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Preface

There are numerous excellent word-making games available today for the lexicographical enthusiast. Oldest, and most established, of course is Scrabble™ – unsurpassed in terms of pedigree. Then there’s Words with Friends™, the rise of which has been meteoric, seeing it become arguably the most-played online word game today. Others have sought to get in on the act, the most successful among them probably being Lexulous™, though this is dwarfed in popularity by its two main rivals. Then there’s Hanging with Friends™, Wordfeud™, Letterpress™ and various others, each of which has its own following.

The main difference between the games lies in the distribution of bonus-point squares; the number of tiles in each rack (most comprise seven but Lexulous has eight); how many of each letter is available and the points they score; and the number of words permitted.

Some purists aren’t fans of online competition. They feel that being able to try out different words on the board is contrary to the spirit of the game – that it introduces too large an element of luck and negates genuine skill. In my view, any negatives are far outweighed by the positives. As well as being a wonderful social tool, helping to build friendships and cement relationships, online play offers everyone the chance to expand their vocabulary and, above all, enjoy hours of fun.

So what are my qualifications for writing this book? I’m not a literary genius or lexical expert. True, I’ve spent the past twenty years working with words as an author and editor, but essentially I’m one of you: someone who loves playing word games – drive me crazy though they might – and who is constantly looking to improve in whatever way possible. I know the trials you come up against, the joys you experience, the frustrations you endure, the challenges you face – and I write as a fellow aficionado eager to help you ensure that good moments surpass the bad.

Most word games, by default, accept both UK and US spellings, which means you can play against English speakers from across the world. Words with Friends permits significantly fewer terms than the rest, and one or two are not acceptable in Lexulous. You may find, then, that some of the terms defined here are not allowed in these games, but as word lists are always changing, it’s always worth trying them out.

I cannot claim that everyone will agree with all the definitions offered in this book. Dictionaries differ considerably over what some terms mean, but I hope the general consensus will agree with mine.

Happy word making!


Introduction

We’ve all been there, haven’t we? You’re in with a chance of beating your most stubborn opponent; of at long last wiping that smug grin off their face and giving them a taste of what it feels like to lose. Just a few tiles left, a couple of turns to complete at most, and victory will be yours. But then, as so many times before, your hopes are dashed as, yet again, they come up with some ridiculous word you’ve never even heard of, and steal the game from under your nose.

So how do they do it? What is the secret of their astonishing vocabulary that, time and again, grinds you into the dust? Is it simply a question of luck? Do they merely juggle every combination of letters until finally coming up with something playable, however unlikely the word seems? Well, possibly. But consider another option. What if they have some way of remembering the more unusual terms in the lexicon that you habitually forget? Is there a secret to remembering such words? I believe there is, and it lies in knowing, and remembering, what the words mean.

Why? Because when you have a picture in your mind, a connection is made in your brain. And nine times out of ten, it will stick there. You see the letters AJI, and you immediately think of a chilli pepper. You’re sitting there with the letters QUONK, and you place them triumphantly on the table, your thoughts turning automatically to the act of accidentally making a loud and disturbing noise. You’re left with EUOI at the end of the game: tiles that would leave many players feeling that all is lost, whereas you, by contrast, cavort wildly around the room – altogether fitting given that the word denotes a Bacchic frenzy.

This book, then, contains a selection of some of the many words that can help you compete more effectively on the word-game battlefield. Hopefully they will not only entertain, intrigue and illuminate, but also help you to turn the tables on your opponent. No longer will it be you left muttering in frustration as your adversary comes up with yet another arcane term trawled from the innards of the Oxford English Dictionary. Instead, it will be them marvelling at your lexical dexterity, as you revel in victory after victory.

This book cannot guarantee you victory, of course. Just as there’s no panacea for all ills, so there’s no cure-all for a succession of thoroughly rotten racks. We’ll all get our fair share of those, but we’ll also get our fair share of games in which the tiles are just about even, and that’s when the information in this book will prove most valuable, helping you to maximise the potential of what you’re dealt. Read carefully, not just skimming through, but taking time to absorb the meaning of each word, and I’ll wager that many of the terms you would otherwise have missed will now be at your fingertips.

Still don’t believe me? Then try it for yourself and see.


1

Two-letter life-savers

Most players swiftly learn the two-letter words acceptable in their game of choice, but surprisingly few know what they mean. To me, though, there’s something hugely unsatisfying about playing a term that means nothing to us. Understanding the words we put down immeasurably enhances our enjoyment of the game.

In this chapter, then, I include definitions of two-letter words other than those I think you’ll probably know the meaning of already. From now on you’ll be able to play AG, FE, JO, OE and XI with the assured touch of a master, confident that while you are familiar with such terms, your philistine opponent is most probably altogether ignorant of what they signify.

AA

I’ve played the word AA countless times without having the foggiest what it means. I assumed it was probably a term of endearment, as in when we say, ‘Aa, isn’t that nice,’ but I was completely wrong. Aa is in fact a Hawaiian word denoting the rough spiky lava deposited by volcanoes in that country. The word itself is tiny, but if it allows you to play a high-scoring one off it, it could be enough to make your opponent blow their top.

AE

What can you make with the letters A and E, apart, that is, from a sign denoting a hospital accident and emergency centre? Well, actually you can make two words – not bad for just two letters: the word EA (see page 6) and this one: AE. It’s a Scottish term (also sometimes spelt YAE) – one of many from north of the border that have found their way into the catalogue of permitted words – and it means, quite simply, ‘one’.

AG

How is it that word games accept terms that look suspiciously like abbreviations? AG is short for agriculture, as in ‘the Ministry of Ag’. It’s also the symbol for the metallic element silver. To be fair, neither of these definitions may have been in the relevant arbiters’ minds when they included the term in their list of approved words, for it’s also, apparently, a South African interjection expressing anger, surprise or regret. Believe me, if you miss this little word when you need it, you’ll be using not only that interjection, but others significantly stronger!

AI

In these days of rapidly advancing computer technology, we’ve all heard of the development of AI – artificial intelligence – and, according to some, that’s what this term denotes. Given, though, that it is always rendered in capitals, I’m not sure it counts. Ai is also the name of a sloth endemic to the forests of Venezuela, characterised by three long claws on each of its feet, which it employs to help it climb among the leaves of the trumpet tree – reputedly its sole source of food. If it enables you to play a high-scoring word off it, one thing’s for sure: you won’t be slothful in putting these two letters together.

AL

What does AL (also spelt AAL) mean? Some dictionaries claim that – spelt with one ‘A’ – this is short for aluminium, despite this being an abbreviation. An alternative definition is that it denotes an East Indian mulberry tree (usually spelt with two ‘A’s), the reddish dye from which was once widely used to colour cotton fabrics. So, a type of metal or a tree. Which is it? Take your pick.

AR

Living as I do in Somerset, I assumed that the meaning of AR was obvious: that it is a term of agreement, basically meaning ‘yes’, pronounced with a characteristic rural burr. Sadly, it doesn’t mean that at all. Its denotation is altogether more dull, for ar, quite simply, is the spelling of the letter R. I know, disappointing, isn’t it?

BA

Not a word to be confused with BAA, conjuring up idyllic scenes of sheep grazing in a meadow, nor with the immortal words, ‘Bah! Humbug!’ of Scrooge in A Christmas Carol, BA is actually an Egyptian term, denoting the immortal soul of a deceased person or god. Typically represented by a human-headed bird, each ba had to be periodically nourished via offerings of food. Get the meaning of this one wrong, then, and it won’t be the ghost of Christmas past haunting you but one altogether more ancient. You’ve been warned.

BI

The word BI is one of the more recent additions to our dictionaries, having been coined during the 1960s to denote a bisexual person. It’s another case, then, of an abbreviation being acceptable, though I guess in this case it has become sufficiently part of modern parlance to be deemed a word in its own right. We word-gamers, of course, will accept just about any word, so long as it earns us enough points.

BO

Surprisingly, there are two definitions for this tiny word. The first is rather obvious. BO is an alternative spelling of BOO, much used in children’s games of hide-and-seek and the like, denoting a shout aimed at taking someone by surprise. Since the early nineteenth century, bo has also come to be used as a slang term for a friend, possibly originating as an abbreviation of ‘boy’. Your aim, of course, in every game, is to surprise your opponent – friend or otherwise – with ever more bizarre words. Boy, it feels good.

CH

This two-letter word stands out as one of the few that doesn’t need a vowel and the only one beginning with C. Look it up in a dictionary, though, and you’ll struggle to find a definition, which isn’t surprising, as many question the validity of calling it a word at all. It’s certainly an obsolete one, but apparently it was a dialect term meaning ‘I’. It may be obsolete in daily conversation, but it’s becoming almost de rigueur on the game board.

DA

This sounds rather like something we might sing when we’ve forgotten the words of a song – ‘da, da, da’ – or the grunt of pain a character might utter in a comic book. Quite by chance, the latter gives us a clue as to the term’s true meaning, for DA – also spelt DAH – is the name given to various weapons used in Burma, ranging from a heavy knife to a sword. If you’ve not played this word before, go on, have a stab at it.

DE

This is a preposition, frequently used in names of French origin, meaning ‘of’ or ‘from’. Its use in English goes back to the Normans, who not only conquered our country but also significantly influenced our language. If the word helps you in some small way to triumph over your opponent, remember to acknowledge your debt to those Gallic invaders of long ago, who helped to make it possible.

DI

This innocuous-looking little term has a surprisingly grand meaning. Actually the plural form of the Latin word deus, it means ‘gods’. It may not score you many points, but when there’s no other word available for you, it can certainly seem heaven-sent.

EA

This is another word related to the gods – the deity in question here being EA, son of Apsu and father of Marduk. Originally the Babylonian god of ritual purification, he became a major deity, responsible for governing the fresh waters of the earth, from which, presumably, the word evolved to mean a river, stream or brook; indeed, any form of running water. Let’s hope inspiration flows just as freely for you in your game.

ED

As an editor and proofreader, as well as writer, I always assumed that ED is short for editor or perhaps for ‘edited by’, but I was wrong, and thus showed my lack of ed. For the word denotes simply education, as in a co-ed school. It’s another abbreviation, then, but I guess this one has been so widely and long employed that its inclusion in the dictionary can again be justified. If you can use it to teach your opponent a lesson, you’ll be more than glad you learnt it.

EE

Place a Y between the two E’s comprising this word and its meaning is suddenly staring you in the face. EE is a Scottish dialect term for eye; not the one spelt ‘Aye’ typically uttered by those north of the border, but the one you see with. So, whenever you play this word, let it serve as a reminder to keep your eyes open at all times, lest you miss a scoring opportunity you may later regret.

EL

According to some, the word EL denotes an elevated railway. Another abbreviation, then, but if it keeps me on track towards victory, I’m happy enough to accept it. A more mundane but common meaning of el is simply as the spelling of the letter ‘L’. Understood in this sense, it offers a rare opportunity to cover two spaces on the board with just one letter, if you see what I mean.

ET

What do you think the word ET means? No, it’s not an extra-terrestrial, as in the film of that name. Let me give you a clue: try saying it aloud. Any the wiser? Say it again, imagining you’re pronouncing the term in posh company. If you haven’t got it now, you never will, so let me enlighten you. Et is a past-tense form of ‘eat’. I know, I didn’t believe it either. In fact, I’ve just et my hat.

EW see EEW, page 32

FE and PE

I mentioned that EL (see above) offers a rare opportunity to cover two letter spaces on the board with a single letter, but maybe I spoke too soon, for here’s another word of the same ilk popping up almost straightaway. FE, like el, is a letter of the alphabet (also rendered PE, FEY and PEY), but this time it’s not English but Hebrew. The latter, of course, is read from right to left – for the UK reader, in other words, backwards – but we certainly won’t be backward in coming forwards if this term helps us find a way out of a jam.

FY

Having learnt the meaning of this word, I can play it now with the assured flourish of a wordsmith, well aware that it’s an expression of disapproval, presumably along the lines of the medieval English exclamation ‘Fie!’ Be warned, though, you won’t find that definition in every dictionary – far from it. Many suggest, instead, that it denotes a financial year, despite that clearly being an acronym. ‘FY on them!’ I hear you exclaim, but frankly I’m happy to cash in on this word whenever I can, whatever it means.

GI

See the word GI and many will automatically think of US soldiers during the Second World War, the so-called GIs, but that’s not what the term is generally taken to mean. It refers, rather, to the white garment worn in martial arts such as judo or karate – an item of clothing your opponent is able to grab and hold on to. In your games, hopefully, gi will help you to wrestle your opponent into submission, or at least gain a firmer hold on the game.

GU

Have you ever listened to Beethoven’s Gu Concerto? I very much doubt it, since he didn’t write one, but he might have done had he hailed from Scotland rather than Germany, for a GU – also spelt GJU and GUE – is a musical instrument, roughly akin to a simple violin, that used to be played in the Shetland Islands. Given that it had only two strings, a soloist might struggle to reproduce some of Beethoven’s more complicated passages, and there’s no denying that Gu Concerto doesn’t quite have the same ring as Violin Concerto, but if this word someday helps you to pull the strings in your game, you may feel that its music is the sweeter of the two.

HM see HMM, page 190

IO

Along with OE (see page 13), this is one of the most unusual of all the two-letter words. It seems to have two meanings (three if you count the name of one of Jupiter’s moons), the first as a noun, denoting a type of moth, and the other as an interjection to express joy, pleasure, surprise or triumph. It’s not a term I’d usually come out with, but I have to admit that if it contributes to me winning a game, you might just find me gleefully yelling ‘IO!’ at the top of my voice.

JA

Anyone looking at this word might be forgiven for thinking that a bit of German has somehow sneaked its way into the dictionary. Here, JA is not German, though, but an Afrikaans term – albeit with the same meaning: ‘yes’ – coming originally from Dutch. Apparently, it can sometimes also be used to express embarrassment, an apology or a general sense of weariness with the world, the latter being much how the word-game player feels when for the umpteenth rack in a row they’re dealt yet more unplayable tiles.

JO

Did you ever date a Jo? Perhaps you even married her? Don’t be too swift to dismiss the idea, for I’m not talking, as you might assume, about a woman’s name. I’m referring instead to the old Scottish word JO (also spelt JOE), which means sweetheart (or, according to some sources, a four-foot long staff … and no lewd suggestions, please). Deriving, apparently, from the name Joy, its meaning was extended subsequently to include such affectionate terms as ‘dear’, ‘darling’ and ‘lover’, as used in the immortal poem of Robert Burns: ‘John Anderson My Jo, John’. Not encountered that poem before? Well actually, neither had I until I looked it up. I tell you what, though: you’ll never look at someone called Jo in the same way again, will you?

KA

As a noun, this denotes the supposed spiritual aspect of an individual human being or god, which the Egyptians believed survived (with the soul) after death. It purportedly could dwell as a vital force within the statue of the person. As a verb, KA means ‘to serve’ or ‘to help’, though it is used only in constructions such as ‘Ka me!’ Thus Sir Walter Scott, in his 1821 novel Kenilworth, wrote: ‘Ka me, ka thee, is a proverb all over the world.’ Hopefully ka will help you to make the most of that K of yours; in which case, as far as you’re concerned, it will have more than served its purpose.

KI see QI and KI, page 15

KO

The only meaning of KO that I was acquainted with was to denote a knockout in boxing, which, according to some, is the meaning of the term. The more commonly accepted definition, however, is that it denotes a Māori digging stick. Comprising a long, rounded length of wood, it was used in the cultivation of crops, but could also double up very efficiently on occasions as a weapon. Just the word, then, to ensure that you soundly thrash your opponent.

KY

With two relatively high-scoring letters, this word can score you decent points, especially if you can position the K or Y advantageously. Still used in Scotland today, KY is the plural form of the Middle English word ‘cu’, meaning cow. The term KINE shares the same origins. Most word-game players will soon realise they can play this term, but by learning what it means you will have set yourself apart from the common herd.

LI

LI sounds Chinese, and it is. It has two meanings, both denoting forms of measurement, for it can refer either to a unit of distance – comprising roughly a third of a mile – or to one unit of Chinese currency. Instead of claiming a car allowance then of, say, 40p a mile, a Chinese businessman might instead ask for 40 li a li. An interesting prospect.

MI and ME

The word MI sounds remarkably like ME, which is hardly a surprise, given that they can both mean the same thing. In this sense, they don’t denote the first person singular, as in ‘Me, me!’ Rather, as with several other two-letter words, they refer to a note on the so-called sol-fa musical scale. Mi may not quite have you breaking into song when you play it, but you might permit yourself a chirpy hum if it bails you out of a sticky situation and keeps you in the game.

MM

I’ve included this word, not because it will be unfamiliar to us, but because we might inadvertently overlook it when we need it most. Any two-letter word that doesn’t use a vowel or a Y is always worth keeping in mind – there are five in all, the others being CH (see page 5), HM (see HMM, page 190), SH (see SHH, page 192) and ST (see page 16)– for it can be invaluable when we’re out of vowels. MM denotes, of course, a spontaneous expression of satisfaction, as in ‘Mm, delicious!’, and it’s a word likely to have us licking our lips appreciatively as we lay it down on the board.

MU

Where would we be, especially when it comes to two-letter words, without the names of letters of the alphabet from our own and other countries? They supply us with a wonderful resource. The word MU is the English translation of the Greek character µ, the twelfth letter of the Greek alphabet, which also denotes micro, representing the millionth part of something. A small letter then or an even smaller measurement – you choose. Either way, the rewards this word potentially offers can be considerably larger.

NA

NA is a slang form of the word ‘no’ (also spelt NAE) – a pronunciation we can all slip into, as in when we say, ‘Na, I don’t think so,’ or, ‘Na, you can’t be serious.’ It may not be popular, then, among purists or grammarians, but we word-game hacks have no such misgivings. If the dictionary says it’s acceptable, that’s good enough for us. What’s that you say? We should be ashamed of ourselves? Na!

NE

As with so many two-letter words, there seems to be considerable debate about what this one means. According to some sources, NE denotes NEON – one of the six known inert gases. Others suggest that it means ‘born with the name of’, as in our modern-day term ‘née’, deriving from the French naître. The best-supported definition, though, seems to be that it’s an archaic form of ‘nor’ or ‘not’. French, English or something altogether different, it doesn’t matter to me. If it counts as a word, I’m happy to play it.

NU

If I were to ask you what the term NU means, and you were to answer, ‘It’s all Greek to me,’ you’d be spot on. Nu is another of those invaluable spellings of a letter of the Greek alphabet. It looks like this: ν – not like an N at all, in other words, but more like the letter V. Confused? Can’t say I blame you. It’s all Greek to me too.

NY

Information on the word NY is hard to come by. Very hard to come by. It’s used, of course, as an abbreviation of New York, but the best-attested other definition seems to be that it signifies ‘near, close or almost’ – an alternative, say some dictionaries, for NIGH. It’s so obscure that most of us will probably never use or come across the word, but does that mean we should cut it from the dictionary? Not on your life! We wordsmiths need all the resources we can get, and any attempt to blot it from the record books would have us well-ny up in arms.

OB

I can’t quite understand why the word OB is accepted as a word, for it seems to be either an abbreviation or a prefix. As the first, it’s short for either obstetrician or obstetrics, or for an objection; as the second, it’s added to a word to denote exposure or openness to something, or as an expression of opposition and hostility. Neither abbreviations nor prefixes are words in my estimation, but if the word-game creators deem otherwise, they won’t get any objection from me.

OD

The word OD denotes a supposed universal force that, for a time, was believed to pervade all things. It was coined in the mid-nineteenth century by the celebrated German scientist Baron Carl von Reichenbach, who hypothesised that this mooted power lay behind magnetism, hypnotism and various chemical processes. He may have proved to be wrong, but good old Carl kindly left this useful two-letter term for word-game players to enjoy in years to come. It’s nice to know his time wasn’t entirely wasted.

OE and OY

The word OE is surely one of the most unlikely of two-letter words. Also spelt OY and OYE, it denotes a grandchild, and once again we owe this lexical curiosity to the canny Scots. It is not immediately obvious what prompted folk north of the border to come up with an alternative for the Sassenach original, but, if nothing else, it’s certainly shorter to write and easier to spell.

OM

How would you pronounce the term OM? It seems easy, doesn’t it? And you could probably get away with saying the word as it’s spelt. A purist, however, might want to insist on something like ‘aummmmmmmmmmmmmmm’. In fact, the longer you can hang on to that M the better, for om is not so much a noun as a sacred syllable, to be intoned, according to Hindu and Tibetan Buddhist authorities, at length as part of mystical reflection or a mantra. Indeed, so holy is the term that in some texts it seems almost to be equated with the whole of the Hindu scriptures. In word games we use it rather more prosaically, so I wouldn’t waste too much time in trying to pronounce it, if I were you: just play it.

OO

Having nothing to do with such expressions of delight or shock as ‘Oo, isn’t that wonderful,’ or, ‘Oo, you startled me!’, OO has various meanings. In Old English, it denoted ‘a’, or ‘one’; in Scotland, ‘we’; and, confusingly, in the Manx dialect, ‘you’; whereas in Hawaii it refers to various types of honeyeater bird, some of which are now feared to be extinct. The best-attested definition, however, is that it’s another term for wool, coming from the Old English ‘wull’. Thoroughly confused? I don’t blame you, but my advice would be to go with the last of these, and not let anyone pull the wool over your eyes.

OP

There are a multitude of definitions for OP, all identifying it as an abbreviation. One is that it refers to a 1960s style of abstract art – what is often termed optical art or, simply, op-art: a definition that will certainly appeal to those who perceive word games as almost an art form. Another is that it denotes opposite, but this finds little support in the dictionaries I’ve consulted. The best-supported definition I’ve found is that op is short for operation – the sort we go into hospital for – and that’s probably the way most of us would use it, though I can’t help feeling that ‘opponent’ would be more appropriate in relation to us word-gamers.

OS

This is a word you’ll know but may have forgotten. It’s not the plural of O, nor does it refer to the homeland of a celebrated wizard. It actually has two meanings. First, OS denotes a mouth or mouth-like opening, as in ‘Nil by mouth’, often indicated in hospital by the abbreviation NPO (meaning ‘nil per os’). Second, it means bone, the word deriving from Latin and being used in such terms as an OSSUARY and OSSIFEROUS. It’s not going to score you many points on its own, but if you can stick that S on the end of another word to score highly, it may just prompt you to mouth as you do so: ‘Pick the bones out of that one!’

OU

What does OU denote? Not the Open University, disappointingly. Nor the French for ‘where’. Surprisingly, it has not one but three meanings. The first comes from South Africa, where ou is an informal term for a man, chap, or – more precisely – bloke. The second definition has ou as a verb meaning to ‘express concession’. Finally, it’s also a Hawaiian word (technically spelt ‘ō‘ū, but let’s not quibble) for one of the country’s many exotic-looking birds: the fruit-eating honey-creeper, characterised by its striking green and yellow plumage and distinctively curved pink bill. The word, it has to be said, is rather less eye-catching than the bird, but no matter how pally you are with your opponent, that’s probably the limit of what you’re willing to concede.

OY see OE and OY, page 13

PE see FE and PE, page 7

PI

It’s strange how two-letter words often seem to have several meanings, while much longer terms have just the one. The word PI is a case in point. We’ll all remember it from days in the classroom, pi being the symbol used by mathematicians to denote the ratio of a circle’s circumference to its diameter. It’s usually depicted as π, the sixteenth letter of the Greek alphabet, which is the second meaning of the word. Not content with just two definitions, pi also, apparently, can mean osmotic pressure (don’t ask), or ‘to jumble or disorder’. Sounds to me this word wants to have a finger in every pi.

QI and KI

You’ll no doubt have played QI and KI countless times, but do you know what these terms mean? They’re actually Chinese (alternatively spelt KHI or CHI; see page 38), and they denote the life force or energy identified in Chinese philosophy as being inherent in all things. Deployed in a medical context, they relate to the balance of negative and positive energy within the human body, on which depends our health. That’s particularly fitting in relation to qi: as a Q word it may not need a U, but it’s very much about you.

RE

If you’re looking for a definition of a two-letter word and it isn’t the spelling of a letter from one of the world’s alphabets, there’s an odds-on chance that it will instead be a musical note. So it is for this one. As well as denoting ‘concerning’, it’s the second note in the ‘do-re-mi-fa-so-la-ti-do’ scale, forever immortalised in the song ‘Do-Re-Mi’ from The Sound of Music. As with most of these words, it’s not going to score you many points in itself, but if nothing else, after you’ve played it, you can claim that you’ve accomplished something of note.

SI

There are lots of two-letter words we can make with the letter S, but one we might overlook is SI. ‘Surely that’s Spanish’, I hear you protest: ‘si señor’, and so forth. Well yes, it is, but it’s also a perfectly legitimate English word, and it has not just one but three meanings. First, it’s an alternative to the word TI or TE (see below), a musical note: specifically, the seventh note in a major scale. It’s also short for the System Internationale of measurements and, finally, it’s short for the chemical element silicon. Who’d have thought such a tiny word could denote so much?

ST

In blissful ignorance, I’d assumed this word was short for either street or saint; admittedly abbreviations, but ones used so often they surely count as words. Apparently, though, ST is actually an exclamation intended to attract someone’s attention. Have you ever heard it used in this way? I haven’t, and I doubt I ever will. I thought I ought to draw your attention to this definition though, just in case, like me, you were labouring under any illusions.

TI and TE

You’ll most likely have encountered TI as a variant spelling of TE, the seventh note on the musical scale. More interestingly, though, it also refers to various tropical Asian or Pacific trees and shrubs of the agave family, characterised by thick, succulent, variegated leaves and clusters of white, yellow or red flowers in season. It’s not going to score you many points in itself in your game, but there may be times when it leads to the green shoots of recovery, just when all seems lost.

UG

Now here’s a word we’ll feel confident we understand. It’s self-evidently one of the earliest human attempts at communication, we tell ourselves – the sort of thing early cavepeople would have said to each other millennia ago: Caveman 1: ‘Ug.’ Cavewoman 1: ‘Ug?’ Cavewoman 2: ‘Ug, ug.’ Caveman 1: ‘Ug, ug, ug!’ Cavewoman 1: ‘Ug.’ Not the most scintillating of conversations, I grant you, but the first step along the road to the word-game battles that we know and love today. Only it doesn’t mean that at all, but is instead a verb meaning ‘to hate’ – basically, how you feel about your opponent every time they play a seven-letter word while you stare miserably at yet another rack of seven vowels. Other sources suggest that it means to express disbelief or that it is short for ugly. What a hideous idea!

UN

‘Hang on a minute!’ I hear you say. ‘I know what this term means. It’s French, so you can’t play it in word games, surely!’ And you’d be absolutely right, were it not for the fact that it’s also become accepted into our vocabulary. In French, as even the novice student knows, UN means ‘one’. The English term means … one. Strictly, it should have an inverted quotation mark in front of it, ’un, but this is increasingly omitted. We use the word in expressions such as ‘They’re a good ’un’ or ‘He’s a rum ’un.’ So if you’re poring over the board, looking for a word but unable to find un, this term might perhaps have solved your problem.

UR

The letters UR will forever be associated with text-speak, denoting, of course, ‘you are’. That’s not the dictionary definition of this term, though. It’s an expression of hesitation, as in ‘ah’, ‘er’, ‘um’ and so forth – often used as a space filler while we think of what to say next. For the word-game player … ur … it is … ur … what was it again? … A word that … ur … no, sorry, I’ve forgotten.

UT

This isn’t the letter of an alphabet, so what do you think it might be? Spot on! By a process of elimination, it has to be a musical note, and that’s exactly what it is; or, more precisely, that’s what it was, for UT was originally the syllable used for the first note in the diatonic scale, only to be replaced by DO, as in ‘do-re-mi’, etc. Initially used way back in the fourteenth century, it’s now just a detail of history, but in the world of word games at least, if nowhere else, it lives proudly on.

WO

If you’d written the word WO in a spelling test while at school, it would have been marked as wrong. ‘It’s spelt WOE,’ your English teacher would have told you, and woe betide you if you disagreed. Had you but known, you could have corrected them, for wo is a perfectly permissible term with not just one but two meanings. First, it’s a variant spelling of the word WHOA, presumably invented when the need to stop was so urgent that two letters were preferable to four. It can also, apparently, mean a curse. Your opponent will no doubt be cursing if this word helps win you the game, but that definitely won’t stop you playing it.

XI

There’s a simple rule of thumb to bear in mind when it comes to defining two-letter words. If you don’t know what it means, presume it’s a letter from some alphabet, and you may well strike lucky. Try that here, for example, and you’ll definitely hit the bullseye, for XI (plural XIS) is the fourteenth letter of the Greek alphabet. With that tantalising combination of the letter X, followed by a single vowel, here’s a little word that can score you big points.

XU

When it comes to two-letter words, we have a lot to thank the Vietnamese for; in particular, their monetary system. The wonderful word XU is a coin used in their currency, equivalent to a hundredth of a dong. Clearly you’re not going to be the last of the big spenders, even if you have several sacks of these, but over the board it’s a different story, for this modest word is able to secure you a bonanza in terms of points.

YA

If someone asked you to define YA, how would you respond? It’s not a mild term of abuse, as in the taunt ‘Ya, boo!’ or a pretentious form of ‘yes’, but actually another word for ‘you’, as in ‘Pleased to meet ya,’ or ‘See ya later.’ My father would turn in his grave at the thought of such slovenly English, but I’m not worried about grammatical niceties so long as the word can garner me points. How about ya?

YO

What is a YO? Half a yo-yo perhaps? Sadly not. It’s actually an informal term used to attract someone’s attention, express excitement or greet someone. If you can place the Y on a triple-letter square, making words off it in both directions, it will certainly catch your opponent’s attention, but they may not welcome it with quite the same delight as you.

YU

The letters Y and U are not ones that often appear together, which makes this two-letter oddity all the more useful. It looks as though someone has carelessly missed an O out of ‘you’, but YU is actually a Japanese word denoting the semi-precious mineral jade. So now yu know.

ZA

This word has probably helped to win more games than any other. Why? Because if the Z is played on a triple-letter square, it scores a minimum of 30 points, and at least double that if it forms part of a second word as well. So what is the meaning of this lucrative term? Something profound, surely? Not a bit of it. According to some sources, ZA is a contraction of pizza – one that, in the USA at least, is so commonly used today that it’s become widely accepted. One or two boring pedants have suggested that it’s simply

ZO
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