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Komol Panyasophonlert struggles to string an English sen-
tence together, but the 31-year-old Thai computer program-
mer is still hoping to be crowned champion of the word-

smith’s favorite boardgame, Scrabble, this week. Komol, the world
Number Three, is one of several top-ranked Thais hoping to show-
case their talents in the King’s Cup tournament, which kicked off in
Bangkok yesterday.  While he claims to have memorized “more
than 90 percent of the dictionary” in English, he can only tell you
what a few of those words mean. 

“I memorize small words first, then big words later,” he
explained in Thai, adding that he tries to spend at least half an hour
each day hitting the books. With some 6,000 players set to attend,
the King’s Cup is the globe’s biggest Scrabble competition and an
indication of its wide popularity in Thailand.  The game is a favorite
among schoolteachers who use it as a language-learning tool, and
the kingdom is the only Asian country to field world champions,
despite its notoriously low levels of English proficiency. 

Amnuay Ploysangngam, who founded Thailand’s first Scrabble
association in the 80s and is credited with popularizing the game,
said today nearly three-quarters of schools have Scrabble clubs.
“We never expected that one day we would become world champi-
ons,” he told AFP. Yet the success of Komol and other elite Thai
players-none of whom is a fluent English speaker-is testament to
what really drives victories in the top tier: an analytical mind. 

“At the highest level Scrabble is a math game. It’s like poker. It’s
all about probabilities and managing a rack (of tiles),” said John
Williams a former director of the US’s National Scrabble Association.
“You don’t have to know the definitions,” he added. With players at
the King’s Cup laying down words like “ZOOTY,”-a synonym for
flashy-and “VUGS”-a small rock cavity-even native English speakers
could be forgiven for failing to recognize their own language on
the board.The world’s best Scrabble players commit up to 100,000
words to memory, a figure more than double the lexicon of an
average English-speaking adult. 

“What makes (the Thais) extraordinary is they have no context
and are starting at a 40,000 word deficit,” said Williams.  Despite the
Thais’ home advantage, this year’s King’s Cup title is expected to go
to Nigel Richards, the famously shy New Zealander who dominates
the field and is considered the best player in the game’s history.
The three-time world champion has won the King’s Cup 11 times
and stunned the francophone world last July when he also won the
French championship. He doesn’t speak the language and only
spent nine weeks studying the official French Scrabble dictionary.
Thailand’s Komol, who lost to Richards in the 2013 world champi-
onship, still remembers his favorite word from that match-
GAZUMPED-meaning “to swindle”. Not that Komol will be using it
much. “I already forget what it means,” he said. — AFP

The Lebanese capital of
Tripoli is home to several
architectural treasures

that reflect the history of the
city which stands witness to
the various civilizations in the
Levant, and the Eastern
Mediterranean. Islamic archi-
tecture, arts and decorations
are displayed through dozens
of mosques and other histori-
cal buildings in the old parts of
Tripoli.

The Mameluke mosque of
Taynal is the crown jewel of
the Islamic architecture in the
city, and in Lebanon at large.
Built about 700 years ago,
Taynal displays unique beauty,
magnificence rarely to be
found in any of the many
mosques built in Lebanon dur-
ing the Mameluke or the
Ottoman eras.—  KUNA

Men of letters: Thais master Scrabble without English

Photos shows the wonderful architecture of the  Mameluke mosque Taynal in Tripoli,
Lebanon. — KUNA photos

Taynal Mosque, crown
jewel of Islamic 

architecture in Lebanon


