
 

‘IT’S YOUR PUZZLE: 
SOLVE IT HOWEVER YOU WANT’ 

BY YITZCHAK RELKIN

S o, if you want to look up an answer, go right ahead. It’ll help you 
fill in that tough corner, and you’ll learn a new word which you will 
know the next time it appears.

A puzzle is also a friendly fight between the constructor and the 
solver. The constructor wants you to struggle and maybe even pull out some 
of your hair. But, ultimately, the constructor only has success if you have 
success: if you solve the puzzle.

For the constructor, there are many paths to take to achieve this success.
So, how do you even come up with an idea? How do you get inspired?
Start by examining words and language that are all around you. Language 

is everywhere: books, this newspaper, your wallet, the walls of your office, 
even the marketing message on a tube of toothpaste. See how words relate 
to one another, how they are similar, how they are different. 

Once you feel you have a sufficiently developed list of potential theme 
answers, begin organizing the phrases by letter count. This will help you 
start to see which phrases will fit in with the symmetry described below 
in the technical rules. Finally, start to 
pick out the best choices. The more well-
known the phrase, the better it is for the 
solver. Obscure phrases can frustrate 
the solver. However, as with everything, 
there are exceptions, as will be seen in the 
example theme types later in this article.

Now for some technical rules:
A typical weekday puzzle is a 15x15 

grid; weekend puzzles occasionally are 
21x21. Most grids have symmetry. The 
most common type of symmetry is called 
rotational symmetry. This means, if you 
hold the puzzle in front of you and rotate 
it 180 degrees, the black squares will be in 
the same places. 

This symmetry rule also applies to the 
theme answers: they must be placed sym-
metrically in the grid and must match in 
length. So if the first theme answer is fif-
teen letters long and appears on the third 
row of the puzzle (from the top), the last 
theme answer must also be fifteen letters 
long and appear on the thirteenth row of 
the puzzle (three from the bottom).

In accordance with that symmetry, 
if you have an even number of theme 
answers, they must match up in pairs. If 
you have four theme answers, there are two pairs and each of those pairs 
must be the same length (of course, all four could be the same length). If you 
have an odd number of theme answers, the center theme answer must have 
an odd number of letters so it can be symmetrically placed in the center of 
the puzzle (the eighth row of a 15x15 grid or the eleventh row of a 21x21).

Theme answers must generally agree in tone and grammar. Here is an 
sample theme: REDALERT, GRAYMATTER, GREENTHUMB, BLUECHIP.

Notice, all the color phrases are nouns and singular. The reason for this 
is to help direct the solver. That’s not to say there are never exceptions, but 
it can potentially confuse the solver if you have three nouns and one verb. 
They are also length-paired (two eight-letter words and two ten-letter 
words).

Now let’s describe some theme types. In the constructing community, 
there is some research indicating almost fifty different types of themes. So 
a constructor’s only limitation is his or her imagination. The following are 
just some of the many theme types that have appeared in papers in the 105 
years of crosswords.

Add, subtract or change a letter or letters in a word or phrase to make 
new words/phrases: 

One of last year’s winners, Mrs. Surie Koplowitz, created a funny theme 
using letter addition in her puzzle titled, “Stop All That Hissing Up Front!” 
when she added the letter S to the beginning of known phrases. She also 
added her funny twist with some nicely written clues: 

SPARKING LOT (Enclosed area to light fireworks?); SCARE PACKAGE 
(Mail containing a white, powdery substance?); STABLE TENNIS (Sport 
enjoyed by horses?); SLUMBER YARD (Place for an outdoor pajama party?).

Close followers of Hamodia’s puzzle pages will recall a recent puzzle, 
titled “H2O,” in which the letter H was changed to the letter O (get it: H to 

O?): 
LAMB COOPS (Sheep’s condos?); FIRESIDE COAT (Hearth jacket [pos-

sibly worn by FDR]?); IPOD SOUFFLES (Egg dishes made with Apples?); 
COWBOY OAT (Rancher’s breakfast grain?).

Puns, jokes and riddles: Some of you may remember the puzzle that 
accompanied last year’s contest kickoff, titled, “Puns, Typos and Other Sil-
liness” which contained many silly, silly puns, including: 

WINE AND MOEN (Advertising collaboration between Kedem and a 
well-known faucet maker?); MENTAL DETECTOR (Brain scan?); NORSE 
CODE (The secret language of Vikings?); WAIT MANAGEMENT (The 
ability to be patient?).

Anagrams are words that are formed by rearranging the letters of anoth-
er word. One way to feature an anagram is to rearrange the letters of one 
word in a phrase: 

TOPS SIGN (Billboard announcing a sale on dreidels?). 
Another way is to create a new phrase from two letter arrangements of 

one anagram: 
SPARE PEARS (Extra Bartletts?); 

EMITS ITEMS (Ejects stuff ?); LARGE 
LAGER (Big beer?); HIRES HEIRS 
(Engages in nepotism?).

Homonyms are differently spelled 
words that sound the same: 

SAAB STORY (Tale of a Scandanavi-
an auto?); SEOUL FOOD (South Korean 
delicacy?); THYME MACHINE (Spice 
grinder?).

Categories are usually words from a 
particular category that are contained in 
other words or phrases. For example, this 
theme is phrases that contain days of the 
week: 

BLACK MONDAY (1987 Wall Street 
market crash); CASUAL FRIDAY (End-
of-the-week office dress policy, maybe); 
SUPER TUESDAY (Presidential primary 
period when the most delegates can be 
won); SUNDAY DRIVE (Leisurely family 
trip).

Portmanteaus combine two words 
to create a new word. For example: 
BRUNCH (breakfast + lunch: late break-
fast, early lunch); CHOCOHOLIC (choc-
olate + alcoholic: someone who eats way 
too much chocolate).

Constructors can create fake portmanteaus to humorous effect. For 
example, one of last year’s winners, H. Modiano, came up with a clever set 
of heimishe portmaneaus regarding some well-known Jewish communi-
ties:

LAKEWOOD WINDS (Yeshivah music ensemble?); MIR PITTANCE 
(Yeshivah petty cash?); GATESHEAD LINE (Yeshivah news bulletin?)

Grid design means the black squares of the grid are part of the theme. A 
past Hamodia puzzle titled “Face Forward” contained theme answers that 
had to do with the head and face: 

HEAD IN THE CLOUDS, KEEP A SHARP EYE ON, NO SKIN OFF MY 
NOSE, ME AND MY BIG MOUTH. 

The black squares were not laid out in typical rotational symmetry, but 
rather in the shape of a smiling face (this grid actually had no symmetry at 
all).

Holidays and special occasions have been featured in many Hamodia 
puzzles. A recent example includes a Shavuos puzzle in which all the theme 
phrases concerned things that might keep a person up all night: 

TOO MUCH CAFFEINE, LEAKING FAUCET, NOISY NEIGHBOR and 
the anchor theme answer, SHAVUOS LEARNING. 

While this theme is about a Jewish holiday, only one of the theme 
answers refers directly to it. So the theme, as mentioned, is about a par-
ticular aspect of Shavuos.

The last thing I’ll mention is that even though I have just given you a 
long list of rules, those rules can be broken, as long as it is done in a way 
that makes sense for the theme. The asymmetry of the Face Forward grid 
mentioned above is a good example.

So start looking around, take notes, and submit a winning theme. Good 
luck!

To paraphrase Mr. Weng, it’s your theme, create it however you want….n

Third annual Hamodia crossword puzzle contest 
The quote used in the title comes from Will Weng, the second puzzle editor 

of The New York Times. He meant that puzzles and pastimes are supposed to be 
an enjoyable experience, not a tedious slog. They should entertain you and give 

you a break from your busy life. And maybe even teach you a thing or two. 

CONTEST RULES
WHAT: All entries must include a puzzle 
title, theme words and clues for the 
theme words. 
HOW: Submissions should be sent to 
fschwartz@hamodia.com or faxed to 
718-853-9103. All themes and theme 
words must be original and unpublished. 
No more than three submissions per 
person. All submitted ideas become 
property of Hamodia, and may be edited 
for clarity and/or consistency.
PRIZES: Three winners will receive 
prizes and have their puzzles completed 
by Mr. Yitzchak Relkin and printed in 
Hamodia; nine runners-up will have their 
puzzles printed as well. 
DEADLINE: July 31, 2018
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