

[image: Illustration]




Adrienne Raphel has written for the New Yorker, the Atlantic, the New Republic, Slate and Poetry, among other publications. Her debut poetry collection, What Was It For, won the Rescue Press Black Box Poetry Prize. Born in southern New Jersey and raised in northern Vermont, she holds an MFA from the Iowa Writers’ Workshop and a PhD from Harvard.




[image: Illustration]




ROBINSON


First published in the US in 2020 by Penguin Press, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC


First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Robinson


Copyright © Adrienne Raphel, 2020


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47214-461-4


Robinson


An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk
 

www.littlebrown.co.uk




To my grandparents





 


 


The pattern of the thing precedes the thing. I fill in the
gaps of the crossword at any spot I happen to choose.


—Vladimir Nabokov, interview, The Paris Review
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Crossword fan, presumably


—YOU (10D, Friday, March 13, 1998, The New York Times)
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It’s hard to imagine modern life without the crossword. The puzzle originated in 1913, and it soon became part of the fabric of daily existence. (Quite literally, the fabric: over the past century, solvers have sported, among other articles, crossword-patterned stockings, scarves, sweaters, and sneakers.) The crossword flared as a fad in the 1920s, but unlike other trends of the era—flagpole sitting, marathon dancing—the puzzle endured and thrived.


For many, the crossword is a daily ritual. Morning crossword people do the puzzle with coffee, on their commute, to wake up the brain; midday crossworders retreat to the puzzle to escape the day’s demands; nighttime solvers use the puzzle as a winding-down routine. Others do crosswords more casually—usually in limbo spaces, like the dentist’s office or on a plane. If you fill in the crossword, please take the magazine with you so it’s replaced, some in-flight magazines instruct readers. Some people solve when they get bored, or when they need to place their minds elsewhere. Some use the crossword to give a sense of accomplishment—if I’ve done nothing else all day, they reason, at least I’ve done this.


Celebrities often solve to carve out a private routine in the clamor of their daily lives. Jon Stewart, Bill Clinton, Yo-Yo Ma, Bill Gates, Martha Stewart, Nancy Pelosi: all crossworders. While waiting out rain delays in matches, the tennis player Lindsay Davenport did crosswords; quarterback Brett Favre is also a solver. Actors and musicians frequently do puzzles between scenes or sets: Kate Hudson, Natalie Portman, Dustin Hoffman, Daniel Craig, Sting, and Nine Inch Nails’s Trent Reznor, among many others, have been spotted with crosswords.


Writers use the crossword as cross-training, working on another kind of word problem to let their subconscious minds simmer. Vladimir Nabokov composed butterfly-shaped crosswords in letters to his wife. T. S. Eliot did the crossword like clockwork every day on the omnibus. “I have a completely overactive mind,” poet Alice Notley told me, and crosswords are one of the only things that relax it. W. H. Auden loved crosswords. Poet James Merrill, who contacted Auden through his decades-long experiments with the Ouija board, doodled grids and word patterns in the margins of his notebooks. Stephen King does crosswords, though it’s difficult to say whether to escape or enter his horror-filled imagination. Composer and lyricist Stephen Sondheim brought British cryptic-style crosswords to America.


Although the crossword seems engineered for solo consumption, it’s just as important in its social function. Families, roommates, lovers, soldiers in barracks, anxious hospital waiting room acquaintances— groups of all kinds complete the puzzle together. The crossword draws already close people still closer together, letting their brains sync as they solve. It gives people a way to interact who otherwise might have nothing in common. It helps people pass time that doesn’t seem to be going anywhere but desperately needs to be passed.


Solversers build their own personal puzzles inside the crossword. The New York Public Library’s Cullman Center, which offers yearlong research and writing fellowships, regularly hosts an unofficial crossword coterie; every day over lunch, several fellows solve the day’s New York Times and Wall Street Journal puzzles together. One fellow, a historian of science, told me that when she was growing up, her father had invented a system to make the Monday Times crossword, historically the week’s easiest, more interesting. He would arbitrarily choose a pattern of squares to leave empty—all the squares touching a black square, say—but wouldn’t allow himself to write down which pattern he was choosing or the letters in those squares, according to the clues; he had to hold all the “filled” blanks in his head while filling in only the blank blanks on the page. At Lollapuzzoola, an annual crossword tournament in Manhattan, there’s a special “Downs Only” category for solvers who try to fill in the whole grid—down and across—while receiving only the down half of the clues.


Some people do crossword puzzles constantly, like breathing. My favorites are the superfans who bring crossword collections to crossword tournaments. As soon as they’ve completed one regulation puzzle and have a down moment before the next one begins, they’ll flip open a volume and start solving.


People solve aspirationally, wanting to be seen as the kind of person clever enough to figure out the crossword. Lord Uffenham, a bumbling aristocrat in the P. G. Wodehouse novel Something Fishy, begs crossword answers off his butler sotto voce so that, should a visitor happen to enter at any moment, he could appear to be dashing off the puzzle with ostentatious sprezzatura, easy-peasy. I met a graduate student who was looking for a way to add discipline to her life, so she decided to set herself a goal of solving the crossword puzzle every day for a year. She did—but the mission backfired. She ended up becoming compulsive about the crossword, unable to do anything until she’d finished. The week became a barometer of anxiety, as Friday and Saturday’s difficult puzzles could keep her trapped at the kitchen table for hours. When her partner tried to help, she snapped at him. After the year ended, neither of them did the puzzle again for some time.
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I started writing this book when I was three. That’s when I discovered what the alphabet could do: using only a combination of these shapes on the page, I could beam down messages from my brain, which other people could put back together, making my message get wormed into their brains. Whenever I rode in the car, I’d play the Alphabet Game with my brother: we each had to find the letters of the alphabet, in order, somewhere in the landscape zooming by, shouting out the letter and its site upon sighting. Whoever got from A to Z fastest was the winner. Dairy Queen, Quiznos, and Jiffy Lube became shrines.


When I was growing up, children’s book author Roald Dahl’s reader par excellence, Matilda, was my hero. I stared at the towel rack in the bathroom so hard my eyes blurred, willing myself to move something by shooting telekinetic beams from behind my eyeballs, the way Matilda used her mental power to pick up chalk. But I was even more excited about the other things that letters could do: how letters could arrange themselves into any words, and how certain combinations of letters suggested other ones, even when they seemed unrelated.


Monday nights during high school, my family had crossword races. My father would make photocopies of the Monday New York Times puzzle, hand them out to us, and send us to separate corners of the house; at his shout, we’d flip them over and begin. I’d scramble to finish before hearing my brother crow “Done!” I’d scrawl the final capital letters and rush into the living room, where my mom would be coolly reading the rest of the day’s arts section, having breezed through the grid several minutes earlier. Dad would be pretending not to care anymore, a few scattered blank squares mocking him.


As a senior in high school, I had to do a capstone research project that included a community service component. I did mine about crosswords. The centerpiece was a spiral-bound book of crosswords that I brought into a local eighth-grade classroom, along with blank grids for the students to try their hand at puzzle making. My puzzles back then were objectively terrible. I didn’t realize you should make the grids symmetrical, or that all the letters should interlock with each other, so my puzzles looked like jack-o’-lanterns instead of neat quilts, clues slashed snaggletoothed across the page.
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Thinking Inside the Box investigates the crossword from all sides. I start with the crossword’s origins, tracking how that first crossword in 1913 evolved from novelty to craze to routine. I construct a puzzle from soup to nuts, and I go behind the scenes with crossword editors to discover how a crossword goes from rough draft to publication. I investigate the myths around crosswords. Are crosswords frivolous toys that fritter your brain away? Will crosswords stave off dementia? I go to crossword tournaments to learn from the best solvers and constructors in the business. I even take a crossword-themed ocean crossing aboard the Queen Mary 2.


The more the crossword changes, the more it stays the same. The crossword is a reflection of everything happening around it, but it’s also an anchor. In the wake of a particularly harrowing presidential election, an editor at the New Yorker said he found himself turning to the crossword puzzle as a life raft of stability in a world that had gone topsy-turvy. It’s no accident that the crossword grew up during World War I, and that the New York Times introduced its crossword during World War II. No matter how chaotic life is, solving a crossword puzzle gives you a sense of control: seeing where the letters lead you sets the mind free.
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FUN: ARTHUR W YNNE, MARGARET PETHERBRIDGE FARR AR, AND THE ORIGINS OF THE PUZZLE


The story of the crossword begins with the birth of Arthur Wynne on June 22, 1891, in Liverpool, England, where his father was the editor of the local Liverpool Mercury. When Wynne was nineteen, he emigrated to Pittsburgh, where he took a job on the Pittsburgh Press and played violin in the city’s symphony orchestra. Soon, Wynne moved to New York and joined the staff of the New York World.


The World had launched in New York City in 1860. Each issue cost a penny. In 1864, the paper’s editor published forged reports supposedly from President Abraham Lincoln that urged men to join the Union army. Lincoln was furious, the editor was arrested, and the World shut down for several days. The paper limped along printing propaganda for its various owners until 1883, when famed publisher Joseph Pulitzer bought the operation. In an aggressive circulation-boosting campaign, Pulitzer pumped the paper full of pulpy news and yellow journalism, transforming the World into one of the most popular publications in the country and the first in America to reach over one million subscribers daily. Pulitzer hired blockbuster reporters like Nellie Bly, who performed such gonzo stunts as traveling, for the World, around the world in seventy-two days, just to best Phileas Fogg’s famous eighty. In 1890, operations moved into a brand-new, eighteen-story, gold-domed skyscraper next to City Hall on Park Row at the bottom tip of Manhattan, making the World’s home the world’s then-tallest office building. In 1911, the paper launched its weekly color supplement: FUN.


By 1913, Arthur Wynne had been put in charge of FUN. For that year’s Christmas edition, set to run on Sunday, December 21, Wynne was in a jam: he had space to fill but nothing to fill it with. He’d been instructed to add more puzzles to FUN, and Wynne, in desperation, turned his writer’s block into a grid, a diamond-shaped interlocking set of squares flanked by clues that ran differently across and down. “FUN’s Word-Cross Puzzle” instructed readers, “Fill in the small squares with words which agree with the following definitions.” The crossword conceit—here are clues, here is a grid, go forth and fill the grid with the answers to these clues—was born.


Wynne’s Word-Cross looks like a modern crossword, with obvious differences. It’s a diamond, not a square, and rather than black spaces throughout, there’s one concentrated blank in the middle, like a doughnut hole. Rather than separating the clues into Across and Down, Wynne listed clues by giving their beginning and ending squares.


Wynne’s puzzle doesn’t deploy pyrotechnic layers of wordplay. The clues proceed as fairly straightforward definitions; none of them ask the reader to solve a riddle, or decode an acrostic, or undo a pun to arrive at the solution. Ambiguity is on the level of information rather than imagination: “A bird” (DOVE), for example, could have any number of solutions, but this puzzle is looking only for flying animals, not, say, jailbirds or stool pigeons. Most clues are fairly generic. Many of the clues establish a bond between the clue writer and the solver, a wink from Wynne to us: “What we should all be,” for example (MORAL), or, “What this puzzle is” (HARD). The puzzle also repeats itself: “A pigeon,” like “A bird,” is also DOVE. Some require extremely esoteric knowledge—“The fibre of the gomuti palm” (DOH) would likely be impossible for most non-botanists, particularly since the gomuti is far more common in Indonesia than Manhattan— so filling in the puzzle relies not only on the reader’s capacity to get the clues via the definitions alone but on the simultaneous ability to deduce the answer from corresponding letters in the grid.
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FUN and the origin myth of Wynne’s invention notwithstanding, part of the ingenuity of Wynne’s Word-Cross is that it isn’t original at all. Wynne’s genius wasn’t to reinvent the wheel, but to move the needle precisely enough so that his new game would excite but not befuddle solvers. Victorian newspapers and magazines frequently featured word squares that challenged readers to fill in blanks with words that read the same horizontally and vertically; a simple example might be the following:
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Wynne freely acknowledged that his Word-Cross did not come to him sui generis. He’d based the puzzle on similar word puzzles that had been published in children’s newspapers in England. The popular children’s magazine St. Nicholas had regularly been publishing acrostics and word puzzles since 1873. Its “Riddle Box” featured games such as a “cross-word enigma,” a riddle that asks readers to tease out a word from a rhyming poem of cryptic clues. Other magazines had also started to print word-grid games. The September 1904 edition of the People’s Home Journal featured a blended square, or five word squares that interlocked at the corners. The blank grid wasn’t printed, though, meaning that solvers had to draw the squares for themselves to fill it in. And proto-crosswords weren’t only in English. In 1890, Italian journalist Giuseppe Airoldi had introduced a four-by-four word game printed with a grid.


But Wynne’s crossword was the first that incorporated crossed words directly on the page with blocked-out squares, pushing beyond the natural limitations of the word square and creating a much more flexible, and expandable, game. Wynne took advantage of advances in twentieth-century printing technology that made it easier to print large grids in the newspaper itself. Rather than posing a problem and asking readers to draw their own grids or write the answers elsewhere, Wynne’s puzzle provided the empty squares, inviting the reader to engage with the puzzle right in the newspaper. Wynne also introduced black squares into his symmetrical rows and columns, which gave the puzzles clear units of negative space and allowed for more varied grids. If music comes to life in the spaces between the notes, the crossword became the crossword because of the gaps in the puzzle.


Each week, Wynne printed a new puzzle of this word-crossed type in the World. A typographical error two weeks after Wynne’s original Word-Cross transposed the title’s two words, suggesting that readers “Find the Missing Cross Words,” and the following week, the paper presented the puzzle under the heading “Fun’s Cross-Word Puzzle.” Eventually, the hyphen disappeared, as did the capital letters, and the Cross-Word became the crossword. The trend of disappearing hyphens isn’t unique to the crossword; the early twentieth century saw many words that were once hyphenated become either two separate words or closed compounds (to-day, ice-cream, bumble-bee). Cross-Word, like Xerox or Band-Aid, shifted from becoming descriptive of a certain kind of word game in one particular paper to the generic name for the puzzle itself.


Jokes, riddles, comics, rebuses, advertisements, and other layers of subcutaneous information insulated FUN from the rest of the World. (A full-page ad in January 1914 proclaims, LET US MAKE YOU FAT. By March, another advertisement, in exactly the same location, declared that FAT IS DANGEROUS.) Readers soon began to submit their own crossword puzzles to the paper. The grids were usually diamonds but erratic in size and shape. No black squares interrupted the white squares, as is typical in crosswords today. Mostly, these puzzles used diamond-shaped grids, but the shapes were not standardized: in January 1915, for example, one week’s grid was in the shape of an F; the next week, a U; and the following week, an N. “That spells FUN for every one of FUN’s puzzle solvers,” wrote Wynne.


Wynne’s first Word-Cross already had one answer filled in— FUN—so that even readers who did not go to the trouble of filling out the rest of the grid would be cued that this was a FUN activity. The brand added another ritual dimension to the nature of solving. Crossworders were, from the beginning, social. You filled in the same grid with your remote fellow crew, week after week. Already in 1915, Wynne imagined his readers as a loyal coterie, turning to FUN religiously each Sunday to fill in the same grid with your cohort members far and wide. Once you were a crossworder, you were in the club.


Wynne tried to patent the crossword, but the World refused to foot this bill, and the crossword remained open for all to use. In 1920, it cost thirty-five dollars to file and issue a patent, and a typical patent lawyer’s fee would have been about seventy dollars.
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Wynne’s invention of desperation became an institution overnight.


After constructing the paper’s first seven crosswords himself, Wynne slyly suggested to World readers that it was more difficult to create a crossword than to solve one. Like Tom Sawyer’s friends eagerly picking up the pail of whitewash to join the “fun” and paint the fence, Wynne’s readers took the bait and started doing his work for him. In February 1914, a Mrs. M. B. Wood became the first constructor to be given a byline. By the following year, Wynne’s trick had worked too well. In a headnote to the puzzle of March 7, 1915, Wynne painted a vivid picture of the deluge at his office: “Everywhere your eyes rest on boxes, barrels and crates, each one filled with cross-word puzzles patiently awaiting publication,” he wrote. He begged readers to curb their zeal: “The puzzle editor has kindly figured out that the present supply will last until the second week in December, 2100.” Current crossword editors face the same problem. Will Shortz at the New York Times typically has a backlog of at least three to four months. Though topical puzzles can be pushed through more quickly, for evergreens, or themes that aren’t pegged to a particular news cycle, puzzle gestation can take as long as human gestation. (In 2018, one constructor told me that he knew he had a puzzle coming out that year around Halloween. It was March.)


Wynne was getting sick of the crossword. He became a careless editor, regularly publishing puzzles riddled with errors. Angry solvers wrote into the paper in droves, badgering Wynne about clues that didn’t match their definitions, misspellings baked into the grid, or answers that led to nowhere. And yet the crossword was more popular than ever. Every Sunday’s World contained several sidebars scattered throughout the sections instructing readers to look for the crossword in FUN, less a reminder about the puzzle’s existence—after all, the puzzle had long been established as a staple of Sunday’s FUN— than a promotional teaser for one of the paper’s most popular features. Readers grumbled at poorly constructed puzzles, but they exploded on the occasional weeks that FUN didn’t publish a crossword at all: “The only thing I give a hang about on your page or in your Sunday magazine is the crossword,” wrote one solver.


By 1921, the crossword had outgrown Wynne, and Wynne, desperate to rid himself of the albatross, turned to John O’Hara Cosgrave, the World’s executive editor, for help. Cosgrave had no more time or interest than Wynne in devoting his days to placating vociferous cruciverbalists (that is, people skilled in solving or creating crosswords, from Latin cruci-, “cross,” plus verbum, “word”). But he did have one asset Wynne lacked: a secretary.
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Margaret Petherbridge was born in 1897 in Brooklyn, New York, where her father owned a licorice factory. She attended the Berkeley Institute in Park Slope, one of the oldest and most highly regarded independent schools in New York, where seniors routinely received automatic entry into the top women’s colleges.* Though most of Brooklyn was still farmland, Park Slope had established itself as a genteel residential neighborhood with easy access into Manhattan, and Petherbridge’s classmates hailed from the borough’s socioeconomic crème de la crème. A Berkeley girl’s† schedule followed the so-called Vassar model: academics from nine to noon, home for luncheon, then physical education in the afternoon. After attending Berkeley, Petherbridge graduated from Smith College in 1919, then returned to New York, where, with the help of a roommate’s stepfather, she landed a job in 1921 as secretary to the executive editor of the New York World.


An aspiring journalist, Petherbridge hoped that working for Cos-grave would provide her foray into writing for the World. So when Cosgrave assigned Petherbridge to help Wynne with the crossword, Petherbridge was less than thrilled. She, like many of the people in her office, saw the crossword as undecorative filler, schlocky drivel to puff out the paper and placate the masses.


With her career stalled in crossword Siberia, Petherbridge devoted as little time as possible to the puzzle. She’d never done a crossword before, and she wasn’t about to start now. Rather than bothering to test the puzzles that readers submitted to the paper, she selected grids based solely on aesthetic appeal and waved them untouched to the typesetters, just as a bored high school student might create fill-in-the-blank bubble-grid patterns in her standardized test booklets. Readers continued to complain, but Petherbridge brushed aside their concerns as “the work of cranks.”


The stalemate between miffed readers and diffident editor might have persisted for years, if not for a hiring coup and a quirk of intraoffice geography. In 1922, the World poached legendary columnist Franklin Pierce Adams—“F.P.A.,” as he signed his work—from the rival New-York Tribune. A feature in F.P.A.’s most famous column, “The Conning Tower,” launched the careers of writers such as Dorothy Parker, Moss Hart, George S. Kaufman, and Edna St. Vincent Millay. F.P.A. was also an avid cruciverbalist, and the World happened to install him in an office next to Petherbridge’s. Until recently, Sunday’s FUN insert had reliably brought F.P.A. a weekly dose of immense pleasure. Now, F.P.A. could unleash his irritation at the puzzle’s decline to the source. Hardly known for his demure manner, F.P.A. marched into Petherbridge’s office every Monday morning and chewed her out, clue by poorly constructed clue. Petherbridge ignored F.P.A. at first, but the “comma-hunter of Park Row” harangued Petherbridge week after week, and finally she consented to at least try solving one of these things.


The cranks were right. Under her supposed watch, the puzzle, she discovered, was a mess: clues left out, wrong numbering, warped definitions, and words, she said, “that had no right to be dragged out of their native obscurity.” Petherbridge was mortified, but she also saw an opportunity. If personages as esteemed in the world of letters as Franklin Pierce Adams were poring over the crossword week after week, the puzzle might be her opportunity. Everyone who was anyone, it seemed, was addicted to the thing, and what had seemed like a major nuisance could be her chance to make her mark. Like an architect renovating a house that has great bones but has fallen into disrepair, Petherbridge realized that fixing the crossword puzzle could be her ticket to a career after all—but it was going to take some doing.


Placing her left hand on a dictionary and raising her right, Petherbridge vowed to take up the crossword. Thenceforth, Margaret Petherbridge’s crosswords would be, she declared, “the essence of perfection.” She insisted that she would test every puzzle herself, establishing as her motto: “If it be not fair to me, what care I how fair it be?”*


Having discovered that the crossword was such a mess, Petherbridge whipped the puzzle into respectability. She set the puzzles a week in advance rather than green-lighting them at the eleventh hour, giving her time to fix clues, correct grid errors, and test-solve the page proofs before the puzzle went public. Petherbridge also established industry standards, such as permitting only dictionary words and eschewing unchecked letters (that is, ones that didn’t cross other squares).


By the end of 1923, with the assistance of F. Gregory Hartswick and Prosper Buranelli in the editorial department, Petherbridge had transformed the crossword from its unruly state to an efficient machine. The puzzle might not have seemed different to the casual skimmer, but the solving experience had radically improved. Early crosswords presented across and down clues in a single column, cued by the first and last number square of the word (2-3, 4-10, etc.); now, clues appeared with a single number, marked Across and Down. Grids were symmetrical, and all letters interlocked.


Once Petherbridge had become obsessed, Wynne gladly abdicated all crossword duties to her and left the World altogether. He spent most of the rest of his career working for papers owned by print mogul William Randolph Hearst, chief rival of World owner Joseph Pulitzer. In 1925, Wynne convinced King Features Syndicate—Hearst’s distribution conglomerate for puzzles, comic strips, and other games—to pay for the application fee and achieved a patent on a “step-word puzzle.” The game is a word ladder: starting with two words at either end of the ladder, the player has to find a chain of other words that links the two, in which every word in the chain changes by exactly one letter. (To turn cat into dog: CAT ? COT ? DOT ? DOG.) It was not a new idea. Lewis Carroll had popularized word ladders in Victorian England, and later, the narrator in Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire would become enamored of a similar “word golf.” Wynne’s patent was for a specific iteration of the concept: “a cross word puzzle card embodying a multiple series of stepped enclosures for the reception of letters, there being the same number of enclosures in each horizontal series, each series having thereon a letter to form a basic letter of the word to be placed in said series, each series to receive letters to form progressively from the top to the bottom series, different words.” Wynne tried to sneak in the term cross word, but though he got his step-word patent, he’d lost the war: the stepchild might be his, but the parent technology was free for the world to use as it pleased.
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In 1919, a fourteen-year-old named Ernie Bushmiller arrived at the New York World as a new copy boy. Born and raised in the Bronx, the son of a German immigrant and an Irish immigrant, Bush-miller attended Theodore Roosevelt High School for six months before his self-described “lucky break”: quitting and joining the World. (Teen Bushmiller’s other career option was becoming a cabin boy for the Cunard steamship line, at which thought he later shuddered: “Thank God! Otherwise I’d probably be a steward on the Queen Mary!”*)


Every morning, Bushmiller rode the Lexington Avenue IRT for nearly an hour from the Bronx to Brooklyn Bridge–City Hall, where he exited the subway and entered the palace on 63 Park Row. Bushmiller spent as much time as possible around the art department, raptly hanging over the cartoonists at work. By 1920, he’d been promoted to art department assistant, where he was given menial assignments such as lettering word balloons and laying out the weekly crossword puzzle. Bushmiller showed a flair for this latter task, and by age fifteen, Bushmiller had become the World’s expert crossword-puzzle line tracer.*


Bushmiller’s grids were extremely accurate, but he never sacrificed panache. Bushmiller got jazzier with his grids the longer he found himself drawing them. One grid had a faux-woodcut finish, as though Albrecht Dürer had been resurrected to print the crossword; another grid looked as though he’d drawn it with a calligraphy pen. The thickness of his lines waxed and waned over the weeks. Sometimes the black squares were solid black, sometimes striped, and sometimes speckled.


The crossword soon started to spread from the World to the rest of the country. The Pittsburgh Press began publishing a crossword in 1916; the Boston Globe, in 1917. In 1922, Clare Briggs, a prominent newspaper comic strip artist with a recurring sequence called “Movie of a Man,” drew a “Movie of Man Doing a Crossword Puzzle.” The strip features a beleaguered solver, cigar clutched in his mouth, pen clutched in his hand, who grows increasingly bombastic in his frustration: “87 Across ‘Northern Sea Bird’ !!??!?!!? Northern Sea Bird??? Hmm-mm-m Starts With an ‘M’ Second Letter is ‘U’ . . . ” He looks up the answer, crows in triumph, and returns to the grid, his smoke spiral chugging in a tidy line again rather than a frustrated squiggle.


But the crossword didn’t get its big break until it made the leap from newspapers to books.





 


________


* A 2016 New York magazine article referred to Berkeley—now, after a merger in the 1970s, the Berkeley-Carroll School— as “the Harvard of Brooklyn’s K– 12 institutions.”


† Berkeley was co-ed until the fourth grade, when boys typically transferred to Poly Prep in Bay Ridge, until 1974, when the institute became fully co-educational.


* Petherbridge adapted her mantra from seventeenth-century poet George Wither’s “Shall I wasting in despair”: “If she be not so to me, / What care I how fair she be?”


* More on the Queen Mary later.


* Though one might imagine a certain nostalgia for other tactile aspects of newspaper life—Linotype machines, slugs, those massive scrolls—it’s hard to picture anything but a unanimous appreciation for the digitization of the grid. Though the creator still has to figure out where the blank squares occur in any given grid, it’s infinitely easier to get a more perfect grid than any human could ever draw simply with a few strokes of a computer program, and there’s nothing inherent about a hand-drawn grid that provides the sanctity of the puzzle.
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THE CROSS WORD PUZZLE BOOK AND THE CROSSWORD CR A ZE


In January 1924, Richard (“Dick”) Simon, an aspiring publisher on the verge of starting his own company, went to dinner with his aunt Wixie, who asked him where she might find a book of crossword puzzles. A niece had become addicted to the things, she said, and Wixie wanted to buy her a collection. Simon brought up the conversation to his business partner, Lincoln Schuster, and they realized that no such book existed.


Simon and Schuster were still in the process of forming their fledgling house, and the crossword collection would be their first foray into the world as publishers. Afraid that the book would make their new publishing house seem trivial, and afraid it would flop, they decided they’d release the book under the moniker “Plaza Publishing,” a dummy imprint named after their telephone exchange. Simon and Schuster hired Petherbridge, Buranelli, and Hartswick to edit the volume, paying them a twenty-five-dollar* advance to assemble a book-length collection from their backlist, and they also hired Bush-miller to draw the squares and number the grids. They attached a sharpened pencil to every book and priced the volume at $1.35.


In April 1924, Plaza Publishing released The Cross Word Puzzle Book. The company took out a one-inch ad in the New York World that they hoped would be a self-fulfilling prophecy:




1921— Coué


1922— Mah Jong


1923— Bananas


1924—THE CROSS WORD PUZZLE BOOK





Still nursing his old grudge against the crossword higher-ups, F.P.A. predicted in January that Simon and Schuster would “lose their shirts” in the endeavor. Dick and Lincoln were also worried, not only that they’d go broke but that they’d lose any hope of goodwill and respectability in the industry. But by the time The Cross Word Puzzle Book was released, on April 10, 1924, F.P.A. decided to help the project along, giving the venture a loud fanfare in his column: “Hooray! Hooray! Hooray! Hooray! / The Cross-Word Puzzle Book is out today.”


F.P.A. also featured gallows-humor crossword doggerel in his column. “The Cross Word Puzzle,” by humorist Newman Levy, takes cross words between husband and wife to dramatically rhymed ends. The husband lives with his wife in perfect domestic bliss, save for those few moments when he has to bop her over the head, and she has to hurl a cooking pot at his skull to retaliate. But the crossword wreaks irritation beyond what he’d ever known. The wife pesters the husband with questions, which infuriates him—he’s trying to escape into a novel, and she keeps pulling him back into the world with maddeningly simple clues (“My, / What pronoun in three letters starts with Y?”). The husband gets so cross at these interruptions that eventually, to restore peace and quiet, he’s obliged to murder her.


The Cross Word Puzzle Book quickly proved to be Simon & Schuster’s cornerstone. Simon & Schuster’s crossword compendia became the longest continually published book series in existence. Since its inception, the house has never not had a crossword book in print.


In 1926, Petherbridge married publisher and poet John C. Farrar, and she left her post at the World to raise a family. Despite her marital allegiance to a rival publisher, Farrar continued to edit Simon & Schuster’s puzzle series, bringing out at least two Simon & Schuster crossword collections per year until her death, when she was at work on her 134th compilation. Each night, once she’d put her two children to bed in her apartment on the Upper East Side, Farrar worked late into the night on crosswords, diplomatically insisting that the arrangement was conducive to puzzle inspiration: after the phone stopped ringing, she claimed, was the best time to think up “that magical definition.”


As The Cross Word Puzzle Book’s sales exploded, the World’s puzzle offerings expanded, including not only a daily crossword but more word puzzles, rebuses, and riddles. In November 1924, in addition to drawing the daily crossword, Bushmiller was placed in charge of “Red Magic,” the World’s bigger and bolder puzzle supplement, ostensibly edited by Harry Houdini. Bushmiller, who still wanted to break into the comic strip world, realized that his livelihood could be his ticket out. If people were so nuts about puzzles, he reasoned, presumably they’d want to read about puzzles in his preferred form. In the spring of 1925, Bushmiller quietly slipped his new strip into “Red Magic”: Cross Word Cal, the adventures of a mild-mannered cruciverbalist. One strip, for instance, features Cross Word Cal as a frustrated cabbie idling for passengers when a pedestrian tells him to get a “checkered cab.” Cal dives into a stack of newspapers, cuts out the crossword from each one, and spackles them to his car; in the final panel, he’s zipping along, a fare in the backseat and people frantically running alongside him to hail his cab.


[image: Illustration]


The Cross Word Book, just as Simon and Schuster’s advertisement had aggressively prognosticated, was a hit, selling 350,000 copies in its first year. Every morning for weeks, the door to the offices of Simon & Schuster was physically blocked with mailed-in orders for the new book. For The Cross Word Book’s second volume, priced at twenty-five cents, one distributor alone ordered 250,000 copies, the largest book order to date ever placed in the United States.


Success bred competition. Crossword-puzzle books were great for the publishing industry. The books were easy to produce, since they all followed essentially the same formula, and unlike prose writers, crossword constructors and editors offered their puzzles for little to no fee.


To mitigate booksellers’ losses, Simon & Schuster offered to take back unsold copies, which created an equally powerful though less foreseen effect of the crossword on the publishing world: the practice of returns. Though returns initially protected bookstores, traditionally much smaller entities than the huge houses, by the end of the twentieth century, the tides had shifted, and megachains’ very real threat of returning huge orders often loomed over the now-struggling publishing industry. The largess that crosswords had allowed Simon & Schuster to extend to bookstores would one day become publishers’ threat.


[image: Illustration]


By the end of 1924, readers everywhere had gone crossword crazy. Gelett Burgess, a humor editor and author most famous for his four-line nonsense ditty “The Purple Cow” (“I never saw a purple cow / I never hope to see one / But I can tell you anyhow / I’d rather see than be one”), celebrated the craze by submitting a crossword to the New York World. On the occasion of his first puzzle’s publication in November 1924, Burgess commemorated the event through self-parody:




The fans they chew their pencils
 

The fans they beat their wives


They look up words for extinct birds
 

They lead such puzzling lives.





When Mildred Jaklon, the Chicago Tribune’s society editor, heard about the new crossword craze, she thought that the Tribune should join the trend, so she created a puzzle and sold it to the paper for twenty-five dollars. The Tribune printed Jaklon’s crossword in September 1924, pronouncing that the nation had caught “ cross-word-puzzle-itis” and unless “you’re a babe in the arms or a doddering idiot you’re certain to fall victim.” On October 8, 1924, the Tribune published a story about Mary Zaba, a woman filing for divorce on the grounds that her husband wasted his time doing crossword puzzles instead of working; in December of that year, the paper ran advertisements for the Chicago Evening American’s crossword contest. In 1929, Jaklon spearheaded a crossword-puzzle contest for the Tribune, with a $5,000 prize; the contest proved so popular that the paper instituted a regular daily puzzle, with Jaklon as its editor, a role she would hold for the next forty years.


The first issue of the New Yorker, published February 21, 1925, featured a “Jottings about Town” column by “Busybody,” with bite-sized aphoristic remarks about life in the city. One of Busybody’s signature humorous tics was the overstatement of the obvious or banal as a faux-profound observation. “A richly dressed woman left a badly torn umbrella at a Broadway repair shop late Tuesday evening. The umbrella was recovered.” “Many people may be interested to know that the real name of Edna Ferber, the writer, is Edna Ferber.” Busybody further noted, “Judging from the number of solvers in the subway and ‘L’ trains, the crossword puzzle bids fair to become a fad with New Yorkers.” The joke was not the revelation, but the commonplace: the crossword had become so prevalent that to proclaim its ubiquity was akin to “discovering” that people seemed to enjoy drinking coffee in the morning.


Crossword enthusiasts wore their devotion on their sleeves with grid-pattern dresses, jackets, jewelry, and special wristbands with tiny dictionaries strapped to them, like ür-Fitbits. One solver who was equally zealous with a needle created a quilt featuring forty-eight separate embroidered crossword puzzles, one for each state in the union. The University of Kentucky offered a class on crossword puzzles. Puzzlers danced to “Crossword Puzzle Blues” and “Cross Word Mama You Puzzle Me (But Papa’s Gonna Figure You Out).” Solvers could eat their words with Cross-word Cream Biscuits, made by Huntley & Palmers, Ltd. In 1925, Broadway triple threat Elsie Janis wrote, directed, and starred in Puzzles of 1925, a revue that featured a crossword sanatorium for puzzlers whose obsession had driven them to insanity.


Commuters loved crosswords. In late 1924, a man on a train from New York to Boston did a survey of his fellow passengers and found that at least 60 percent were doing crosswords. The B&O Railroad placed dictionaries in train cars for the convenience of crossword-crazed commuters. Not to be outdone, the Pennsylvania Railroad printed crosswords on the menus. Train stops frequently served as a stopwatch for solvers: as a reader to the Times of London wrote, her father returned home one day and announced, “Ah, it was a tough one today, took me between Barming and Swanley to complete.” If you calculate it out, this reader’s father had mastered the art of the crossword humblebrag. At only six stops, Barming to Swanley—East Malling, West Malling, Borough Green & Wrotham, Kemsing, Otford, and Swanley—is about half an hour, a perfectly respectable time.


One Sunday, a Reverend George McElween in Pittsburgh set up a large blackboard with a crossword grid in front of his pulpit and told his congregation to solve it before the service began; the solved puzzle contained the text for his sermon. Members of a church in Atlantic City distributed crosswords in pamphlets to promote a missionary campaign.
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