by Helen 
as being the green, hollow, stiff grass 
found in the slough. The wakoko was 
split in half, cut to the length of about 
ten to twelve inches and smoothed 
down until it was þat on both sides. 
Each end was rounded off and the 
inner side of the wakoko was painted 
red. It was important to paint the inner 
side of the wakoko as the paint adhered 
better to these ýbers. When the sticks 
fell, those that fell red side up were 
used to count the moves of the player’s 
turn. Eight sticks would be used in the 
playing of the game, and extras were 
always available if one should break.
	 Helen well remembers Willie 
Rook, the man who made her game 
board. When she talks about him, she 
exclaims, with a bold expression of 
excitement on her face and with her 

The Cane or Bamboo Game

	 On the crescent-shaped game 
board were eighty-one holes. Twenty-
four, two-inch tall pegs made from 
willow were also included with the 
game. These pegs were inserted into 
every other hole on the game board.
	 From two to six players could 
play this game and each had a set of 
their own pegs etched with their special 
design.  At each end of the board a hole 
was drilled to mark the starting place of 
each player.  
	 Each player, or team, sat 
near their end of the board to start the 
game. 		  The board would be 
curved toward the hoonnat (dealer) and 
each player would place a bet that the 
hoonnat would hold. Out of the ante 
the hoonnat would get the equivalent of 
one bet for his services.
	 To start the game, marked 
sticks were dropped to see which player 
had the highest number and would get 
to more their peg forward. The player 
with the highest number of red sticks 
would go ýrst by dropping the sticks 
two times, then passing them to the 
player with the highest number of reds 
on the other side. Then the sequence 
would switch back and forth. 
	 The object of the game was 
to move past the last peg on the board 
without getting bumped back to the 
starting place by any player in the game. 
The player who passed the last peg ýrst 
would be the winner of the game. 




