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INTRODUCTION: DEFINING THE
RESPECTABLE CROSSWORD

For millions of people around the world,
the daily crossword puzzle is more than
a  pastime—it  is  a  ritual,  a  mental
workout, and a gateway to a community
of word lovers. Yet not all crosswords are
created  equal.  Some  are  forgettable;
others  are  legendary.  Among  the
constellation  of  puzzles  that  fill
newspapers and apps, a special category

s tands  ou t :  t he  Respectab le
Crossword.  This  term is  not  a  formal
brand  or  a  trademark  but  a  heartfelt
accolade given by solvers to puzzles that
consistently  deliver  challenge,  fairness,
wit, and literary elegance. A respectable
crossword is one that earns the solver’s
trust—where every clue has a purpose,
every  answer  is  justified,  and  the
experience  leaves  you  feeling  both
tested and enriched. In this article, we
will  explore  what  makes  a  crossword
truly  respectable,  examine  famous
examples,  share  strategies  for  solving
them, and even look behind the curtain

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Respectable Crossword 2022-07-31

at their construction. Whether you are a
novice  looking  for  guidance  or  a
seasoned  solver  seeking  deeper
appreciation,  understanding  the
anatomy of a respectable crossword will
transform  the  way  you  engage  with
these grids.

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A
RESPECTABLE CROSSWORD

A puzzle does not become respectable
by accident.  It  is  the  result  of  careful
craftsmanship,  adherence  to  time-
honored  conventions,  and  a  deep
respect for the solver. Here are the core
traits  that  define  a  respectable
crossword.

Fairness and
Consistency in
Cluing
The hallmark of any great crossword is
that the clues are solvable—not through
guesswork,  but  through  logical
reasoning.  A  respectable  crossword
avoids  deceptive  or  ambiguous  clues
that  have  no  satisfactory  explanation.
The  cluing  style  should  be  consistent
throughout:  if  the  puzzle  uses  “Anglo-
Saxon” for old English words, it should
not  suddenly  switch  to  obscure
etymology  without  warning.  Moreover,
common  abbrev iat ions ,  c ross -
references, and standard indicator words
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(like “maybe” or “possibly” for anagram
indicators) are used judiciously so that
solvers  can  develop  a  reliable  solving
instinct. This fairness builds trust, which
is  the  foundation  of  the  puzzle’s
reputation.

Clever Wordplay
and Cultural
Literacy
Respectable crosswords are not just lists
of  definitions;  they  are  miniature  works
of linguistic art. The best clues employ
puns,  homophones,  charades,  and
reverse  definitions  that  reward  the
solver with a smile. At the same time,

these  puzzles  must  stay  current  and
culturally  relevant.  They  include
references  to  recent  movies,  books,
sports figures, technology, and historical
events, ensuring that the vocabulary is
neither dusty nor esoteric. A balance is
struck between “evergreen” words (like
“ERA,”  “ELI,”  “ARE”)  and fresh entries
that  reflect  modern  life.  This  blend
makes  a  respectable  crossword  both
timeless and timely.

Balanced Grid Fill
and Thematic
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Depth
The grid itself is a canvas. A respectable
crossword  avoids  excessive  use  of
obscure,  three-letter words (“fill”  words)
that  serve  only  to  connect  longer
entries.  Instead,  the  constructor
prioritizes interesting, long answers that
tie into a theme. Whether the theme is a
set  of  puns,  a  quote,  a  sequence  of
related words, or a holiday celebration,
the  theme  should  be  coherent  and
visible  from the  start.  The  fill  should  be
lively,  including  names,  phrases,  and
even some foreign words that are well-
known.  A  grid  that  feels  dense  with
obscure  abbreviations  and  acronyms
loses its respectability fast. The goal is to
make  the  puzzle  feel  like  a  treasure

hunt, not a chore.

Difficulty
Calibration
No single difficulty level suits all solvers.
A  respectable  crossword  knows  its
audience.  A  Monday  New  York  Times
puzzle is  designed to be approachable
for beginners, while a Saturday puzzle is
notoriously  difficult.  But  even  in  the
hardest puzzles, the difficulty arises from
cleverness,  not  from unfairness.  Clues
are  never  impossible;  they  simply
require  lateral  thinking.  A  respectable
crossword  also  provides  a  satisfying
“aha”  moment,  where  the  solver  finally
makes the connection. This calibration of
challenge is  crucial—too  easy  and the



Respectable Crossword 5

5

puzzle is boring; too hard and it becomes
frustrating.  The best  constructors  walk
this tightrope with skill.

FAMOUS EXAMPLES OF
RESPECTABLE CROSSWORDS

Certain crosswords have achieved such
consistent  excellence  that  they  have
become  benchmarks  for  the  term
“respectable crossword.” Let us look at a
few prominent examples.

The New York
Times Crossword
Undoubtedly the most famous crossword
puzzle in the English-speaking world, the
New  York  T imes  c rossword

(frequently abbreviated as NYT) sets the
gold standard. Since its debut in 1942, it
has  evolved  under  the  guidance  of
legendary editors like Will Weng, Eugene
Maleska,  and  the  current  editor  Will
Shortz. The puzzle is known for its strict
adherence to the “Sunday-sized” level of
difficulty,  its  themed  Thursday  puzzles,
and the notorious Saturday grid. A large
part of its respectability lies in its editing
process:  every  clue  is  vetted  for
accuracy,  fairness,  and  cultural
sensitivity.  The  NYT  crossword  has
become a cultural institution, referenced
in movies, books, and daily conversation.
For many, solving the NYT puzzle is a rite
of  passage,  and earning a  solve  on a
Saturday is a badge of honor.
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The Guardian
Quick and
Cryptic
Crosswords
In  the  United  Kingdom,  the  Guardian
newspaper offers both a Quick crossword
and a Cryptic crossword, each with its
own  devoted  following.  The  cryptic
puzzle, in particular, is highly respected
for  its  ingenuity  and  wit.  Clues  often
involve anagrams, charades, containers,
and hidden words, all governed by strict
r u l e s .  T h e  G u a r d i a n ’ s  p u z z l e
setters—including names like Araucaria,

Paul,  and  Rufus—are  revered  for  their
ability to weave themes that are topical
a n d  t h o u g h t - p r o v o k i n g .  T h e
“Respectable  Crossword”  moniker
applies here because solvers know that
even the most obscure clue has a logical
path to the answer. The puzzle rewards
patience and lateral thinking, making it a
staple for British commuters and online
solvers alike.

The Times
(London)
Crossword
Another  heavyweight  in  the  world  of
crosswords  is  The  Times  (London)
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puzzle, first published in 1930 and often
considered  the  or ig inal  crypt ic
crossword. Its respectability comes from
its serious tone and exacting standards.
Clues are concise, often using archaic or
formal  language,  and  the  answers
frequently draw from classical literature,
history, and geography. Solving a Times
crossword requires a strong vocabulary
and  a  deep  understanding  of  cryptic
conventions.  It  is  not  a  puzzle  for  the
faint-hearted,  but  for  those  who
appreciate  intellectual  rigor,  it  is  the
ultimate  test.  The  Times  also  offers  a
“Jumbo”  crossword  on  Saturdays,
providing  a  substantial  challenge  that
can take hours to solve.

American Values
Club Crossword
and Other
Independent
Puzzles
In addition to the mainstream giants, a
new  wave  of  independent  crosswords
has emerged, many of which are winning
the respect of solvers for their diversity
and innovative themes. The American
Values Club  (AVCX) crossword, edited
by Ben Tausig,  is  known for its sharp,
often  political  humor  and  modern
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vocabulary.  Other  notable  entries
include  the  Penguin Random House
crosswords,  the  Los  Angeles  Times
crossword ,  and  the  Universal
Crossword .  These  puzz les  are
respected  because  they  strive  to  be
inclusive, fair, and entertaining, proving
that a respectable crossword can exist
outside  of  the  traditional  newspaper
ecosystem.

HOW TO SOLVE A RESPECTABLE
CROSSWORD WITH CONFIDENCE

If  you aspire to take on a respectable
crossword—whether  it  is  a  Friday  NYT
puzzle or a Guardian cryptic—developing
a  systematic  approach  will  greatly
improve  your  success  and  enjoyment.

Start with the
Easy Entries
Begin  by  scanning  the  grid  for  fill  that
you  know  instantly.  Look  for  short
answers (three, four, or five letters) that
seem obvious. Fill  them in with a light
pencil (or a digital stylus if you are on an
app). These entries give you a base of
letters to work with, making it easier to
deduce the harder clues. Many solvers
focus  on  the  themed  entries  first,  but  if
the  theme  is  elusive,  start  with  the
gimmes.
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Pay Attention to
Crossing Letters
Crossword  puzzles  are  built  on  the
principle of cross-checking. Every letter
you enter in a Down answer restricts the
possible letters in the Across entry, and
vice versa. Use this to your advantage.
When you have only a few letters from
partial  answers,  think  of  words  that  fit.
Use a mental dictionary or even a word
list  app—but  try  to  reason  without
assistance  at  first.  The  satisfaction  of
solving with minimal help is part of the
charm of a respectable crossword.

Learn Common
Crossword
Tropes
Respectable  crosswords  have  a
vocabulary  of  their  own.  Words  like
“ALAE”  (wing-like  parts),  “ESNE”  (a
historical term for a slave), and “OLIO”
(a  mixture)  appear  f requent ly .
Memorizing  these  common  crossword
fillers  will  speed  up  your  solving.
Similarly,  learn  standard  abbreviations
(e.g., “SS” for ship, “DR” for doctor, “ST”
for street) and Roman numerals (IV, VI,
etc.).  The  more  you  recognize  these
patterns, the less you will be stuck.
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Analyze the Clue
Types
In  a  cryptic  crossword,  clues  are  built
from  components.  An  anagram  clue
often  contains  a  word  like  “mixed”  or
“rearranged.”  A  “container”  clue  uses
words  like  “in”  or  “around.”  For  a
standard  themed  crossword,  look  for
clues that are punny or that reference
the theme. If you encounter a clue that
seems  completely  opaque,  step  back
and check if there is a wordplay element
involved.  The  beauty  of  a  respectable
crossword  is  that  every  clue  has  a
solution  path—you  just  need  to  find  the
key.

Take Breaks and
Stay Flexible
Sometimes a tough puzzle  demands a
fresh perspective. If you are stuck, put
the puzzle down for a few minutes or a
few  hours.  The  brain  subconsciously
processes  information,  and  often  the
answer will pop into your head when you
return. Also, do not be afraid to change a
wrong  answer  if  the  crossing  letters
point to another possibility. Flexibility is
a sign of a skillful solver, not a failure.

THE ART OF CONSTRUCTING A
RESPECTABLE CROSSWORD

Creating a crossword that is worthy of
respect  is  a  challenging  craft  that
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combines  linguistic  creativity,  puzzle
logic,  and  design  discipline.  Here  is  a
glimpse into what goes into building a
grid  that  earns  the  label  “respectable
crossword.”

Choosing a
Theme and Grid
Pattern
Every  great  crossword  begins  with  a
theme. The constructor may start with a
set of related phrases (e.g., book titles,
movie quotes, musical terms) or a clever
“trick”  clue  that  unifies  the  puzzle.  The
theme determines the symmetry of the
grid—most respectable crosswords use a

180-degree  rotational  symmetry,
meaning  the  pattern  of  black  squares
looks  the  same  when  turned  upside
down. This symmetry is not mandatory,
but it is a standard of quality that makes
the grid feel balanced.

Filling the Grid
with Quality
Entries
Once the theme entries are placed, the
constructor must fill the remaining white
squares with words that are interesting,
common,  and varied.  This  is  the most
painstaking  part  of  the  process.
Experienced  constructors  use  word
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databases and permutation software to
maximize the number of “lively” entries
while  minimizing  obscure  Scrabble

words. They strive for a fill that includes
verbs,  nouns,  adjectives,  and  proper
names, all in natural combinations. The
goal is to avoid &


