
Boatman – The First 50 
Collected crosswords from the Guardian and the 
stories behind them – Ashley Knowles 

Ashley Knowles, better known to Guardian readers as Boatman, began compiling crosswords for his 

own amusement in 1999: his first puzzle was about Mrs B's dog. His crosswords began to be 

featured in the enthusiasts’ magazine 1 Across, then his first piece for the Guardian appeared in 

October 2008. Boatman puzzles have been enjoyed with increasing regularity ever since, and his 

fiftieth Guardian puzzle was printed last year. 

Ashley’s book celebrates the passing of this milestone with a collection of beautifully typeset 

editions of these 50 crosswords, with an additional bonus puzzle first published in the Guardian’s 

online Genius slot. As you’d expect, there are solutions for all the puzzles. Unusually, there are also 

notes explaining all the wordplay: if cryptic crosswords have been a closed book to you until now, 

this will be a revelation! 

But this is much more than a puzzle book. In it, Ashley tells the story in his own words behind the 

development of each crossword: how he thought of the theme, the ideas that didn’t make it into 

print and the unlikely coincidences that emerged afterwards. He reveals his working methods and 

the lively relationship between setter and editor, and the book is studded with extra teaser clues 

and delightful quotes from solvers who took the time to comment on the puzzles when they were 

first published. 

Boatman puzzles are difficult to imitate. There’s always a theme – sometimes, there’s a secret that 

you’ll need to crack before you can finish the crossword, but usually the theme is there to give the 

puzzle meaning and to draw you in with its particular atmosphere. The clues tend towards the 

fiendish, but they’ll never leave you wondering what you did to deserve such torture. Ashley’s style 

is to disguise the way that his clues works – all the really good cryptic compilers do that – and then 

to go further by dropping in red herrings, which may suggest anagrams or Spoonerisms that don’t 

exist and which can be devastating to experienced solvers whose senses are tuned to look for such 

things and as a result are sent on personal wild goose chases. 

Ashley’s working name derives from the time when he lived on his 30-metre Dutch barge in Brighton 

Marina. No longer living literally on the sea, Ashley (57) can now be found on the other side of the 

Downs, in Keymer, next to the creative village of Ditchling, with his artist wife, a teenage daughter, 

one very lazy greyhound and several unappreciated fish. During the week, he is a reluctant 

commuter; look out for him on the London to Brighton line in the evening, though, and you may find 

Boatman in his own world, happily compiling. 

Ashley also teaches the art of crossword compiling, and each year leads a number of masterclasses 

and advanced workshops at the Friends’ Meeting House in Brighton. His former students have gone 

on to find their own place in the mysterious world of the cryptic compilers, and their work can be 

seen in the Independent, Guardian and Financial Times. 

  



Reviews of Boatman – The First 50 

This is one to savour. Boatman's puzzles are witty and ingenious – and he never forgets that his job is 

to delight the solver. It is now an extraordinary pleasure to read how his unique mind works. The 

First 50 is a book I never knew I needed in my life. Gift it to yourself and to the word-lovers in yours. 

– Alan Connor, question editor of BBC2's Only Connect and crossword columnist for the Guardian 

This is a unique book of crosswords. Few compilers can, like Boatman, regularly achieve a cryptic 

puzzle that leaves the solver genuinely satisfied with the time and effort expended. 

– Hugh Stephenson, Guardian Crossword Editor 

I think of Boatman as the Kandinsky of setting. His puzzles inhabit their own world and, even if I’m 

stumped by the odd clue, I could merrily sit staring at them every day. 

– Bingybong, Guardian reader 

Quotes by the Author 

“Compiling cryptic crosswords may be the most fun you can have on a commuter train without 

annoying your fellow passengers. You learn to see things differently (though, to be fair, you probably 

do that already), and you have the pleasure, if you’re lucky, of seeing the reactions of your victims. 

You can enjoy playing the part of the evil genius; but remember, when you imagine yourself 

torturing those who venture into your mountain lair, that Bond always wins.” 

“My personal fantasy is of a puzzle in which all of the solutions share a theme, all the clues have a 

related surface reading (which may or may not subvert the theme of the solutions) and the 

completed grid can be read to reveal a deeper meaning  …  It goes without saying that this is 

unachievable … or is it?” 

Availability 

Boatman – The First 50 is available direct from boatmancryptics.co.uk or from Amazon and other 

online and high street booksellers at a price of £10.95. ISBN 978-0-9956082-0-7 

Check again at boatmancryptics.co.uk or on Twitter @BoatmanCryptics for the latest news of more 

events. 
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Full Text of Foreword to Boatman – The First 50 
by Hugh Stephenson, Guardian Crossword Editor 

This is a unique book of crosswords. 

There are countless books of cryptic puzzles in print or online and almost as many books about how 

to set or to solve them. This one consists of Boatman’s first 50 Guardian puzzles, plus solutions. So 

far, so normal. 

What makes the book unique, though, is that he has added to each solution a commentary on how 

that puzzle evolved in his mind as he was in the process of creating it.  

Boatman belongs to that class of cryptic crossword setter who is happiest when there is a theme 

running through all or most of the clues in a puzzle. But his solutions do not require the solver to 

have any esoteric knowledge of the theme in question. Boatman puzzles can be solved with pleasure 

without having to resort to Googling or specialist reference books. 

His commentaries on each puzzle’s solution describe how, in a good cryptic puzzle, there is a texture 

and a cohesion that goes beyond simply filling a grid and writing clues that observe the recognised 

cryptic conventions. Many compilers, especially with the help of modern software, can fill in a grid 

and write technically acceptable clues. Few, like Boatman, can regularly achieve a cryptic puzzle that 

leaves the solver genuinely satisfied with the time and effort expended. 

 

Favourite Clues 

Two of Ashley’s favourite Boatman clues: 

You may find gateaux on it, but not fruitcakes (7) 

Answer: TROLLEY (because fruitcakes are off their trolley!) 

Fool gave West Ham a daft epithet (1,4,2,3,6) 

Answer: A GAME OF TWO HALVES (look for the anagram …) 

And John’s favourite clue, writing as Paul: 

To make cheese, how do you milk a Welsh hedgehog? (10) 

Answer: CAERPHILLY 
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