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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.

Printable PDF versions of all the practice crosswords can be found at the links provided within the ebook.


Introduction

Ask just about anybody who solves cryptic crosswords what the normal response is when they tell somebody about their hobby and they’ll almost certainly say that they receive a baffled look and words along the lines of ‘Oh, I could never solve cryptic crosswords; I just don’t understand how they work.’ I must have heard these words thousands of times over the years and I always give the same answer: anyone with a reasonable vocabulary can learn to solve them and get great enjoyment from them, given a little bit of time and patience.

Is this true? Definitely, yes. There are many things in life that seem baffling and impossible when first attempted. The first time behind the wheel of a car is frightening and confusing, and it seems as if one will never get the hang of how to use the pedals, steer and change gear simultaneously and, most importantly, avoid hitting something or someone. Most people believe that juggling three balls takes superhuman ability and would be completely beyond them, but anyone with a basic level of hand-eye coordination can learn how to do it within half an hour or so, given the right tutor.

There’s a tendency to think that the Telegraph Cryptic Crossword is tackled only by retired army colonels in the Home Counties, Members of Parliament or aged academics in dusty book-filled garrets in the better colleges at Oxford and Cambridge. Judging by the letters that we receive about our crosswords, the reality is that solvers come from all walks of life and from all backgrounds – and there simply aren’t enough retired army colonels, MPs and academics in the world to be responsible for the many bags of prize crossword entries that our long-suffering post-room staff have to sort every week.

In this book, I hope to demystify the cryptic crossword and to explain in simple terms how they work and how just about anybody can find enjoyment in them. And there is a lot of enjoyment to be had. Many solvers, once they get the bug, just can’t stop. There are a surprising number of people who get in touch to ask why we can’t publish not just one, but two or three cryptic crosswords a day; each week we answer dozens of queries from readers regarding the puzzles, particularly if a compiler has come up with something that is especially difficult to fathom.

As well as enjoyment, there are also mental-health benefits to be gained from solving cryptic crosswords. Not only are they a great distraction from the hustle and bustle of everyday life, but many studies have shown that solving crosswords can help slow mental decline in later life.

The Telegraph Cryptic Crossword is, for many people, so important that it is THE reason why they take the newspaper, and heaven forbid that anything should go wrong with it. One of the stories that everybody who works for the newspaper knows is the tale of how, some years ago, the same crossword was accidentally published two days running. The number of phone calls received from irate solvers demanding to know how they could get the day’s correct crossword meant that more or less every member of staff was roped into answering the phone. So, be warned, by the time you’ve completed your first puzzle unaided, you could well be hooked. Happy solving!


Chapter 1: Getting started

What is a cryptic crossword?

Before starting to look at the various types of clue that are found in the Telegraph Cryptic Crossword, there is one important question that needs answering: what is a cryptic crossword? To answer this, we need to take a step back and look at a simpler type of puzzle: the ‘definition-only crossword’ or ‘quick crossword’.

A definition-only crossword normally has a comparatively small grid (13x13 is the most popular size) and can usually be completed in a relatively short period of time. As the name suggests, clues will not contain any cryptic elements at all; instead, each clue consists only of a definition, from which the solver must try to deduce the answer. The definition is normally a word that means the same as the answer.

For example, one might find the following clue in a definition-only crossword:


Type of dog (6)



What could be simpler than this? Well, actually quite a lot. Presented with that clue in isolation, the solver is faced with a challenge that may prove insurmountable. There are many types of dog that are six letters in length: beagle, borzoi, collie, poodle, saluki, setter, Westie and so on. Given this, how can we work out which of these (and other possibilities) is required? The answer is that we can’t; we can only guess until we have some other letters to help us out. However, even this may not be enough for us to be sure of the solution. Let us say that we have worked out that the second letter of the answer to this clue is E:

_ E _ _ _ _

This still gives three possibilities from our short list above: beagle, setter and Westie (plus any other types of dog we may not have thought of). At this point, we are faced with only one option: we can write in our best guess (in pencil, in case we find later on that we have made the wrong choice).

This is where a cryptic crossword comes into its own. A cryptic crossword clue differs from a quick crossword clue in that it gives us not only a definition of the answer for which we’re looking, but also a way to work out what the intended answer is. Unlike a quick crossword clue, a cryptic clue is unambiguous and will lead to one answer and one answer only.

Let’s take the original three-word clue and add some more information:


Type of dog; an anagram of STREET (6)



For the first time, we can see that unless there happens to be another type of dog whose letters can be rearranged to form the word STREET, the answer to the clue is SETTER. Here are a couple more:


Type of dog, the name for which is hidden in the words ORC OR GIANT (5)




Type of dog, the name of which could also be a word describing Muhammad Ali (5)



Again, each of these clues leads to an unambiguous answer and the solver can be certain that they have the correct solution each time – in this case, CORGI and BOXER, respectively. Of course, these aren’t real cryptic crossword clues; however, they are examples of how cryptic clues are structured.

What’s in a clue?

A normal Telegraph Cryptic Crossword will consist of around 30 clues, each of which has been carefully honed to seem mysterious and confusing at a quick glance. To anybody looking at a cryptic crossword for the first time, the clues may seem impenetrable. More than one person has said to me that each time they see one, they are reminded of the 1980s gameshow 3-2-1 in which contestants had to unravel long and complicated riddles to find the star prize and avoid going home with the booby prize, a dustbin.

Once we look further into how cryptic clues work, however, we soon find that there are a series of rules that apply to all clues and, rather than being impenetrable, each clue is in itself a little puzzle that can be unpicked and solved. For this reason, a cryptic crossword isn’t really just one puzzle; it’s around 30 puzzles all in one, which becomes easier the more of those little puzzles you can crack.

When reading a cryptic clue, as a starting point, most will contain two parts:

1. DEFINITION. This is normally a synonym of the answer or an example of the answer – so, in the above sample clues, it is always ‘type of dog’.

2. WORDPLAY. This is the secondary part of the clue which should mean that you are absolutely certain of the correct answer. In the above examples, it is the part that states the answer is an anagram, is hidden in other words and so on. Some people refer to this as the ‘subsidiary indication’, but most use ‘wordplay’ (which is also easier to remember).

There may also be a link word (or words) to join the two parts of the clue together, normally so the final clue has a surface reading that makes sense and doesn’t just read as a random collection of words. For now, we’ll concentrate on just the definition and wordplay parts of the clue, which is where the compiler of a puzzle begins to earn their keep.

Instead of presenting clues so that the definition and wordplay parts are obvious, a good cryptic clue has a further layer of obfuscation. Rather than saying directly that an answer is a jumble of certain other words or hidden somewhere in plain sight (or indeed obtained in any of the other ways an answer may be found), the compiler will often make an effort to disguise either the definition or wordplay, or both.

Taking our three ‘dog’ examples, here are cryptic clues for each, with the definition and wordplay as they might appear in a real cryptic clue. Don’t worry about the wordplay for now; I’ll explain more about this later on. In each clue below, the definition is shaded in grey:


Dog disturbed street (6)




Queen’s favourite pet eaten by orc or giant (5)




Muhammad Ali, perhaps man’s best friend (5)



In each case, we have a definition and the remainder of the clue tells us how to get to the answer. This leads us to an important point, which is the first thing to remember when looking at any cryptic crossword clue:

The definition is (almost) always at the start or end of the clue.

The word ‘almost’ is in brackets because for the definition not to be at one end of the clue is so rare that you might solve a cryptic crossword every day for a year and not find an example of this.

Defining by example

Knowing what a definition is may sound simple, but there is one nuance that needs to be mentioned – defining by example.

If we imagine that a compiler wants to write a clue for the word WASP, the obvious thing to do would be to use a definition of ‘insect’ – as wasps are insects. This would result in a clue with one of the following two structures:


Insect [wordplay to WASP]; or




[Wordplay to WASP] insect



The definition of ‘insect’ will appear at one end of the clue, the wordplay leading to the answer at the other end.

Now imagine that the compiler wants to write a clue for the word INSECT. He or she now faces a problem, in that while a wasp is undoubtedly an insect, we can’t use just the word ‘wasp’ to define insect, as not all insects are wasps; rather, a wasp is merely an example of an insect.

In this situation, the compiler should recognise that they are defining by example and should add an appropriate qualifier such as ‘perhaps’, ‘maybe’, ‘say’ or ‘possibly’. This might result in a clue with one of the following two structures:


Wasp, perhaps [wordplay to INSECT]; or




[Wordplay to INSECT] wasp, perhaps



This is a distinction that can take a while to get used to, but is an important one. If you see qualifiers such as those listed above – perhaps, maybe, say, possibly – this makes it likely that you are looking at a clue using ‘definition by example’.

I didn’t mean that…

Now that we know about the two components – definition and wordplay – that are present in most cryptic crossword clues, we can look at one of the compiler’s favourite tricks when writing a clue, which is to try to confuse the solver by playing on the fact that the same word can mean two or more very different things. For instance, in the following, all is not quite as it seems:


Dog; an anagram of LO, WOLF (6)



This time, we’re not looking for a type of dog; in fact, we’re not looking for a noun at all, as this time the word ‘dog’ has been used in the sense of ‘to track’, or to FOLLOW (which is an anagram of LO, WOLF).

Of all the tricks in the compiler’s armoury, this can sometimes be the hardest one to spot; even experienced solvers are sometimes thrown by a misleading definition. Here are some more to test you; in each case, the definition is given first:


Heart: an anagram of RECENT (6)




Heart: the answer is hidden in the words SUCCOUR AGED (7)




Post: an anagram of STEAK (5)




Post: an anagram of SETTLER (7)



In each pair of clues, the answers have completely different meanings, although they have identical definitions. The two ‘hearts’ are CENTRE and COURAGE; the two ‘posts’ are STAKE and LETTERS. From this, we have another important rule to remember:

The meaning of a word you need may not be the obvious one.

Even when you are certain that you’ve spotted which end of the clue contains the definition, remember to think carefully. For example, ‘patient’ may be somebody undergoing medical care or an adjective that means ‘calm and unhurried’; ‘wind’ may be something that blows, or a verb meaning ‘to turn’; ‘chair’ may be somebody overseeing a meeting or a piece of furniture.

With a bit of practice, you’ll soon learn to spot these – and you’ll find that there are specific ‘disguised’ definitions that appear in crossword clues on a regular basis, such as ‘flower’, to indicate a river (something that flows); ‘summer’, to indicate a mathematician (someone who does sums); or bloomer, to indicate a flower (something that blooms). Some of these are given in Appendix 2 at the end of this book.

What types of clue are there?

In the 30 or so clues that you will find in each of our cryptic crosswords, you can expect to find a variety of different types of clue, each of which sets a slightly different challenge. Much of this book is taken up with explaining what these different clue types are and how they work. It might look daunting at first, but it doesn’t take much practice to be able to look at a cryptic clue and spot fairly quickly what type it might be.

One crucial thing to remember is that quite often a single clue will contain elements from multiple clue types. For instance, part of an answer might be given by an anagram, but the rest of the answer by a completely different method. The very best compilers are adept at disguising this but, again, a little practice makes perfect when it comes to solving. This is looked at in more detail later on.

The most important advice of all

Here is perhaps the most pertinent piece of advice of all when looking at a cryptic clue, as laid down by one of the most famous crossword compilers, Afrit (Prebendary A. F. Ritchie of Wells Cathedral), in the 1930s:

We must expect the composer to play tricks, but we shall insist that he play fair.

In other words, the composer, or compiler, of a crossword is perfectly entitled to try to mislead the solver by using words that can be read or taken to mean different things, but the compiler is at fault if the intended answer can’t be arrived at by using plain logic. The answer to a clue is always there to be worked out and is always fair, no matter what you might think when you first look at it.

And, remember, crosswords are meant to be fun. A good crossword will make you think; it may make you laugh at a good pun or joke; it may make you groan when you realise that an answer that has held you up was in fact staring you in the face all along. Most importantly, crosswords are intended to be solved. The battle between compiler and solver is one that may be quick or long and drawn-out; however, the battle is one that should always be won by the solver.




QUICK TIPS

Before we go on to look at the different types of cryptic clue that you might come across in the Telegraph Crossword, here are some quick tips that might come in useful when first starting to solve:

Write in pencil. This may seem a silly thing to say, but it’s surprising how many entries to prize puzzles we see that are virtually illegible because the solver has started in pen, realised they have made a mistake and then had to overwrite one or more answers in the grid. There’s no shame in writing something in and then having to rub it out later on; everyone does this, even the very best solvers.

Look for obvious answers. There are normally around 30 clues in one of our cryptic crosswords. More often than not, if you read through, you’ll spot a definition (remember, the definition is almost always at the start or end of the clue), see the answer length and immediately think of the right word to put in the grid. It’s common to guess an answer and then work backwards to see how the wordplay functions; after a while it becomes instinct.

Don’t worry if you can’t get started. The first thing that many solvers do when they start a puzzle is to scan down the clues and see if an answer jumps out at them, as mentioned above. However, don’t be concerned if you do this and don’t spot anything obvious; a way into the puzzle is there somewhere.

Split up multiple-word entries. Most puzzles will contain at least one answer that is made up of more than one word, and the lengths of each word are always given. It’s amazing how just drawing bars to split up the words in a grid can give the brain a boost. If, for example, an answer has word lengths (3,2,4,3), drawing bars at the relevant places in the grid to split up the words may well make the answer pop into your head OUT OF THIN AIR.

Look for anagrams. Most of our cryptic crosswords will contain five or six anagram clues – which, out of around 30 clues, is a reasonable percentage. Solvers often find these clues the best place to start.

Ignore the surface reading of a clue. As well as making sense cryptically by having a definition and wordplay, every clue will be constructed so that it could conceivably be a sentence used in everyday life. 99 per cent of the time this surface reading is just there to distract the solver, so take no notice of it.

Don’t get disheartened. Solving crosswords is in some ways a lot like playing that most frustrating of games, golf. Many amateur golfers will be familiar with the experience of one day playing like Tiger Woods at his peak, but the next day struggling even to hit the ball off the tee. Every crossword solver, no matter how experienced, has days when they despair as they can’t seem to unravel a single clue.

It’s also common for a solver to complete 95 per cent of a puzzle but then spend as long again looking at the last one or two clues. As with everything, you’ll have good days and bad days, which are often down purely to the fact that the crossword may be more difficult than normal or may be by a compiler who has a slightly different style to that you’re used to.

Don’t be ashamed to ask for help. There are all sorts of ways to get assistance with a clue or clues. Ask crosswording friends or family members, look at online resources such as crossword-solving blogs and don’t be ashamed to scour dictionaries or other books aimed at cruciverbalists. There are some solvers who are ‘purists’ and see even looking in a dictionary as cheating, but they are a select few and even they will have been new to crosswords once upon a time and needed a helping hand. Later on, we will look at some of the resources available to solvers and how they can assist.
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