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Introduction




WHO WANTS TO BE A MILLIONAIRE?®


The phenomenon

It’s almost exactly four years to the day since I was last able to walk down a street anywhere in the British Isles without somebody somewhere winding down a car window and shouting, ‘’allo, Chrissy - wanna Phone-A-FRIEND? ’ It’s no problem but, of course, each time I have to pretend that I’ve never, ever heard this before in my life! In my TISWAS days in the seventies, people used to shout, ‘Gotta custard pie, Chris?’ as if I somehow carried them, hidden away beneath my clothes, at all times. It comes with the territory. It’s been happening to people like Brucie for years - I see it as the public’s way of saying, we really like that show you’re doing.

The Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? catchphrases seem to have seeped into the public consciousness not just of this country, but of the whole world. ‘Phone-A-FRIEND’ has been referred to in the House of Commons; ‘Ask the Audience’ and ‘I’ll go 50:50’ have been used in the American Senate; in Japan, you hear the phrases, ‘Is that your final answer?’ and ‘Do you want to Phone-A-FRIEND? ’ spoken around the country in high-speed staccato English.

When we filmed our first shaky pilot on 12 August 1998, with just over three weeks to go before transmission, not one of us had any idea that we were going to spawn an unprecedented international game-show phenomenon. Since the first-ever show was transmitted here in the UK by ITV on 4 September 1998, we have aired 276 programmes in the UK; 687 people have sat in the legendary hot seat; and in total £30,931,000 has been won. Since the programme was launched 37,973,366 calls have been made to the contestant recruitment line! After a long wait for the first £1,000,000 winner - Judith Keppel, a garden designer from Fulham, who won a million on 20 November 2000 - two subsequent contestants have been made millionaires as a result of the show: David Edwards, a teacher from Staffordshire, who won a million on 21 April 2001, and Robert Brydges, an ex-banker and writer of children’s books, who got his million on 29 September 2001. In October 2000 Duncan Bickley lost the highest-ever sum on the show in the UK, when he got the £500,000 question wrong and dropped a vast £218,000, going back down to £32,000.

Six people have had the opportunity to see the £1,000,000 question, at which point they have quit and left with £500,000. Five people have left with no money at all. We have also run special celebrity editions of the show for charity during the past three years, in which just under £1,000,000 has been won by stars such as Carol Vorderman; Sky Sports presenters Andy Gray and Richard Keys; David Baddiel and Frank Skinner; Jonathan Ross and his wife Jane Goldman; and Christine and Neil Hamilton.


Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? has won a hat-trick of national TV awards; a comedy award from BAFTA -  puzzling because it’s the straightest show I’ve ever done! - and many other international prizes.

In only its second week of release the Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? computer game created UK chart history by becoming the first-ever title to top the ‘all-formats chart’ - Playstation, PC and Dreamcast - in the same week. It proceeded to have a record eighteen weeks at the number-one spot on the chart. The game also became the fastest to sell one million copies in UK chart history, ahead of Tomb Raider and Tomb Raider II.

The superlatives go on and on. The Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? quiz books from publishers Boxtree have sold over a million copies, the Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?  board game was the best-selling game for the third year running in 2001 and the on-line game has already proved a massive hit for ITC On-line, registering 1.1 million users since its launch last April - that’s an average of four thousand new registrations every day, who between them have played the game over twenty-two million times! Other Millionaire games on the internet are played in excess of three quarters of a million times a month in nine different countries.


Mobile Millionaire is now the world’s most popular mobile game and is available to over 300 million subscribers. It also won the Best Consumer Wireless Application or Service Award at the GSM World Congress - the Oscars of the wireless world!

 
We may not have known that the show would take the world by storm, but we certainly realised that Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? was a good game - even a great game. Like all great ideas, its success lies in its simplicity. Billy Cotton Jnr - for years Head of Light Entertainment  at the BBC - said to me a couple of years ago, ‘There have only been two perfect shows in my lifetime in television: This Is Your Life and Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?’ He is right: Millionaire has the perfect format for a really exciting quiz; fifteen questions worth escalating amounts of money; four possible answers to each; three Lifelines to call on at any time; the choice to quit and take the money if you get stuck; the chance to win £1,000,000 if you never get stuck. That’s it. In a couple of lines I’ve just told you everything you need to know about the game! The masterstroke is previewing each question and its four possible answers to allow contestants to decide whether or not to gamble the money they have already won. After all, who in their right mind would risk losing £500,000 before knowing what they’ll be asked to win a million? This way, too, great suspense is created for the audience - they can empathise with the contestant’s dilemma, and have a stab at answering the questions themselves.

David Briggs, for many years my producer at Capital Radio, is co-deviser of Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?  One crucial element to its success is what David terms ‘shoutability’. When we worked together on radio David dreamed up most of the competitions that I ran, and they all had people screaming abuse at the radio. They couldn’t believe that so-and-so contestant could be so dumb as to not know such-and-such an answer. David’s genius was to adapt this concept to TV - Millionaire possesses the ultimate ‘shoutability’ factor and in so many ways this is the key to its success. ‘Shoutability’ means the show is great family entertainment - it’s a chance for Dad to show off, Mum to scream her disagreement and the kids to be amazed at how intelligent their parents actually are or, just  as often, how much brighter they are than their parents! ‘Shoutability’ also means that the game feels wonderfully inclusive. A fishing mate of mine, who left school very early and has a fairly menial job, says he loves Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? because it gives him a great sense of superiority. He says, ‘I may not be that bright, but I can’t believe how stupid some of those people in that chair are!’ Equally, of course, some of them are super-intelligent. But, whether bright or not so clever, every contestant knows that all around the country millions of people watching from the comfort of their living rooms are screaming at them, and they usually openly admit that they’ve done the same. They regularly tell me, ‘My family sent me here to put my money where my mouth is.’

We gave away hundreds of thousands of pounds on Capital Radio during the Tarrant-Briggs years. We also learnt many lessons - some of them the hard way! We learnt about ‘shoutability’ and we learnt how to stretch a contestant almost to the point of snapping. We quickly realised that women are much better contestants than men: they are more open and honest with their emotions. If they are thrilled they don’t care who knows it, whereas men are generally far more concerned about their image and sometimes don’t like to show even gratitude: often during our competitions women would scream and sob with delight when they’d won a huge sum of money or an exotic holiday; men would simply grunt!

In 1996 David made the transition to TV, going to work on GMTV. Just before he left that we ran a competition that we both absolutely loved. It was called Double or Quits. Contestants were asked a question, starting at £1, and could double up their money each time they came up with a right answer. At any point, they could take the money and run or  risk the lot and go on to the next question. Sounds familiar? Of course it does! Capital Radio got into a terrible panic - they were convinced that we were going to bankrupt the station. The reality was, of course, that sooner or later most people got a question wrong and lost the lot. And, of course, starting at £1, the stakes were pretty low (although it was amazing how quickly the doubling-up effect did build to serious money. I remember one guy got up to £12,000 before he went one question too far and blew it all).

After he left Capital, David would refer back to Double or Quits. ‘I want to try and turn it into a TV format,’ he always said, ‘it’s such a great idea.’ He would ask me if I was interested in coming in on a TV version with him, and I always said that if he got the backing, I would make him a pilot show at the very least.

Then suddenly, early in the spring of 1998, Briggsy rang me out of the blue and told me that ITV had got very keen. They wanted to make a pilot with a company called Celador, which they were planning to call Cash Mountain. I knew Celador well - I’d worked with them before on several shows - and I knew that if Briggsy’s idea was in their hands, it would be very professionally and painstakingly made: they’ve always insisted on the highest production levels, which proved vital in the months ahead. The months ahead, of course, were to change all our lives, no one’s more than David Briggs’s.

Just before the pilot Celador decided to change the show’s title from Cash Mountain to Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? To my embarrassment, I remember saying to David, ‘Oh God, that’ll never catch on!’ Looking back now, this is probably on a par for sheer stupidity with the guy from Decca Records who turned down the Beatles! Fortunately, I was overruled.

Paul Smith, the Managing Director of Celador, the company that produces the show, has said of that first pilot, ‘It looked a bit like Seaside Special circa 1976.’ But in most ways the basic game has barely changed, although back then question number one was worth £1. Initially we thought there was a nice symmetry about going from £1 to £1,000,000, but we soon realised that not many viewers were going to sit on the edge of their seat to see whether or not someone was going to win a quid. They were going to go out and make a cup of tea, or - worse - switch over to another channel. That idea was quickly dropped.

The most fundamental changes in those next three frantic weeks were the look and the sound of the show: the lighting and the music. The original music lacked any drama, and we knew that needed to change. To help us, we brought in composer Keith Strachan and his son Matthew, who came up with what turned out to be a revolution in the audio presentation of the genre. ‘If you want drama,’ said Keith, ‘you need music throughout the show. A big, bold tune, almost orchestral in style. Something like a John Williams score for a Spielberg movie - something like ET or Jaws. I want to concentrate on brass and strings, rather than drums. I don’t want anything plinky-plonky.’ (This comes from the man who wrote Cliff Richard’s ‘Mistletoe and Wine’!)

There was certainly nothing plinky-plonky about the music that Keith went on to create for the show. It played for virtually the entire length of the programme and was incredibly effective in heightening the sense of drama in the studio. So this, and a whole new lighting design, were key elements in generating an on-set atmosphere of electric tension in time for show number one.

Brian Pearce, one of the most respected and experienced lighting directors in British television, was  responsible for introduced ‘varilites’ to Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? Varilites have been used a lot in pop concerts (they were originally developed for Genesis’s world tours) but rarely on television, and never before on quiz shows. They became crucial to the look and feel of the show - like the music, they helped generate and increase tension. Varilites are spotlights that remain light blue until the £1000 question, at which point they become progressively darker. When a contestant gets to question ten for £32,000, they black out, so that from there on in all eyes are entirely focused on the person in the hot seat and myself.

These changes between the pilot and the first transmitted show gave Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? a fantastically exciting edge; and Keith and Brian managed this massive revamp in less than twenty-one sleepless nights. Their results changed television game shows for ever.

 
Even though at the time of writing this book I’ve hosted nearly three hundred Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?  shows, evening after evening I still find it as absorbing as it was on night one. If that wasn’t the case, I’d have probably hung up my suit and tie a couple of years ago, but when a contestant wins any money, especially when it’s an unexpectedly large amount, it’s the nicest feeling in the world. Of course, the times when someone leaves with really big money are tremendous and certainly the three occasions when a contestant has left with £1,000,000 have been especially fantastic: they were nights none of us will ever forget. Each one of the £1,000,000 winners has been courageous, extraordinarily intelligent and very skilful. On these shows the atmosphere in the studio has been like  the World Cup Final, with the whole audience standing on their seats applauding and cheering long after the game was over.

But there is a danger with these huge sums of money that people lose their sense of perspective. One or two contestants have left the show saying, ‘Well, it was great but I only won £16,000!’ C’mon, get real! Sixteen thousand pounds, tax free, is a huge amount of money - far more than you are likely to win on virtually any other game show in the world, and more than a lot of people in the UK take home in a year.

Many contestants have talked to me about the nagging worry of debt in their lives. We’re not talking about the huge amounts of money that international businessmen borrow, make and lose on the stock market every day, but the sort of niggling debt that means that credit cards are a constant worry; cheques are always in danger of bouncing; the kids can’t have things that their mates at school have; the car is falling apart but is too expensive to replace; holidays are a forbidden luxury. One woman told me that for as long as she could remember she had lain awake for part of the night worrying about money she owed and didn’t have. So it’s contestants in these kinds of straits more than any that I’ve really enjoyed having on the show. For many of them, even a comparatively low amount of money has been life-changing.

Of course, I tease our players. I push them; I make them sweat. Sometimes I make them doubt their own mind. It is fascinating trying to gauge how well each one will do. Perversely, the really bright contestants tend to find the questions easier as the money goes up. They’re probably more likely to get stuck on an early question about a boy band, Coronation Street or Aston Villa than  when asked later about the paintings of Michelangelo, the poetry of Alexander Pope or the geography of Outer Mongolia!

In the years before Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?, I had given away all kinds of prizes and what must add up to well over £1,000,000 to all sorts of people, from all sorts of places, on all sorts of shows, both on radio and television. The lucky ones yell with excitement as they are awarded big cheques or brand-new cars; the unlucky ones slope off with virtually nothing or something as forget-table as a pen! But - and I’m sure most game-show hosts would agree with this - I find it really hard to picture many of them in any detail. If we’re honest, the majority of quiz contestants tend to fade from our memories pretty quickly.

I don’t think it is any different for the viewer at home: if you think of all the game shows you’ve watched in your life, truthfully, how many of the contestants, even the big winners, do you actually remember? Probably very few. Very few, that is, until the arrival of Millionaire. As I’ve said many times before, the show is much more than a quiz - it’s a drama! It’s a soap opera. The people that make it into that hot seat are beamed into your living room, and their lives are laid bare in a matter of minutes. Normally quiz-show contestants are pre-selected in a series of auditions, but legally the very fact that people are paying for a phone call to get on the show means that Millionaire is open to literally anyone who will pay to make that call. In turn this means that the most unlikely people get on TV, in front of a huge audience, under the spotlight in unrelenting close-up. The show is all about their raw emotions, as they play for life-changing amounts of cash before our very eyes. ‘It’s the greatest ingredient on the show,’ says  David Briggs. ‘These are really ordinary people playing for extraordinary sums of money; and they continue to surprise and delight us, night after night.’

I meet the contestants during afternoon rehearsals, no more than a couple of hours before the show, then, at 7.30pm, the two of us together embark on a strangely intimate and yet completely public adventure. Whoever is in the hot seat knows, I hope, that I want them to win; that I genuinely feel for them - they are under tremendous pressure. For many of them, it’s the best night of their life, the most memorable experience they will ever have gone through.

So this book is all about these amazing people: the big-money winners, the small-money winners; the big-money losers; but above all the truly unforgettable characters, no matter how much money they won or lost. From the youngest to the oldest; the brightest to the dumbest; the nicest to the nastiest, they are included simply because they stand out most clearly from my memories of the show. You will find that you will remember many of them yourself: you will have shared some of their triumphs or their tragedies from the comparative safe zone of your own living room.

To all the other hundreds who have gone through that extraordinary eyeball-to-eyeball experience with me, I’m sorry there wasn’t enough space to include your big night in this book. We are delighted to have met you, and I hope that you have fond memories of your day with us!




WHO WANTS TO BE A MILLIONAIRE?®


Worldwide

The intrinsic simplicity and sheer human drama of the show has ensured that it is a success not only in Britain but all around the world. Elements of Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? have caught on, on an unprecedented scale.

The show’s format has now been licensed or optioned in well over a hundred countries, as far apart culturally and geographically as Japan (Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? was the first Western game show ever bought by a Japanese television channel - Fuji in this case), Kazakhstan, Russia, India, Colombia, the Philippines, Germany, South Africa, Venezuela, Israel, China, Kenya and Australia. It has gone to number one in the ratings for at least a short, but often an extremely long period, in almost every country where it’s been transmitted.

Of course, we are very proud that Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? is British. It has won the Queen’s Award for Export Services to British Industry, and has spawned all sorts of other shows, like The Weakest Link, that, in style and look if nothing else, are very similar and would never  have got on air in the countries they now go to, if  Millionaire had not paved the way first.

It’s by far the most successful game show that the Americans have ever bought from overseas, although it almost physically hurts them to admit it. The United States is, of course, the great creator of virtually all modern TV game shows. So when they buy a programme that goes straight to number one in the ratings right across the USA, they don’t actually deny that it’s British, but they are certainly not too keen to acknowledge it. I guested on a TV chat show in America a couple of years ago and most of the audience was genuinely amazed to be told that Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? had been invented by the Limeys.

Ratings in the USA have reached over thirty-two million viewers; the first celebrity show they ever did in the States gained the biggest audience for the ABC network since 1983.

One of my favourite stories of contestants from around the world is that of a struggling American musician who was down to his last $15 in the world when he learnt he’d made it on to the show. He hadn’t even got a decent pair of trousers, so he told his local Gap that he was going to be on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? and they lent him a nice new pair! He left the show $250,000 better off, and faithfully returned them on his journey home. Later in the book, too, there are a couple of other gems of stories which happened on the US show.

The overseas versions of Millionaire are virtually identical to the UK show. Celador’s international team goes over to each country to which they have sold the programme in order to advise them how best to produce it successfully, but after that they are on their own. They  cannot diverge from the basic format and rules of the game, but the joy of syndicating it internationally is that each foreign show takes on unique national characteristics.

Having said that, dozens of the foreign hosts mimic exactly what I do over here. They point their fingers in the same way; they have the same poker face; they have the same intonation, no matter what the language. I remember crawling back to civilisation after a week’s fishing in the wilderness of Kazakhstan, finding what they called a five-star hotel - I think over here it might have got just about one AA spanner! - taking my first bath for a week (badly needed!) and turning on the TV only to hear some rather familiar theme music and to see a man, looking spookily similar to me, obviously telling a contestant in Kazakhstan that he could use a Lifeline - perhaps he should Phone-A-Friend. It was a very strange experience.

 
The overseas shows have spawned some stories that you really couldn’t make up. On the eve of the presidential elections in Russia in 2000, the six candidates were invited to take part in a one-off charity edition of the show. Four candidates actually took up the offer, although president Putin was not among them! Russia was an interesting place to broadcast Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? The country has no real history of TV game shows and there were big problems with the Russian studio audience. After the first few nights on air, it became clear that the Ask the Audience Lifeline was proving disastrous because the majority vote was invariably wrong. It emerged that the audience didn’t see why they should help the contestant in the chair and were deliberately giving the wrong answer, jealous that they hadn’t made it into the hotseat! The  production company and the host had their work cut out for them re-educating their audiences.

The Indian show is made in Bollywood, which is, of course, the Indian equivalent of Hollywood. The host is Amitabh Bacchan, a great Bollywood film legend. Many of the contestants are more interested in getting a chance to meet him than in winning the prize money! Before the first show Hindu priests were brought into the studio, ringing little bells and sprinkling holy water to bless the set. Everybody, including some of the lads from Celador out there to help the first show on its way, was anointed with a little red dot on their forehead.

The gap between rich and poor in India is enormous. They play there for a million rupees, which is about £100,000 sterling. It may not sound a huge amount but you could probably buy half of Calcutta with a hundred grand. A lot of people living in slum districts have no electricity, let alone a television, so a great tradition has arisen whereby hundreds, sometimes thousands of people, watch such programmes on a single television on the beach! Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? is the most popular show in the history of Indian television. There are no taxis to be had anywhere when it is on air - literally everybody stops and dives into the nearest house (or on to the nearest beach!) with a TV. Television’s big rivals there are the cinema and cricket - audiences for both were badly hit when  Millionaire first came on air.

The Hong Kong television company that bought the show wanted two hosts: one to ask the questions under the spotlight, and one to participate with the audience. We had to point out to them that this would be very confusing and disruptive and they finally begrudgingly agreed to use just the one. Each Chinese programme recording,  filmed in Hong Kong but, of course, broadcast from Beijing, must be sent for government censorship before it can be screened and, three days before the first show was due to be transmitted, the Chinese government decided to slash the top prize money by half.

In Malaysia, the host is an actor famous for playing the roles of millionaires in TV dramas. For this and no other reason, he was chosen to play my role on Millionaire!

The Venezuelan host is also the president of the TV station and in Chile the programme is presented by a man called Don Francisco - a famous South American TV star who lives in Miami and flies in to Santiago by private jet for each programme. He wanted to turn Millionaire into a chat show because, in his words, ‘That’s what my audience want from me.’ It was firmly pointed out to him by the makers of the programme that, no matter who he was, if he wanted to present Millionaire, he was obliged to host the game, and the game alone!

In Colombia, many contestants are very wary of appearing in the Millionaire hotseat. Understandably in this very volatile, dangerous country, they are terrified that, having won a huge amount of money in public, their chances of getting out of the studio alive will be much reduced. Those who are brave, or foolhardy enough, to come on to the show have been known to change their name after their appearance to offset the very real danger that they could be murdered, or kidnapped due to their win.

The first series in the Middle East was bought by Egypt. Initially it was filmed at Elstree Studios, in between our own recordings, using our set, our camera crews, even our warm-up man, Ray Turner, whose knowledge of Arabic is . . . non-existent. Contestants were flown into  Borehamwood from Cairo and a local Arab audience was recruited for each programme!

Saudi Arabian participants often quit with one, two or even three Lifelines left. To show ignorance is a mark of shame among Arabs and in such a culture it is almost a taboo to be seen to ask for help. So Saudi contestants would often rather leave with no money than suffer the public humiliation of being seen to Ask the Audience or Phone-A-Friend! Perhaps surprisingly, there are no rules forbidding women to appear on the show there.

In Turkey a million Turkish lira is worth less than a quid, so the show has been renamed Who Wants To Be A Billionaire? Apparently those who have been invited on often visit their local priest beforehand to ask him how much money they will win. However, human nature being what it is, even if the priest tells them they won’t win much, they tend to ignore him and have a go anyway, on the off-chance.

When the Israeli show had its first £1,000,000 winner, the host danced around in the middle of the studio stripping, as a mark of respect!

In Iceland, because the population is only 250,000, the producers have had to reduce the number competing for the hot seat from ten to six: there is a real fear that in a few years they will literally run out of people to compete on the show. One of the country’s favourite contestants was a priest from a tiny village. He promised his congregation that if he won a million kronur, he would build the village a new church. He won the million, and, as you would expect, was true to his word.

A German contestant recently declared on the show, ‘If I get all fifteen questions right, all I want to do with the money is divorce my husband.’ She was forced to quit  before question fifteen, but she went ahead and divorced him anyway!

In the first year of Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? in Bulgaria the nearest television studio was over the border in Romania. Every week a convoy of buses would leave Sofia and head for Bucharest to record a run of shows. Inside were eight programmes’ worth of contestants, plus friends and family. Each bus was emblazoned with the show’s logo and branding - they were named the ‘Millionaire Caravans’.

The story of the show in Georgia has to be one of my favourites - for their sheer resilience and persistence in making a success of it despite a series of setbacks. The country suffers constant power cuts, sometimes as frequently as every five minutes, so it can take a whole day to record one episode. The facilities in their studio are basic: the lift carries only five people at a time, so getting the contestants, host and audience on to the set is a laborious process, to say the least. It’s worth the effort, though: it’s probably the most successful show ever transmitted on Georgian television.

One of the most deserving winners of all the tens of thousands from around the world comes from Georgia. A paraplegic with a life-threatening lung condition, he has to have his temperature regulated twenty-four hours a day and so for six years he had not left the safety of his own home. Having been selected to appear on the show, he had to be brought to the studio in an ambulance, and once he was there the temperature on set had to be monitored very carefully by his doctors. A specially developed machine was set up to enable him to complete Fastest Finger First, which this remarkable man proceeded to win. In the hotseat, he succeeded in winning the equivalent of £125,000.  Such money has transformed his entire life: he was able to buy his first-ever computer and, having been unable to leave his house for years, let alone make new friends, he is now in contact with people all over the world via email and the internet. He has become a celebrity in Georgia - he was even asked to open an art exhibition and, when doctors advised him that it was too dangerous for him to leave his temperature-controlled flat again, a crew was allowed to film him in his home making the official opening speech there!

These are just some of the stories from around the world on Who Wants To Be A Millionaire?, and just some of hundreds of extraordinary ways in which the game has enriched the lives of all sorts of people in all sorts of countries.




Graham Elwell

[image: 001]

On the night of 4 September 1998 the atmosphere on set was electric and everybody was showing distinct signs of nerves. Certainly myself, Paul Smith, David Briggs and ITV’s new programming boss, David Liddiment, who had a brand-new ITV network schedule resting on the shoulders of this show - it had been his brave, slightly mad decision to launch the show by stripping it across prime time every night for ten days. Having done rather a lot of telly since ATV days in the early 1970s, I don’t often get nervous any more but, I must say, that night I was really feeling it. There had been so much pre-hype about the show in the media; so many people seemed to want us to fail, or genuinely believed we would  fail, that the pressure was tremendous.

At about a quarter past seven I did something very uncharacteristic. I quietly asked Ingrid, my wife, and Paul Vaughan, my manager, to leave my dressing room and  give me ten minutes or so to get my head together before I went on the set.

Then suddenly it was 7.30pm - time to go. The floor manager came to collect me. The new theme music sounded for the first time anywhere in the world, the two hundred-strong studio audience cheered in anticipation - although none of them quite knew what to expect - and we were on air, to over ten million viewers. One of the many great things about Millionaire is that whether you are nervous or tired, the show has an energy of its own. Once it starts it’s carried along by its own momentum, and some nights so am I!

I took the seat that was to become my second home for the next few years and introduced the show, aware that there was no going back now. In a flash we were into Fastest Finger First:

[image: 002]

Graham Elwell, our number-one contestant on the show, got the correct answer - Bit - in 0.69 seconds, and jumped up out of his seat like a jack-in-the-box. Graham was a twenty-seven-year-old student with manic, curly hair, and when I asked him what he’d do if he won a million quid, there was none of that nonsense about saving it for a rainy day or to get married, investing it sensibly or giving some of it to charity. He said quite openly and honestly, ‘I’d blow the lot!’ The audience gave him a huge cheer.

The first question was brought up on the screen:[image: 003]



Not too demanding, I’m sure you’ll agree. Graham went for ‘beak’. It was the right answer. He’d won £100.

Looking back now on these early shows, it’s interesting to observe how laboured we were over the first five questions. Even if they seem blatantly obvious to you, there remains the possibility that somebody out there simply does not know the answer. The phrase we coined: ‘They’re only easy if you know the answer’ is very apt for  Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? It doesn’t matter if half the country is screaming the right answer at their TV screen, the bottom line is that you’re in the chair and they’re not and if you don’t know it, you’re up a creek without a paddle.

So I always am aware when asking these first five questions that, even if they seem incredibly easy, the person opposite me might struggle, for whatever reason. Not necessarily through lack of intelligence, sometimes it’s just amazing what people don’t know; how they can have lived for a long time and not come across a certain phrase or silly fact. But it does happen, and that is one of the many fascinations of the game.

So, on this first show, I was much slower through the early questions, giving each one far more weight and significance than we do now. I certainly didn’t want our first contestant to go home with nothing. Not that Graham  Elwell was likely to. He turned out to be an extraordinarily bright, positive guy. He raced up to £16,000 without turning a hair and when he had given his answer to the £32,000 question I announced infuriatingly, in what has become very much a Tarrant trademark: ‘We’ll take a break now.’ In those early days it seemed a pretty harsh thing to do to people, but then these were great sums of money, the like of which no one had ever been seen to win on television before. Paul Smith always reckoned that there should be pleasure on Millionaire, but there should be pain as well. Agonising pauses, dramatic music and making people wait across a three-minute break to see if they are right or wrong are all part of the pain. The pleasure is the enormous sense of relief when you are told that you are right and you go home with a huge cheque in your hand and a soppy grin on your face.

After the break I was delighted to tell Graham that he’d won £32,000 and still hadn’t used a single Lifeline. He was ecstatic. I showed him the cheque, complete with the day’s date on it. Writing a cheque out on air and showing it to the camera and the contestant was quite a first. Like a lot of things on Millionaire, it seems an obvious ploy now, but at the time it simply had never been done before. It was an inspired idea, there was something wonderfully immediate about the way the contestant could take it away that night, ready to pay it into the bank first thing the next morning. People all over the country were quickly sussing that this was a show that really could transform their lives.

At this point Graham, a struggling student, could definitely see that his life was about to change for the better. He was a guaranteed £32,000 better off; he hadn’t had to think twice on any of the first ten questions; he still had three unused Lifelines; and he was only five questions  away from winning £1,000,000. The audience in the studio and right across the country must have sensed that a £1,000,000 winner was suddenly a real possibility. But nobody watching the first few shows had any real idea how hard the questions would get from here on in.

The world now knows how long we waited for Judith Keppel and that is another story, but at this point, as it did so many times over the next couple of years, it looked like we might be about to give away the largest sum of money ever handed over on TV, to the first contestant on the first show.

In those days we had a glass case right at the front of the set, containing £1,000,000, to remind everybody, by its sheer bulk, of just how large an amount of money this was. I was always worried about the moment of opening the case to hand over the money because, although we’d practised it numerous times in rehearsals, it always seemed to me that there was every chance the money would go flying all over the place. Imagine the shambles - there could even have been a stampede among the audience, stuffing tenners down the front of their trousers and doing a runner. If I was in the audience I’m sure that’s what I’d have done. In fact after the second series we dropped this idea altogether and settled for just writing out a cheque for £1,000,000 to anyone clever enough to give me fifteen correct answers.

Graham was finally forced to use a Lifeline on his eleventh question, for £64,000:

[image: 004]

Graham went 50:50 and was left with ‘Blenheim’ and ‘Wilton’. I wasn’t certain but I thought it was most likely to be ‘Blenheim’. Of course, I said nothing - for the first time in hundreds of nights I sat there with that idiotic, inscrutable mask across my face. Graham decided it was ‘Wilton’ and went for it. I was wrong, he was right. He won £64,000. The audience went wild. He was now only four questions away from winning £1,000,000.

The next question was a stinker:

[image: 005]

Like many contestants since, Graham reckoned there probably wasn’t much point trusting the audience at this level. Instead he chose to phone his grandad, John, as his Phone-A-Friend. For those of you who don’t really understand the mysteries of Phone-A-Friend, each contestant is allowed to choose a maximum of five friends. Obviously the best tactic is to select ones to represent different areas of general knowledge: one might be a sportsman; one might know all about pop music; another might teach English Literature, and so on. You’d have thought, strategically, the more people you have on call the better, but some players trust only two or three friends. One girl famously trusted only her dad; and one contestant, who I won’t name, actually had no friends at all! Each one is told to stay by the phone as soon as the recording starts and if their contestant wins First Finger First our researchers ring them again to make sure they are still on  red alert. In spite of this, over the years we have called several people whose phones were engaged; one or two who’d actually gone out; and at least one who’d left his phone on voicemail - what sort of friends are these? In such instances we eventually had to call a second choice. (In the main we have edited these moments out on the grounds of sheer dullness.)
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What was the first stately home i Britain to open
its doors to the public?
——<=A: Longleat - B: Beaulieu —
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Which part of its body does a woodpecker
use for pecking?
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