
Boatman – The Second 50 
More crosswords from the Guardian and the stories 
behind them – Ashley Knowles 

One of Britain's most challenging and innovative compilers of cryptic crosswords has published his 

second collection of fiendish crosswords in a unique annotated format. 

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 well-regarded enthusiasts’ magazine 1 Across, then his first piece for the Guardian 

appeared in October 2008. His hundredth followed 15 years later. 

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

editions of his latest 50 crosswords, with an additional five bonus puzzles previously only available 

online, including the notorious Referendum Day puzzle that was able to predict the result of the UK’s 

vote over its membership of the European Union with complete confidence. 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. 

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 odd connections that emerged afterwards. Expect talk of crosswords and coincidences, 

politics and particle physics. Ashley 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 

the solver must crack in order to 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 inserting red herrings, which may suggest wordplay that doesn’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 can now be found on the other side of the South 

Downs in the creative village of Ditchling, with his artist wife and uncountable squirrels and other 

wildlife. Having outgrown the commuting life, he is now free to divide his time between music, 

charity work and crosswords. 

Ashley also teaches the art of crossword compiling. Many of 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 

all the UK broadsheets. 



Reviews of Boatman – The Second 50 

If you want a fiendish crossword, you want the best – which means 
you want Boatman, because he is the best. 

– Gyles Brandreth 

Boatman reached his century of Guardian puzzles in 2023 and is still on flow with his distinctive 

puzzles and instructive explanations of how his cruciverbalist mind works. 

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. 

– Hugh Stephenson, Guardian Crossword Editor 

Giddying stuff, merrily exceeding the sum of its parts … Time with Boatman’s puzzles is time 
perfectly spent.  

– Alan Connor, BB2 question editor and crossword columnist for the Guardian 

A Boatman crossword is like a theme park. Each daunting line is a rollercoaster that makes you 
throw your hands up and scream. He scares you witless. But you can't wait to do it all over again.  

– Henry Morris aka the Secret Tory 

I always feel a little bit smarter after I finish a Boatman puzzle, at least until I start the next one. 

– Tim Dowling, columnist for the Guardian 

Oh good, another 50 agonisingly frustrating train journeys. 

– Jack Dee, actor, comedian and presenter 

Cracking crosswords – each puzzle a delightful daily workout for the brain and a welcome tonic for 
the soul. 

– Brian Bilston, Twitter’s unofficial poet laureate 

  



Availability 

Boatman – The Second 50 will be published on 1 September 2023 and will be 
available from all booksellers or direct from BoatmanCryptics.co.uk 
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Quote 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”. 

  

mailto:ashley@boatmancryptics.co.uk
https://boatmancryptics.co.uk/
https://www.gardners.com/
https://boatmancryptics.co.uk/product-category/books/


Foreword by Dave Gorman 

Put the kettle on. That’s my advice.  

Boatman’s puzzles are best served with a cup of tea.  

If a crossword is painting pictures with words, then every setter has his or her own style. Some 

create clues that remind me of a Heath Robinson cartoon – full of intricate detail and connections – 

while    others bring to mind the simple brush strokes of an Al Hirschfeld caricature, where there can 

be almost nothing on the page and yet, somehow, Liza Minelli’s face is staring back at you. 

Boatman’s puzzles are Magic Eye posters. You stare at them for a while and then suddenly 

something three dimensional pops out as your eyes defocus. 

When you first scan through a puzzle, a theme may be apparent. Words will be repeated. 

Newspaper, newspaper, newspaper, Guardian, red-top, newspaper, newspaper, Independent. It 

may make you feel dizzy. 

So put the kettle on. Make that cup of tea. Relax. Defocus. He’s a devious sod and he enjoys going 

back to the same source and coming back with something different. And you know that it will   

always be different. No two ‘newspapers’ are ever the same. That’s his thing. Don’t be dizzied by it. 

Dance with it. 

Enjoy. Then enjoy again as you get the insight from the commentaries that follow. 

Mine’s white with no sugar. Ta. 
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