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HALTESE _SspP1 NNTING TOY S
by O S UNREE e i
Guido Lanfrance

Children of the eighties and nineties born j é s le i
world have become adept in the use of toys of a 11t2111132222?;§
nature from those we used to have before the last WQfld_war. But
the basic need of having a toy has always been the same, 6nd will
continue to exist so long as chilren remain human beings;
Children's need to play is part of thier natural development, and
gains them experiences in the manipulation of different shapes
and materials with different properties, besides perfecting
skills. It is well known that toys fall into several catego—
ries, but they could be grouped into main classes, as toys which
are creative, competitive and passive. The latter class require

the child's imagination during play.
In this short essay I wish to discuss the Maltese spinning

toys, which are basically the various types of tops. Tops are
toys involving activity, therefore cannot be classified with the
passive or creative, but they belong to the competitive toys
which, although quite suitable for individual enjoyment, lend
themselves more satisfactory if involved in competitive skills.
Tops have therefore also become the playthings of grown—ups of
all ages, both for competitive purposes or merely for self satis-

faction.

The Common versatile Top S
The Maltese use the term 2Zugraga for the top, and the sim

Plest known is the usual bulb—-shaped wooden top which is spun by
strongly pulling away the string which wouldf have .been w?und
around its grooved sides, and spins on its pointed side, which,

= = : This point was made of a metal screw
in Maltese is called pern P The cord or

or nail adjusted and smoothened to fit the top's end. -
string used for winding on the top is locally known aS_VJOthzh
This should be quite long, and preferably of cotton twine wi;us
grips better. This simple spinning top could be of var

sizes, from about three to four inches or more (c 7-1llcm). ; .
One must here stress that pre—war toys had to bp mags sozzre
It is true that quite a large number of fobruetlgl::)t e{rery()ﬂe

ly.
ad, and normal

imported, many of them elaborate and mechanical,

idespre
could afford to buy them as poverty was wil : e
budgets quite strained. Although some wooden tops were importe

. the,
most of the others were made locally on the cixzper;tt’;'clc') Sa,n(l‘_;:her-
and one top, therefore, was not necessarily identica

tops required certain
1 ould prac-—
games OT tricks onedcto S .

the palm of

The Skills : . s
On a competitive basis, playing wil

skills, and there were several ‘ _
The first is to learn to wind the string an

tice. L on
k up the top : &

c tly. But the second was to pic ; for som
orrectly and it went on Spl%%;?ihird, o

the hand while it was spinning, by
. T ints in competitions.
time, the latter gaining polnts i

: L ek
* top in the alir a
more difficult and daring skill, P

—
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eye level, pulling the string i n such a way that the top i s first
thrown away, but drawn back towards you before ti.» V*-o thrst

out . and the top caught i n the air . on |hXt'j£Jof *\£A/€ Tl

This skill, and for that matter also al |
ning tops, must always be exercised outi nanopen space as
therwise accidents onfurniture andspectators mayhappent '

You don't s eeanyone playing with tops nowadays, probably
they areno longer 1 nfashion, Before t hewart heyo-yo was
qguite fashionable, andyoucould seeyoung menfooling around
Wwith them t oimpress t heladies, butthey were also used during
carnival t oaddt ot hefun;, it wasalso a spinning toy, with its
own skills t olearn, butdi dnot have t hechallenges ofthe top
| met a mano f71, this year, Joseph Apap, of Marsaskala, and he
brought outhisol dspinning t opandshowed me that he still
retained much o fhi spre-war skills bynotonly picking upon his
hand t hespinning t opfrom t heground, butalso from t heair.|I
He also showed me another game he used t oplay. | ti s called
Tad- Dawra, which means " oft hecircle", Dbutreally played f or
coins., Oneo ft het woo rthree contestants drew a circle onthe
dusty road by using thestring asa radius, pressed ata centre

pinched

by someone else, anddrawing a circle bymeans o fa coin
at t heendo ft hestrin t hecircle wasabout a meter diameter

!
A smaller c¢circle o f about seven o r eight inches diameter was

0

drawn 1 nt hecentre, andi nthis were placed coins byt hecon-
testants., Thething wasthat youhadt othrow thetopont othe
centre circle. When released t hespinning topstarts kicking
away pennies (orhalfpennies) outoft hecircle, andthese ar e
won byt hespinner, Thewayt het opi sreleased into the inner
circle from above, i scalled Dbil-mag mul, which means thatt he
movement for t hethrow 1 ssimilar t othedirectional gesture made
by witches o rwizards, when they relay a spell onsome object.

The Humming Top
Humming tops i nvarious sizes have Dbeen imported for quite

some time, andhave given pleasure t othousands o fchildren; they
were made o ftinandhada screw mechanism t obuild uptherota-

tion, which caused t hehumming. However, as | stated before
our forefathers made thelir owntops, andthey also contrivedt o
produce a humming t opmade o fwood. This wasnotnecessarily o f

the same calibre ast he large, metal ones, andthehumwasnot s o
clear, buti t wasquite entertaining, This wooden hummingt op
was called =zvgraga ta "bil-lejl, which means "top o Fthenight!".
The reason whyi twasgiven this name 1 sthat 1 norder t ohear it
hum, all should beasquiet asnight; (the nights o ftoday are not
the quiet ones we knew 1 nthepasti).

This humming topwasno tused for competitive purposes,b u t
nature from those required 1 n the

the skills were o fa different
sinple top. |l thadt obe made from hard wood, and 1 nsuch a
o fwalls astoproduce a hum. One had

shape, size andthickness
also t olearn howt ospin 1 tasstrongly as possible.

This humming topit squite large, the"bulb" being from three
to four inches diameter, ornoie, andabout four inches ~S*'t=,

With a three inch rod rising ontop. Thelatter rodi sused for



