An A – Z of Scrabble® Variants

This booklet describes 26 additional games which can be played using a standard Scrabble® set. Whilst most of them are based on the game of Scrabble and the accepted Scrabble rules, some have additional rules. The games have been devised by a number of people who all have a common love of Scrabble. Some of the variants are excellent methods for studying whilst others are just good fun.  We hope you enjoy playing them.

The booklet was compiled by Mike O’Rourke © 2003

Other contributors include: Nuala O’Rourke, Nick Deller, Chris Hawkins, Barbara Brown, Clive & Sheila Spate, Chris Quartermaine, Ed Garrett-Jones and the late John Rusted of the Cambridge Scrabble Club.  Any intellectual property rights are waived in the interests of good fun.
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Notes

Throughout this booklet I have used the term “A Standard game of Scrabble”. Of course there is no such thing as a “standard” game of Scrabble. Its very uniqueness is part of the fun of the game. However, I have used the term to describe a game played with a standard set under the standard UK rules.

In all the Scrabble games described:

“The board” refers to a standard Scrabble® board

“The tiles” refers to a standard set of tournament tiles (these tiles have a smooth surface)

TWS = Triple Word Square

DWS = Double Word Square

TLS = Triple Letter square

DLS = Double Letter square

A coordinate system is used to specify a particular square on the board with letters denoting the vertical columns and numbers denoting the horizontal rows on the board. Hence the centre square can be defined as H8 whereas the top right hand corner is O1.

Most games can be played by 2,3, 4 or more players but most are best played by 2.

The games as suggested in this booklet can be freely adapted to suit your own choice of rules and regulations. 

Any dictionary can be used but it is recommended that the ultimate word source is Chambers 'Official Scrabble Words International Edition (2001)'

The game of Scrabble® is marketed in the UK by Mattel Inc. 

Any use of the word ‘Scrabble’ in this booklet is done with an implicit recognition of the rights of Mattel Inc. to the Scrabble® trade name. 

Adversary  

(Devised and rules by Nick Deller)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set.

Each player selects a corner of the Scrabble board as their home territory. Play then continues except that the first word played by each player must cover the corner (TWS) square. Each player then plays successive words in his “territory” until such time as one of the players links with the opponent’s area. The first player to do this earns an arbitrary award (such as 25 points). Play then continues as in a normal game of Scrabble.

Although it is tempting to say that the game itself is quite pointless, nevertheless in the early “home territory” stages of the game, it is possible to build up a good score by setting yourself up for subsequent plays.

Bel-crabs  

(Devised and rules by Chris Hawkins & Nick Deller)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set.

The name of this variant should give you a clue as to the nature of the game. This game is played just as ‘normal’ Scrabble except that any word played which has more than three letters in it must be made up of two or more smaller words. Hence the word RESTRAIN is fine since it breaks down to the words RES and TRAIN (or indeed REST and RAIN). The word HOUSE is fine because it breaks down to HO and USE. However, some commoner words such as TABLE would not be allowed. It is an excellent game for studying since it helps you to think of bigger words in terms of the small word constituents. It can also be quite sneaky. For instance you cannot play the word JUDO because there is no word JU. However, you could play JUDOS because JUD and OS are perfectly acceptable.

Clabbers   

(Generally thought to have originated in the USA. The rules as given here have been adapted by UK players)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set.

This is probably the most popular of the Scrabble variants and you can often find a game or a mini Clabbers tournament being played at one of the larger weekend Scrabble tournaments. In the East Midlands there is a flourishing “Clabbers Eulega” (Eulega is an anagram of the word League).

That should give you a clue as to the nature of the game. The word ‘Clabbers’ is an anagram of the word Scrabble. The game is played just like normal Scrabble with 2 exceptions: (i) you can use anagrams of valid words (ii) the “double challenge” rule applies. 

You don’t have to use anagrams but if you do, you will find that you can get some impressive scores. For instance if you wanted to play the word ZELATOR across from the square A9 on the board shown below, the Z would fall on A9. Not only would the score be a fairly low 72 but you also run the risk of setting up your opponent with a good score with the Z. In Clabbers, the word ZHO in J6-8 would immediately look attractive and you might instead play the letters ROTZLEA from G8 across making seven other words and scoring an impressive 138 points! (The board shown below is not a complete board).
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The Double Challenge rule is used in America. When your opponent has made his move you may challenge it. Under the standard rules of Scrabble, if the move is invalid then the player who made the move has to take back the tiles and forfeits the go. However, if the move is valid the challenger pays no such penalty. Under the Double challenge Rule, if the move challenged is valid then the challenger forfeits his next move. In Clabbers when you challenge a move, you are not only challenging the word(s) played but also, if an anagram was played, you are challenging the player to tell you the “real” word that the anagram makes. I don’t need to tell you that the threat of losing a move opens up the possibility of some poker-like bluff play – which of course adds to the fun!

Duplicate   

(Duplicate Scrabble is played extensively in France. The version given here is as introduced by Clive & Sheila Spate on one of their Scrabble holidays).

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set per pair of players with 1 set of tiles per player.

Unlike most of the other variants described in this booklet, this is a game best played by a group or club. The game starts with an empty board. The organiser will probably have a large board at the front of the room to monitor to moves. To start the game, the organiser draws 7 letters and announces them to the room. All players then take those 7 letters from their tile bag and try to come up with the best scoring word on the board. At the end of a set time, the players are asked to announce the words ‘played’. The best scoring word becomes the first move on the board. All players put down a score for the move that they thought of. The master letters are then replenished to make 7 and play then continues for the second move and so on until the tile bag is empty. The winner is the player to make the highest total. Normal rules apply so if a player announces a word it can be challenged and if not valid then the player fails to score for that move.

Equalise  

(Also known as Justice, this variant was developed from a conversation between Barbara Brown and Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

How often do you hear that plaintive cry at the end of a game “You had all the good letters”? We cannot get away from the fact that as in life there is always an element of luck in Scrabble. Some days are better than others; some games are luckier than others. Equalise seeks to address this imbalance. 

At the beginning of the game, the two blanks and the four S’s are removed from the tile bag. Each of the two players is given a ‘bank’ of one blank and two S’s. Play then continues as normal except that at any time at the end of a player’s go (s)he can elect to change one or more of the letters on the rack with letters from the bank. The discarded letters go back into the tile bag. By making the switch at the end of the go, it gives the opponent fair warning that a bonus or high scoring move is on its way.  The rules can be further adapted to take into account the other high scoring letters. 

Fours       

(This is another game that was probably devised by several people. The game as described here evolved over several sessions at the Cambridge Club)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is a standard game of Scrabble the only exception being that your main move must be made with four tiles. You can make words of any length – for instance you could hook the four letters TING onto the existing three letter word RES to make RESTING. At the same time the G could land beneath the letter U on the board to make the two-letter word UG.  You can adapt the rules to make the game harder by saying that you can ONLY play four letter words or you could play normal Scrabble and award an additional bonus for a four-letter word. You can also change the number of letters played to make the game ‘Fives’ or ‘Threes’.

Geographic Scrabble  

(This was introduced by the late John Rusted as a popular choice for Christmas parties at the Cambridge Scrabble Club).

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is a standard game of Scrabble the only exception being that if you play a word which has a geographic connotation (e.g. RIVER, VALLEY, LAND) you score an extra bonus of say, 25 points. As you can imagine, any themed game is open to interpretation of the main theme. You can notch up some impressive scores because of course you can play more than one “geographic” word in one move. The most popular word in this game seems to be PO (a river in Italy) which should be a proper noun but since PO has another meaning and is thus allowable, it can be claimed as a geographic word (by some stretch of the imagination)!

You can adapt this game to any theme you wish – animals, flowers etc.

Hit me 


(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

In this game, you nominate a “bogey” letter usually by drawing it from the bag before the game starts. It is tempting to nominate everyone’s hated letter the Q but as you will see, a single nominated letter is not as much fun!

This is a standard game of Scrabble except that if you play the nominated letter (or letters if you prefer) in a move then your opponent receives the score for the move. This gives you a dilemma if you have the letter on your rack: should you change it thus missing your go or should you play the move, award the points to your opponent and hope that sooner or later (s)he does the same to you?  It is a particularly difficult choice if you have a lovely bonus on your rack. 

The game becomes even more amusing if the bogey letter is a common letter such as E.

If Only        

(It is possible that other people play a similar game. However, the game described here was devised by Nuala and Mike O’Rourke).

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

I am sure you know that familiar emotion when looking at your rack – six lovely letters and one to spoil the rack. If only that other letter was….I am sure you get the picture.

The game of ‘If Only’ is played as standard Scrabble except that you may turn one of your letters over and call it a blank as long as the move you make with it scores 50 or more points. At any time in your go you may also swap a ‘turned over’ letter on the board with the real letter from your rack – you can only do this once in your move.

As you can imagine, point scoring can be phenomenal. A game of ‘If Only’ once played between Mike and another player consisted of 14 straight bonus plays.

A certain amount of strategy can also creep into the game. For instance, the normal blanks can be used as blanks so in theory you could have up to three blanks in a word – including a turned over letter. Alternatively, you could turn a blank or an S over as another letter and know that you can recover these later if you pick up the right letter to replace them.

‘If Only’ is a wonderful game for brushing up on those seven letter (bonus) words.

Jarnac® and Snap Jarnac®  

(The board game ‘Jarnac’ was originally distributed by Spears plc (now Mattel Inc.).  Snap Jarnac is a derivative)
In this booklet we have only described Jarnac in loose terms. To actually play the game we suggest you try to get hold of an original set. Snap Jarnac is a fast and furious game based on Jarnac but it only requires a standard set of Scrabble tiles and no board.

Jarnac is played on one board per team (a team can be any number of players from 1 upwards). The tiles are similar to Scrabble tiles but there are no values printed on them and there are 144 of them. The board is 9x8 squares and can be played on the Scrabble board. 

In Jarnac, words are literally built on the board – a minimum of three letters in length and a maximum of nine letters. So the first word on a row could be SEA. Add a letter and rearrange them to make TEAS, add another and rearrange to make RATES and so on until the word RELATIONS fills a row. Obviously you do not have to rearrange the letters – in the example above SEA plus a T also makes the word SEAT. There are other ramifications – at the start of every go you take a letter from the bag and try to add it to your board. Whenever you successfully place a tile you take another from the bag. You can change tiles but this counts as a go. When you cannot go any further, the move passes to the opposing side. Should you see a word on the opposing side’s board at the end of their go you can “Jarnac” them by making the word and moving it to your own board. Words can be challenged – and penalties awarded depending on the result of the challenge (for example a valid challenge earns another letter from the bag, an invalid challenge earns a letter from the bag for the challenged side). The end of the game is reached when all the rows are filled on one of the boards. At the end of the game points are awarded on the basis of length of word and quantity of words. For a three-lettered word, the score is 9 (3 squared), a four-lettered word scores 16 (4 squared), then 25, 36,49, 64 and 81 for a nine-lettered word. It is a superb game and the original sets are in great demand.

Snap Jarnac should be played by a minimum of two players but preferably four or more. It should also be played with a minimum of delay. An agreed number of tiles are ‘dealt’ to each player. The first player then makes a word in front of him and replenishes his tiles. The next player then makes his move and so on. If a subsequent player can make a move that includes the whole of a word in front of either himself or another player, he does so and the word is placed in front of him. When the bag runs out of tiles, the words in front of you are counted. There are several ways of scoring but the real fun of the game is the fast flowing nature combined with the pride you experience when you make an unusual or a long word – particularly if it involves “stealing” someone else’s cherished word. Snap Jarnac tends to draw the crowds which of course adds to the pride element!

Kajawah



(This game was devised by Mike O’Rourke)

The name Kajawah (a litter for a camel) is spurious - the game could be called any number of names as you will see.

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This game is like any other Scrabble game except that before the start, the players agree on a target word – such as KAJAWAH. As soon as the word is played – for an extra 50 point bonus - the game stops and whoever has the most number of points wins. There are strategies that can be adopted in this game. For instance if you are quite a long way behind and the target word is indeed KAJAWAH and you hold the J or K you might think it worth holding on to in order to prevent your opponent from stopping the game. Obviously your opponent may get hold of a blank instead!

Lonify


(This game is a derivative of both Clabbers and ‘If Only’ and was devised by Nick Deller, Chris Hawkins, Mike & Nuala O’Rourke at the inaugural Clabbers Eulega)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This game is a combination of Clabbers and ‘If Only’. It is tremendous fun and there are usually a lot of laughs with very high scores commonplace. 

Maximise


(This game was suggested by Nick Deller and devised by Mike O’Rourke)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is played just like any standard Scrabble game with two exceptions:

(i) The base number of letters on your rack becomes 8

(ii) You still get a bonus of 50 points for playing seven letters from your rack but if you play all eight letters then you get a bonus of 100 points.

Nouns


(Devised by Nuala O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is played just like any standard Scrabble game with one exception: You may only play nouns. Another version of this gives you additional bonus points when you play what could be termed a Proper noun but which is a perfectly valid word such as JO (a name = proper noun but also a Scottish word for a young girl) or CANADA (a country = a proper noun but also has another meaning which makes it a valid word in Scrabble).

This is an excellent method for learning all those seemingly non-allowable “Proper nouns” which in fact have perfectly valid alternative definitions.

One Two Three       

(Devised by Ed Garrett-Jones)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is a fun game – usually reserved for end of year parties. It can generate phenomenally high scores (such as the 1295 points once scored by Mike O’Rourke for the word LIKEABLE).

As the name suggests, each player can only play 1 letter in their first move, two letters in their second move, then three four, five, six and finally seven. The first word is invariably I or A – one-lettered words you never see in a standard game of Scrabble. The high scoring comes in when you calculate the score for the move. For each letter played, the final score is multiplied by that number. Hence if you have just played the first word on the board (I or A) then your score will be 1 (for the letter I or A), multiplied by 2 (centre square) multiplied by 1 ( number of tiles played) = 2 points. The next player then plays his/her 1 tile. The first player then plays two tiles and multiplies the move score by the number of tiles played. Standard Scrabble rules apply so if a word is challenged and has to come off the board, the challenged player loses his move and has to start from 1 tile next move. Similarly, if at any point you cannot play your next required number of tiles, you may either change letters or revert back to playing one tile. You’ll find in a game of two players that it is unlikely that any more than one bonus word will emerge. It is also highly likely that at some point in the game there will be loud moans when a player sees that magic rack RETAINS and is obliged to play only three letters (or worse, six letters) from it.

Whilst at times it is frustrating it is a funny game and can be an aid to learning all those three, four and five-lettered words that sometimes get ignored in a standard game. 

(s)Pellmanism


(Devised by Nick Deller and Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This game was devised at the end of a hard fought match when Nick and I were unwilling to get away from the board that had provided such nail-biting pleasure for the previous 40 minutes. As we cleared the tiles away, the game gradually took shape. It can be played by any number of players and is good fun.

(s)Pellmanism is loosely based on the card game ‘Pelmanism’. All tiles are turned face down on a flat surface. The first player turns seven tiles over at random and tries to make a seven letter word with them. If (s)he can make a word then (s)he has another turn, otherwise the tiles are replaced face downwards and the next player takes seven tiles – remembering as they do so where the previous tiles were located. All words played remain face up in front of the player who made them. The end of the game comes when it is agreed that no other words can be made. The person with the most words in front of them wins.

Quizzify



(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set, a source of quiz questions

This game is best played between two teams. You will need a quizmaster/adjudicator.

Each team draws seven tiles from the bag. Each team member in turn is asked a quiz question and if they get the right answer they can play a word onto the Scrabble board from the team rack. They are not allowed to confer with team members. They score the word as in standard Scrabble. This means that if all members of the team get correct answers they can play a series of words without ‘interference’ from the opposing side. Standard Scrabble rules apply and challenges can come in from the opposing team. A valid challenge passes the game to the other side and their team is then asked quiz questions. Instead of playing a move, a player can elect to change letters (this can be infuriating if a fellow team member spots a perfectly valid word disappearing into the bag – particularly if it was going to be his go next time!) 

Obviously the Scrabble luck element is still there – players can still pick a good rack – but unless you are answering the quiz questions correctly you cannot play with those good letters! One of the strategies you can adopt is to set up your next team member – for instance if you have the letters ZITO amongst the letters on your rack, you could play an O underneath a TLS with the intention of setting up ZO/ZIT for your next team member. Of course this could go disastrously wrong if your fellow team member gets his quiz question wrong, play is then passed to the opposing side who get their question right and just by sheer bad luck they have a word starting with the J!!

In the unlikely event that a team manages to put down the word QUIZZIFY then they automatically win the match. Otherwise, play continues as with standard Scrabble until all the letters are gone. The team with the highest number of points wins the match.

[Note to PN: Should Mattel Inc. like this idea as the basis of either a new game or even a TV game then obviously I’ll be very interested - MOR]

Ramifications

(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set (though you may choose to play with more than one set of tiles if you prefer)

The game is ostensibly the same as a standard game except that it is possible to place letters on top of existing letters in order to play another word. When a letter is played on top of an existing letter, the player must ensure that all words made are valid otherwise (s)he will be vulnerable to a challenge as in standard Scrabble. 

Part of the fun of this game - particularly if played in a social gathering such as a party - is that the piles of letters stacked on top of each other become very unstable. You can introduce a penalty to the player in whose turn a pile collapses.  

Squares



(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This game appeals to those of us who enjoy creating patterns with the words. It is just like a  standard game of Scrabble except that if you make a perfect square ‘block’ of words, you get additional points. In the example below I have drawn a block of 3 three-lettered words making a perfect square ‘block’ of nine (not a complete board):
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If a player successfully manages to complete a square (either 2x2, 3x3, 4x4 and upwards to the unlikely 7x7) then he doubles his score for that move. Otherwise play continues as in a standard game of Scrabble. 

An alternative would be to play Squares to Clabbers rules where it is slightly easier to make that elusive 7x7 square.

Two Dimensional Scrabble



(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 2 (or more if you are feeling brave!) Standard Scrabble sets

Although this is played just like standard Scrabble, a player can decide to extend a word from one board to another. The first player who does this can decide where to place the second board (i.e to the left or right or above or below the first board). Play then continues as normal except that you have two sets of tiles to play with and 450 squares to cover so scores can be quite large.

An alternative version of this, which is quite difficult to play, is 3D Scrabble. It can involve three or more stacked boards and you can play standard "planar" Scrabble or multi-dimensional Scrabble.

Unscrabble


(This version devised by Chris Quartermaine)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set with finished game on it

This is a fun alternative to returning the tiles to the bag after a game. Each player in turn removes a complete word from the board. In doing so you must ensure that the board only has valid words left on it. You score for every word removed but you only score the tile point value. There are no bonuses and no premium square points. The winner is the player with most points when all the tiles have been removed.

Verify


(Devised by Mike O’Rourke and based on the Radio show ‘Call my Bluff’)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This game is played as standard Scrabble and is best played with at least three players. The only exception to Scrabble rules is that after the person playing a word scores it, it is then up to the other players to decide whether to "Verify" the word. If they choose to do this, the player of the word is then allowed to use a dictionary to look up the meaning of the word. He then provides the real definition plus as many other made up definitions to cater for the number of people playing. 

Should none of the players be able to select the correct definition, then the first player makes another move. The word can be challenged in the normal way except that if the word is valid then the player of the word has another turn. If the challenged word is invalid then the challenger has a turn. 

If two or more players select the correct definition then the play moves to the person on the left of the original player of the word. Otherwise, the player who selects the correct definition has his turn. Play then continues as for a normal game except that players with a better word knowledge are more likely to win.

This is a fun game and helps to improve word knowledge.

Weird Words  

(Similar to Verify & Kajawah also devised by Mike O’Rourke)

Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is not a standard game of Scrabble! Players can freely use a dictionary to try and find weird and wonderful words which closely match their letters. It is recommended that players use a dictionary rather than a word list because then the meaning of these weird words is not lost. Whilst the winner of the game is the player who has played the most "weird words" when the tile bag is empty, this game is not really about winning but about finding and playing some of the gems that lie in the dictionary.

Xcrabble (or Diagonal Scrabble)   

(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is exactly like a standard game of Scrabble except that words are only played in diagonals. You can only play "downwards" but you can do so from the right or the left as shown in the board position below:
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The beauty of this game is that if you play a word from say A1, particularly if it is a long word, then you could theoretically cover a TWS, 4 DWS and a TLS for a phenomenally high score. You do have to be careful that you are not making gibberish words in other diagonal directions. Imagine the horror of playing a word like a QADI from A1 for 168 points only to discover when your opponent has challenged you that you have also made the "word" JA. (This example is not shown above).

You follow me



(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

This is another game played as standard Scrabble except that each word played must "follow" the previous word played. This means that if the first word played is say, TRAIN, then the next player to make a move must use the N of TRAIN to make his move. This "train" continues until a player's move hits the edge of the board or it is impossible to "follow" the move. At this point a new train is started using any of the other letters in the previous word played. This is an extremely silly game but can produce a great deal of laughter.

Zed words



(Devised by Mike O’Rourke)
Requirements: 1 Standard Scrabble set

As the name suggests, in this game attention is focussed on words with the letter "Z" in them. 

On every move, a player can either play a standard Scrabble move or (s)he can turn over a tile and call it a Z. All "Zed" words played earn a 25 point bonus for every Z in the word. Thus if a player makes a word with the standard Z and a turnover "Z" (s)he will earn a 50 point bonus. The standard rules apply so a player making a standard bonus without the Z earns the usual 50 point bonus but if (s)he plays a bonus with a Z (s)he earns 50 points + 25 points for each Z played. 

You can play this game with any other letter from the high scorers (JQXZ). The game  improves your knowledge of these potentially useful words.
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