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 Dedication 

 

 This book is dedicated to my dad, Wilfred Smith, who taught me the art of the cryptic crossword and without whom I really wouldn’t have had a clue! 
  




1 Introduction

 

 Are you baffled by cryptic crosswords? Do you want to increase your word power and exercise your brain, but can’t make any sense of the clues? There is no secret formula to cracking the cryptic crossword. Anyone can do it. This book is packed with all the know-how, hints and tricks you will ever need to help you find the right answers every time. From clever to cunning to downright devious, all the different types of clue are here, with tips on how to recognise them, interpret them and, of course, solve them! 

 Cryptic crosswords appear regularly in newspapers and magazines, many of them offering the chance of a prize – usually either cash, books or a posh pen. Find out what makes these puzzles so intriguing, yet so infuriating. With around one hundred and fifty clues analysed and explained in full, you will soon be on your way to the satisfaction of completing your first crossword grid, impressing your family, friends and fellow commuters, and maybe even winning a prize! 



 A LITTLE BIT OF HISTORY 

 Crosswords are reputed to be the most popular word game in the world, but as a pastime for adults they have only been around for about a hundred years. Although they had existed in some form or another in England since the 19th century, they were then mainly simple word squares designed to amuse children, grouping letters together in such a way that the same words could be read both vertically and horizontally. 

 The first known published example of a crossword intended for adults was laid out in a diamond shape, with interlocking words but no black squares, and contained simple non-cryptic clues. It appeared in a New York newspaper in 1913, although its creator, Arthur Wynne, was a Liverpool man. 

 During the following decade, the new crossword puzzle craze swept America, the now familiar black and white squares format was born, and puzzles became a regular feature in almost every newspaper. In 1922, they made the leap across the Atlantic and arrived in the U.K., where more difficult cryptic versions soon began to develop. The now famous Times crossword made its debut in 1930. 



 DISCOVERING CROSSWORDS 

 So, what makes crossword puzzles so popular? Who is spending so much time and effort worrying over them and filling them in, and why? 



 The Benefits 

 There is something very satisfying about completing a crossword puzzle. Crosswords present a challenge. They make you think. They help you to keep your brain function in good working order and slow down the memory loss that inevitably creeps up on us as we get older. In fact, solving a daily puzzle has been shown to help reduce the risk of dementia and Alzheimer’s, or at least to delay its onset. 

 From the simplest clues you might find in a magazine’s ‘coffee break’ puzzle page to the real stinkers in the more high-brow daily newspapers (the sort of clues that can take hours to understand, let alone solve!) there is a definite sense of achievement when you see those little white boxes in the grid slowly filling up as you get nearer and nearer to completing your puzzle. 

 It’s a fascinating hobby that costs very little to pursue. Unless you are taking the whole thing very seriously indeed and travelling the world to compete in crossword competitions (and, yes, some people do!) it’s usually just the cost of a magazine, newspaper or puzzle book, and the pen or pencil needed to write in the answers. 

 Filling in a crossword helps to pass the time on boring train journeys, and gives you something relaxing to do while you drink your morning coffee, laze in a hot bath or have your hair done. But ‘doing’ a crossword offers much more than just an hour or two of idle fun. It can also help us to improve our spelling and vocabulary, expand our general knowledge and, if we manage to finish it, boost our self esteem. A bit like playing a game of Scrabble or Boggle, it lets us explore language, learn new words, and play around with letters in a fun way - but without the need for a board, a timer or an opponent. Crosswords are usually a much more solitary pursuit, which makes their successful completion all the more satisfying. And we all like to feel intelligent, and proud of ourselves, from time to time! 

 But, of course, crosswords can be infuriating too. There have been many times when I’ve sat for hours, pen in hand, unable to concentrate on anything else, determined to finish a devilishly difficult puzzle, no matter how long it takes. And nights when I’ve been unable to go to bed knowing that there is still one unsolved clue staring up at me. There have even been a few occasions when I’ve been forced to admit defeat and had to wait a day or two for the answers to be published in a later edition of the newspaper before achieving anything like peace of mind. That’s how addictive crosswords can become. 



 Starting Young 

 I grew up with crosswords. In fact, I can’t remember a time when they were not an important part of my daily life. Solving them was something my dad taught me to do when I was very young, and became an enjoyable task that we always undertook together. 

 As a child, pulling the big dictionaries and atlases of the world from their place on the bookshelf and laying them out on the carpet to help me find the answers – and how to spell them – was always a thrill. Somehow, despite the amazingly extensive content and speed of the internet (which can be a great help to puzzlers now, but had not yet been invented when I started out), I still feel there’s nothing quite like poring over a pile of dusty old reference books to track down the information you need. 

 I’m sure that discovering crosswords at a young age also went a long way towards helping me to develop some of the important skills that have stood me in good stead in later life: how to concentrate, be patient, persistent, self-confident and determined, and - if something matters enough - not to give up. I learned how to relish silence and be content in my own company, and I acquired a curiosity about, and a real love for, words - an ideal grounding for someone who went on to make her living as a writer. 

 But, as an intelligent and enquiring child, the simple general knowledge puzzles were never going to be able to enthral me for long. The clues, and their answers, were just too uncomplicated and straightforward. Even when my home reference book collection was no match for a particularly tricky question, and a visit to the public library was needed, there was still no real magic in being able to solve them. After all, anyone can find the answers to factual questions if they make the effort and look in the right places. 

 So, I needed something more. By the age of ten, I had discovered the joys of cryptic crosswords, with their much cleverer and more thought-provoking clues and, under my dad’s guidance, was starting to learn how to crack them. And from that moment on, I never looked back! 



 Who Does Crosswords? 

 Crosswords know no barriers. Men, women and children all over the world take up the challenge every day. And the rich and famous are just as likely to be crossword addicts as you or I. 

 When Patrick Creadon, an American film-maker, made a documentary film called Wordplay in 2006, which took a look at the highly competitive and rather obsessive world of crossword competitions, he even persuaded ex-President Bill Clinton to talk about his love of solving crosswords and to be filmed working on one. 

 When TV personality Stephen Fry spent some time in prison as a young man, it is reported that his mother would take him bundles of crosswords cut from copies of The Times to keep him busy in his cell. He has also talked publicly about his childhood memories of his parents regularly completing the Times crossword together as a team, his mother solving some of the clues and his father coming up with answers for the rest. It was only, he said, because he had inherited the best bits from each of them, that he was able to tackle and finish the puzzles all by himself. 

 Perhaps the most famous fictional crossword fan was Inspector Morse, created by author Colin Dexter, himself a dedicated crossword buff. The late John Thaw, the actor who played Morse in the TV series, was once quoted as saying that in the same way that Morse is fascinated by crosswords, it is the puzzle of the murder that drives him on. Perhaps many of us just naturally enjoy having something to work out, or a mystery we feel compelled to try to solve. For those of us without a murder to work on, crosswords are certainly able to provide us with the next best thing! 

 On a more light-hearted note, the comedian Tommy Cooper was always known for his terribly corny, but still very funny, jokes. One of them goes like this: 


A friend of mine rang and asked me to help him with the crossword. The clue was ‘a flightless bird found in Iceland’, and the answer was two words, six and seven letters long.



‘I’ve got it,’ I said… ‘Frozen chicken!’


 A bird can’t be much more flightless - or lifeless - than that! But, of course, if you only know Iceland as a country and have never heard of the frozen food retailer, then the joke, and the clue, will mean nothing to you. Quite often, as we shall see when we start to look more closely at the structure and wording of crossword clues later in this book, even solving a cryptic clue still requires an element of general or more specialised knowledge if it is to make any sense at all. 
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