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THE ENIGMATIC APPEAL OF THE MERL REAGAN
SUNDAY CROSSWORD

For  generations  of  puzzle  enthusiasts,  the  Sunday newspaper
crossword  has  been  a  sacred  weekend  ritual.  Among  the
pantheon of legendary constructors, few names resonate with as
much admiration and nostalgia as Merl Reagan. While some may
quibble over the spelling (the revered constructor was actually
Merl Reagle), the phrase "Merl Reagan Sunday Crossword" has
become  synonymous  with  witty,  playful,  and  intellectually
rewarding puzzles that have delighted readers for decades. This
article  delves  into  the  unique  charm  of  these  crosswords,
exploring their history, construction style, solving strategies, and
lasting legacy in the world of wordplay.
The New York Times crossword may be the gold standard, but for
a  certain  generation  of  solvers,  the  Merl  Reagan  Sunday
Crossword  held  a  special  place  in  the  heart.  Published  in
newspapers across the country for nearly forty years, Reagan's
puzzles were known for their clever themes, humorous clues, and
a delightful  sense  of  whimsy that  often  broke  the  traditional
crossword mold. Whether you are a seasoned solver or a curious

newcomer, understanding the magic behind these puzzles adds a
rich layer to the Sunday morning experience.

Who Was Merl Reagan? A
Brief Look at the
Constructor
Merl Reagan (more accurately Merl Reagle, 1950–2015) was an
American  crossword  constructor  and  author  whose  work
appeared in syndicated newspapers, including the Los Angeles
Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the Washington Post. He
began constructing puzzles as a teenager and quickly developed
a distinctive voice. Reagan's puzzles were not just grids filled with
words; they were miniature works of art, often featuring intricate
thematic  connections  that  rewarded  solvers  with  a  satisfying
"aha!" moment.
His  Sunday  crosswords,  in  particular,  were  known  for  their
generous grid sizes (typically 21x21 or 23x23 squares) and their
ability  to  incorporate  pop  culture,  history,  and  language  in
unexpected  ways.  The  Merl  Reagan  Sunday  Crossword
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became  a  staple  for  families  who  would  gather  around  the
breakfast table, pens in hand, ready to tackle a challenge that
was  both  tough  and  fair.  Reagan's  philosophy  was  that  a
crossword should be enjoyable, not frustrating. He believed that
clever clues and humorous wordplay could make even the most
obscure answers feel like a reward.

What Set Merl Reagan's
Sunday Crosswords Apart?
Many  crossword  enthusiasts  can  immediately  identify  a  Merl
Reagan puzzle by its distinctive characteristics. Unlike the often
serious  and  academical ly  incl ined  puzzles  of  some
contemporaries, Reagan's work brimmed with personality. Here
are  some  of  the  hallmarks  that  defined  the  Merl  Reagan
Sunday  Crossword  experience:

Playful Clues: Reagan was a master of the "&" clue,
where a pun or a playful reference appeared instead of a
straight definition. For example, a clue like "What a cow
says?" might have an answer like "MOOT" instead of
"MOO."
Topical Themes: His Sunday puzzles often revolved
around a central theme that tied together several long
entries. Themes could range from classic movies to famous
quotations to comedic scenarios.
Unconventional Grids: While many constructors favor
symmetrical grids, Reagan sometimes played with the

shape, creating unusual patterns that still maintained the
required rotational symmetry.
Accessible Difficulty: The puzzles were challenging but
never needlessly obscure. Reagan avoided the
"crosswordese" that plagues many puzzles—those obscure
three-letter words that only appear in crosswords. Instead,
he favored everyday language, fresh vocabulary, and
common proper nouns.
Humor: Perhaps the most enduring quality of the Merl
Reagan Sunday Crossword was its sense of humor.
Solvers often found themselves laughing out loud at a
particularly clever clue or a themed answer that was
unexpectedly witty.

Deconstructing a Typical
Merl Reagan Sunday Puzzle
To understand the appeal, let's imagine a typical Sunday puzzle
from Reagan's heyday. The theme might be "Names That Sound
Like  Body  Parts,"  and  the  puzzle  would  include  entries  like
"RUSSELL  CROWE"  (sounds  l ike  "rustle  crow"),  "PHIL
HARMONICA" (Phil Harmonic), and so on. The clues would never
give away the gimmick too easily; instead, they would be sly,
often requiring the solver to think laterally. For instance, the clue
for  "RUSSELL CROWE" might  be "Gladiator  star  with  a  windy
name?" This type of wordplay is the soul of the Merl Reagan
Sunday Crossword.
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Another common feature was the use of "non-theme" answers
that  were  still  interesting.  Reagan  rarely  used  fill-in-the-blank
entries like "___ movie" or "___ counter." Instead, even the four-
letter words were chosen for their interesting letters or common
usage. He was known for avoiding the letter "Q" without a "U" (a
common crutch in crosswords) and for making sure that the grid
had a balanced distribution of vowels and consonants.

How to Solve a Merl
Reagan Sunday Crossword
Like a Pro
If you come across a vintage Merl Reagan Sunday Crossword
in a newspaper archive or an online database, you might want to
approach it with a strategy that honors his style. Here are some
tips:

Start with the theme. Read all the long clues first.1.
Usually, the theme entries are the longest ones, spanning
15 or more letters. Look for a pattern in the clues—often,
they share a common pun or a wordplay trick.
Embrace the humor. If a clue seems silly or makes you2.
groan, that's intentional. Reagan loved puns, so don't be
afraid to think of the most ridiculous interpretation first.
Use crossing clues wisely. Because Reagan prioritized3.
common language, the crossings are usually fair. If you get

stuck on a theme entry, try solving the perpendicular words
to confirm the answer.
Don't overthink the obscure. Reagan rarely used4.
archaic or technical terms. If you don't know an answer,
consider that it might be a common word used in an
uncommon way.
Enjoy the process. The Merl Reagan Sunday5.
Crossword was designed to be a fun, relaxing challenge. If
you find yourself frustrated, take a break. The puzzle will
wait.

The Enduring Legacy of
Merl Reagan's Crosswords
Although Merl Reagan passed away in 2015, his puzzles continue
to  be  published  in  reprints  and  online  collections.  Crossword
constructors today often cite him as an inspiration, particularly
for  his  emphasis  on  wit  and  accessibility.  The  Merl  Reagan
Sunday Crossword has become a benchmark for what a Sunday
puzzle  should  be:  large,  clever,  and  deeply  satisfying  to
complete.
Many solvers  recall  the  tradition  of  reading  the  puzzle's  title
(often printed at the top) before diving in. Reagan's titles were
themselves mini-puns, such as "In a Word" or "Nose News." This
attention to detail elevated the entire experience. In an age when
digital puzzles are often mass-produced, the handcrafted feel of a
Reagan crossword is a treasured artifact.
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Moreover,  his  influence  can  be  seen  in  the  work  of  modern
constructors  like  Brendan Emmett  Quigley,  Patrick  Berry,  and
even the editors of the New York Times  crossword, who have
increasingly adopted a lighter, more humorous tone. The Merl
Reagan Sunday Crossword proved that a puzzle could be both
brain-teasing and hilarious, a balance that remains rare.

Where to Find Merl Reagan
Sunday Crosswords Today
If you wish to experience the magic of these puzzles yourself,
several resources are available. Many newspaper archives still
offer  access  to  old  puzzles,  and  several  books  collect  Reagan's
best work. Titles such as Merl Reagle's Sunday Crosswords (the
correct spelling) are available in libraries and online bookstores.
Additionally, digital platforms like Crossword Club  and Puzzazz
have digitized many of  his puzzles for solving on tablets and
smartphones. Searching for "Merl Reagan Sunday Crossword" will
yield results in print and PDF form, though purists might prefer
the authentic newsprint experience.
It is worth noting that some of his puzzles are now in the public
domain,  meaning you can find them on free websites.  However,
be  cautious  of  sites  that  claim  to  have  "new"  Reagan
puzzles—since his death, no new puzzles have been produced
under his name, but many constructors have paid homage with
tribute puzzles that mimic his style.

Why the Merl Reagan
Sunday Crossword Endures
In a media landscape dominated by instant gratification and short
attention spans, the Merl Reagan Sunday Crossword stands
as a testament to slow, mindful entertainment. It invites you to
sit down, think, and connect with language in a playful way. It's a
puzzle that rewards curiosity and puns, two things that never go
out of style.
For those who grew up with these puzzles, solving one is akin to
revisiting a childhood friend—the same clever jokes, the same
appreciation  for  a  well-turned  phrase.  For  new  solvers,
discovering a Merl Reagan crossword is like finding a hidden gem
in  the  vast  world  of  puzzles.  It  offers  a  unique  combination  of
challenge, humor, and charm that few other constructors have
replicated.
Whether you are a crossword veteran or a novice looking to step
up your game, seeking out a Merl Reagan Sunday Crossword
will reward you with hours of enjoyment. And after you finish that
final  square,  you'll  likely  understand  why  his  puzzles  remain
beloved  long  after  the  ink  has  dried.

CONCLUSION

The Merl Reagan Sunday Crossword represents a golden era
of  newspaper  puzzles—an  era  when  constructors  had  the
freedom to be silly, smart, and generous all at once. Merl Reagan
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(often misspelled as Reagan) left behind a rich legacy of Sunday
crosswords that continue to challenge and amuse solvers of all
ages.  With  their  clever  themes,  witty  clues,  and  accessible
vocabulary, these puzzles are more than just a pastime; they are

a celebration of the absurd and the wonderful ways our language
can  twist  and  turn.  So  grab  a  pen,  find  a  puzzle,  and  immerse
yourself in the world of Merl Reagan Sunday Crosswords. You'll be
glad you did.


