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INTRODUCTION


.......


‘Rachel Uchitel, thirty-four. Kalika Moquin, twenty-seven. Jaimee Grubbs, twenty-four.’


Even as Marcus started on the names, I sensed this was going to be a really good question.


‘Cori Rist, thirty-one. Mindy Lawton, thirty-four. Theresa Rogers, forty.’


I also sensed, watching him seated at the bar, microphone in hand, that the answer would require a team effort. A germ of an idea was sprouting in my brain, but I needed someone to nourish it.


‘Joslyn James, thirty-nine. Jamie Jungers, twenty-six. These, and no doubt many others – what links them?’


Our team huddled together. The germ had been planted by two factors. ‘They sound American,’ I said. ‘Those names – Cori, Mindy, Jaimee. The women have to be American.’ Nods of agreement from the other four heads. ‘And the ages – they’re all in their twenties and thirties, apart from the forty-year-old. No one older than that. Could they be models?’


Again, the thinking met with approval. ‘Adult film stars, perhaps?’ replied Martin. ‘Some of the names sound made up.’ But this wouldn’t be enough of a link for a question. Not in one of Marcus Berkmann’s quizzes: he’s better than that.


We ummed and ahhed for a while. Then inspiration struck. ‘How about affairs?’ I said. ‘Could they all have had an affair with the same man?’


Laura slapped the table. ‘Tiger Woods. I bet they’re all women Tiger Woods slept with.’


And at that we sat back, safe in the knowledge we’d bagged it. That’s one of the hallmarks of a great question: you know when you’ve got the right answer. As soon as Laura said the golfer’s name, we remembered the press reports from the previous few months, the names emerging day by day, the impression gradually building that Woods had slept with the entire female population of the planet. Although as Laura was very keen to point out, this impression was – to her certain knowledge – false.


That was in a north London pub called the Prince of Wales in 2010. Today, in my home in Suffolk, I reflect on the question, mentally noting its ‘you’re sure when you’ve got it’ quality. I am about to embark on a tour of Britain’s quizzes – from pubs to radio studios, hotels to museums – and working out what makes the perfect question will be a crucial element of my journey. Come to think of it, the ‘teamwork’ aspect is a key one too. I’d got halfway to the answer, but it took Laura to complete the job. This, I have found over many years’ experience of quizzing, is often the way. Different types of brain and different databases of knowledge will combine to achieve a task that would defeat any single participant. Trivia is a sociable enough substance at any time – the sheer joy of sharing the fact, for instance, that Frank Sinatra was buried with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s in his pocket – but put it in a quiz and its bonding qualities are legion.


Another wonderful thing about quizzes is the scope they offer for breathing new life into a subject you thought you knew. I was once presented with the question: ‘This 1962 film was named after one of its main characters. It has, at the latest count, spawned twenty-one sequels, though the character in question hasn’t appeared in any of them. Which film?’ We talked and thought and thought and talked, but despite our toil my teammates and I couldn’t work it out. When the question-master revealed the answer,1 our heads hit the table. What was particularly annoying was that in listing famous long-running movie franchises we had, of course, mentioned James Bond. But somehow our minds hadn’t spotted the twist – that the film is named after the villain rather than the hero – and we’d moved on. As Q was always saying to 007: ‘Pay attention.’


You can even learn things when you’re the one setting a quiz. This happened with a round I did at the Prince of Wales. It was a ‘linked’ round, in other words one where the answers somehow relate to each other, meaning that even if you can’t get a question first time round you might be able to work it out when the link has become clear. This round started with: ‘Which type of food is sometimes made in Shanghai from deer placenta and in Mexico from cow stomach?’ The second question was: ‘The last line of dialogue in The Italian Job is “Hang on a minute, lads, I got a great idea.” But Michael Caine then adds another short word – in fact he adds it twice. Which word?’ Question three: ‘The Scottish football team Inverness Caledonian Thistle are often known by which two-syllable nickname?’ The answers were ‘soup’, ‘er’ and ‘Cally’ – yes, the link was that all ten answers ran together to make ‘supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’. The ‘tic’ part, for instance, was taken care of with a question about Carolyn Davidson, the graphic design student who in 1971 received $35 for designing Nike’s now legendary ‘tick’ logo.2 The penultimate syllable was easy – ‘what is a female deer called?’ – but the best I could come up with for the final sound was a question about the rhyme scheme in ‘Groove Is in the Heart’ (‘not vicious, or malicious, just lovely and delicious’). As my friend Chris handed in his team’s answers he said he’d thought I was going to ask: ‘What name do skiers use for a straight, as opposed to swerving, downhill run?’ Until that night I’d never heard of the schuss. After that night I’m never going to forget it.


Patterns are important too. I’ve known this ever since my first non-fiction book, which examined why trivia fascinates us so much.3 An interview with a Cambridge professor revealed that some of us (predominantly men, though plenty of women as well) have ‘systemising’ brains – that is, we love order, logic and patterns. So when someone tells us about the choir on Tina Turner’s ‘We Don’t Need Another Hero’ including a young Lawrence Dallaglio, we remember that the choir on the Mr Bean theme tune included a young Chuka Umunna. And patterns can be useful to quizzers. In 2014, during the Tower of London’s display of ceramic poppies, one for every British soldier killed during the First World War, the person setting the Sunday night pub quiz in my village asked how many poppies there were in total. The answer – 888,246 – lodged itself in my memory. How could it not be? All those eights, then the count of two-four-six: the pattern was beautiful, even if the events it denoted were not.


Similarly, sequences can be an inspiration when you’re setting questions. A while ago I learned about Richard Drax, the Conservative MP for South Dorset. The surname rang a bell, I looked him up, and sure enough he is indeed related to Reginald Drax, the friend of Ian Fleming: the Bond author named Hugo Drax, the villain in Moonraker, after him. Within seconds a question had formed in my mind: what links a Conservative MP called Richard, a cricket commentator called Henry and a cab driver in Bath called Dave? The cricket commentator is Henry Blofeld, whose father Thomas (another friend of Fleming) gave his name to the famous Bond villain, while Dave Scaramanga is the grandson of George Scaramanga, the school colleague whose surname Fleming used in The Man with the Golden Gun. There’s also the architect Erno Goldfinger, but although Fleming borrowed his name the two weren’t friends. In fact, Fleming hated Goldfinger’s brutalist buildings. Erno threatened to sue, but decided against it when Fleming said he would rename the character ‘Goldprick’.


A good quiz is revealing of human nature. For a start, it gives the lie to that old chestnut about male competitiveness. The number of times I’ve heard women sitting there before a quiz saying: ‘Now we don’t want you blokes taking this seriously – it’s just for fun, right?’ And then three questions in they’re gritting their teeth and muttering: ‘We have to win this.’ There’s also the sheer test of character that is the 50-50 question. There are only two possible answers – you have to choose one, simple as that. That’s ‘simple’ as in ‘gut-wrenching nightmare which starts with you being almost sure it’s A, then beginning to doubt yourself by thinking it could be B, then doubting your doubts, then doubting your doubts about your doubts, and so on in a game where your own psyche bluffs you into a sobbing, snivelling wreck’. The classic case is: ‘Does the Queen face to the left or right on coins?’ Whichever one you plump for, the other option then comes sneaking up on you like a neurological con man. Someone in your team will inevitably mention stamps, asking which way the monarch faces on those. Is it the same on both, you wonder, or are coins different? (If the team includes a husband and wife they may as well start consulting divorce lawyers now.) In the end you plump for left, only to discover that it’s right. By which I mean left is wrong – she faces to the right.4 It’s particularly annoying because you handle coins day in, day out: how can the answer never have lodged itself in your brain? Incredible the things that escape our notice. Another question I failed on was: ‘Its official title was “Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red”. How was it more popularly known?’ The answer: those poppies at the Tower of London we were discussing only two paragraphs ago.


The places the great god Quiz will lead me into are bound to be many and varied. Quizzes for big business are now big business – I’m looking forward to seeing how a corporate evening turns out. Rather more competitively than a quiz in a village pub, I’d guess (then again, perhaps not). There’s also the history of media quiz programmes to explore. I’ll mine Private Eye’s ‘Dumb Britain’ column (Anne Robinson: ‘In politics, what is the current occupation of David Blunkett?’ Contestant: ‘Blind.’). And I’ll ask just what was going through the mind of Bullseye host Jim Bowen as he delivered the question: ‘In which state of the United States was President Kennedy assassinated, in Texas?’


Of course, above and beyond all this, there’s the trivia I’ll discover simply by being on the road in the first place. The history and facts of the places I travel to and through, the stories that Britain seems to generate as if for fun. Perhaps I’ll land in Woking, with a chance to visit the grave of Eadweard Muybridge, the man who in 1878 rigged up a series of cameras whose shutters were triggered by threads set off by a passing horse: the resulting photos settled the centuries-old debate over whether all four of the animal’s feet are ever off the ground simultaneously.5 Or I could venture to Winsford in Cheshire, home to the salt mine that keeps Britain’s roads safe in winter – it owns the largest underground digger in the world, each scoop bagging a nifty 20 tons of salt. Then again there might be a trip to Dundee, whose two football stadiums (those of Dundee and Dundee United) are the closest together of any two British grounds. Centre spot to centre spot is just 300 yards.


Once you add in the facts I’ll learn from the quizzes themselves, this is a project that should prove the old saying about travel broadening the mind. Who knows what you might discover as you sit there hunched over your answer sheet, pencil poised and brain cells humming? That hurricanes with male names kill fewer people than those with female names, because people treat them more seriously and so take better precautions? That the NFL abandoned their traditional Roman numerals for Superbowl 50, fearing that Americans would think ‘L’ stood for ‘loser’? That Lord Kitchener disliked telling the Cabinet his war plans because they’d all tell their wives, apart from Lloyd George ‘who would tell someone else’s wife’.


We shall see. All we know for now is that the microphone has been tapped, the host has cleared his throat, and round one is about to start. It’s question time.





1 Doctor No.


2 In 1983 the company’s boss added to her remuneration with a diamond and gold ring, together with an undisclosed number of Nike shares.


3 The Importance of Being Trivial. All good bookshops, and quite a few ropey ones too.


4 Since Charles II monarchs have alternated – if one is left, the next will be right. But they always face left on stamps.


5 They are, but when they’re gathered under its body rather than when the legs are extended. This is why paintings from before that time look so unnatural.









ONE


.......


The Titanic sank on 15 April 1912. Which two other boats had famously sunk 15 days before?


It’s on nights like this that the pub feels even more womb-like than usual. We’re a few short, dark days into the year, and as I exit the Tube station at the bottom of Highgate Hill a spiteful wind whips the litter into cartwheels. Ahead of me is the climb to the Prince of Wales, which sits at the top of the very steep hill. The next Tube station along would give me a shorter, much flatter walk, but I always prefer doing it this way because the exercise invigorates my brain cells for the quiz that lies ahead. Ten minutes later I’ve reached the most villagey part of Highgate, where the pub backs onto a Georgian square. Being of an age with the other buildings it’s on the small side, and if, as happens almost every Tuesday, a few dozen people turn up for the quiz then things can get rather snug.


Heading round to the left of the bar I find my team in its traditional place, underneath the portrait of erstwhile local boy John Betjeman. Toby and his wife Louise are sitting with Martin. Toby is an actor and voiceover artist: portlier at 50 than he once was (though who am I to talk), he does a fine line in beards of various lengths and arrangements (the equivalent options on the top half of his head no longer being available). This month’s effort is quite modest – everything gone but the sideburns. Louise makes props for movies (Spectre and Star Wars are among her latest projects), while Martin has just resigned from his job at a photographic stock agency. I only learned this by reading his two-line biog in the Boxing Day quiz of the national newspaper for which Marcus writes a weekly column.


Marcus had the idea of getting a few of us who regularly act as quizmaster here to contribute a round of questions each, and indeed it is this that’s under discussion as I join the table. We pick out our highlights. All of us, for instance, liked: ‘The Titanic sank on 15 April 1912. Which two other boats had famously sunk fifteen days before?’ (Oxford and Cambridge in the Boat Race.) I had a soft spot for: ‘In 1970 which English band replaced twelve letters of their name with a single dot?’ (Tyrannosaurus Rex, by becoming T. Rex.) Having served a stretch in the Royal Shakespeare Company, Toby had no trouble with: ‘Which TV drama, which ran for three series between 1991 and 1993, got its title from Shakespeare’s sonnet eighteen, the one that begins “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day”?’ (The Darling Buds of May.) Modesty prevents me from saying this in the pub, but I was rather chuffed with my own question: ‘Where would you find a stock character from the Italian theatre form known as commedia dell’arte, a Spanish dance, a famous astronomer, the central character in The Barber of Seville, and an Arabic word meaning “in the name of Allah”?’ One of those seems daunting at first, but as you gradually recall the character Scaramouche, or perhaps the fandango, or realise that the astronomer could be Galileo, it dawns on you that the answer is ‘the lyrics to “Bohemian Rhapsody” by Queen’. The final two components, of course, are Figaro and Bismillah.


Martin’s round in the Boxing Day quiz was a linked one. The answers formed pairs: for example, ‘chalk’ (‘the Needles off the Isle of Wight are made of which kind of sedimentary rock?’) and ‘the Cheesegrater’ (‘how is the building by Richard Rogers at one-two-two Leadenhall Street in the City of London informally known?’). The thing about a linked round is that the questions in themselves might not be that entertaining: the fun is in spotting the connection. Though in this case I did learn that only one US President has appeared on a coin in his lifetime (Calvin Coolidge), and that the jerrycan was invented by the Nazis – hence its name, when you think about it, though it was originally called the ‘Wehrmachtskanister’.1


As it happens, Martin is the quizmaster tonight as well, so after a while he stands up from our table, takes the two steps to the side of the bar reserved for said person and picks up the microphone. He reminds us all that the 9 p.m. start time is approaching, so he would be obliged if someone from each team could bring up the pound-per-person entry fee and collect an answer sheet. Soon we’re off and running. The three remaining members of our team do moderately well in the first round, which is also linked. Our certainty about a couple of answers – the first character ever to speak in EastEnders (Dirty Den) and the chairman of the inquiry into JFK’s assassination (Earl Warren) – gives us the theme of ‘animal homes’. This inspires guesses on some of the other questions, such as the four-letter acronym by which a water tower in Hampshire, used for training submariners in emergency escape methods, is known. Remembering our badger terminology, we try ‘SETT’. And we are right. It stands for ‘Submarine Escape Training Tower’.


But despite mid-table respectability after round one, we’re soon heading down the table. Against mostly larger teams (maximum size at the Prince of Wales is six) we’re doomed. Not that I mind. Apart from anything else I’m sitting with friends having a few pints: if you want to understand the attraction of pub quizzes, never underestimate the importance of the first word. Winning is never the main reason for doing this: I’d much rather lose and learn something interesting than triumph with facts I already know. That is indeed the ethos of this whole project, so it feels good to be starting off on the right foot here in my regular venue, my spiritual quizzing home, my trivia base camp.


As the evening progresses I learn that the vinyl recordings of greetings and music on both Voyager spacecraft launched in the 1970s needed to be played, by any alien beings lucky enough to intercept them, not at any of the well-known speeds of 78 or 45 or 33⅓ rpm, but 16⅔ rpm. My favourite discovery, however, is the Diomede Islands. These lie in the Bering Strait, the short stretch of water separating the eastern bit of Siberia from the western bit of Alaska. This part of the world has always fascinated me. My childhood was played out against the global background of US–Soviet hostility, with the two empires billed respectively as ‘the East’ and ‘the West’. Of course on a two-dimensional map this is exactly what they are. It was only much later, looking at the region on a globe, that I realised these two supposed opposites almost touch each other. The older I’ve grown, and the more I’ve come to believe that a lot of life’s ‘opposing pairs’ are actually the same thing in different disguises, the more I’ve thought about those few miles of very cold water. Tonight Martin leads me to a new fact about it. Big Diomede (owned by Russia) and Little Diomede (owned by the United States) are only 2.5 miles apart – but because the International Date Line runs between them, they have a time difference of 21 hours. As Big D is starting its Friday, Little D is only three hours into Thursday. Indeed they’re sometimes known as Tomorrow Island (Big) and Yesterday Isle (Little). I can’t help seeing them as two brothers separated by one of those Perspex screens that divide prisoners from their visitors.


Another joy of a quiz you know you’re not going to win is that you can sit back and watch the tussle to see who does. Tonight it goes all the way to the wire: two teams achieve scores of 74 out of a possible 80 (very impressive), so a tiebreaker is needed. Being a well-run quiz, the Prince of Wales has a tradition of properly thought out tiebreakers – in other words, one where the answer is a number you can’t possibly know, so you have to make an educated guess. There’s no point asking something where the answer is ‘Paris’ – if both teams know it, or indeed don’t know it, the tie remains unbroken. Tonight Martin has a corker: ‘What is the total number of words in Ulysses by James Joyce?’


One team thinks there are 130,000 words, the other 345,000, meaning they win because the correct answer is 264,834. It’ll only net them a pound or so more per person, as the prizes are the entry fees split between the first three teams in a ratio of 3:2:1. But still, a winner has been identified, and this is what matters. Especially to them.


The Joyce question was actually the second tiebreaker of the evening. The Prince of Wales always uses one in the ‘beer round’, the mini-set of questions (five or six rather than the usual ten) that comes halfway through the evening. It doesn’t count towards the quiz itself, but the winners earn themselves a round of drinks. This means that even if overall you’re bombing, you’ve still got something to aim for, something with which you can all the more comprehensively drown your sorrows. Because there are fewer questions (and often they’re quite easy), it’s very common for several teams to get them all right, so the tiebreaker is always asked up front. Tonight Martin, clearly a fan of word-counts, asked how many there were on the front page of yesterday’s Guardian. The answer was 1146. It’s only now, as the evening draws to an end, that I wonder how Martin knew this.


‘I counted them,’ he says, calmly and matter-of-factly. Martin, like Toby, has a history in the performing arts, and indeed before he went into the more conventional work from which he has just resigned he used to comprise one half of a comedy duo called the Rubber Bishops. But you would never guess this from his conversational style. While the rest of us are noisily swapping stories and facts and questions and jokes, Martin will sit quietly, observing the general hubbub without feeling any need to rush into it. Only when the rest of us have shut up does he utter a pithy one-liner that brilliantly caps us all.


‘Yes, obviously,’ I reply, ‘but how? Did you copy and paste them from the web version into a Word document, then use the word-count function?’


‘No. I just counted them. In the paper. With my finger.’ It would seem that Martin isn’t overly bothered about returning to the job market any time soon.


Even though the quiz itself is over, there is still the Snowball to be done. This, as its name implies, is a fund that rolls over from week to week, its coffers replenished by the sale of raffle tickets at a pound a go. If your ticket is drawn you go up and are given the choice of three envelopes, each of which contains a question. If you answer it correctly, you win £1000. If not, a second person gets a go for £500, then a third for £250. If none of the questions are answered correctly – and needless to say, with sums like this on offer, they’re always difficult – it all starts again the following week. There is usually so much in the kitty that even if someone wins the grand, there’ll still be another thousand (or something pretty near it) available next time.


Normally the Snowball is run by Chris, or if he’s away then Marcus, but as neither of them are here tonight the duty has been delegated to Patrick. You’ll recognise Patrick if you ever come to the quiz: a barrister of several decades’ standing, he’s the only regular who wears a suit. The pint glass full of raffle tickets is produced, and a number is drawn: 498. I have 492. OK, in a draw this size you’re never going to be that far away, but despite the fact I’ve been coming to this quiz several times a year for the best part of a decade, I have never been called up for the Snowball. Not once. Just about every other regular or semi-regular I know has been chosen, some of them many times. But me – not a sniff. Statistically speaking this is so improbable I am considering penning a short monograph on the subject.


Bitterness aside, I watch as tonight’s chosen contender selects his envelope (all the questions are equally easy, or rather difficult), then listen as Patrick delivers the question: ‘In 1982, Keith Harris and Orville the Duck had a UK Top Ten hit with “Orville’s Song”.’ Inevitably, from several points around the pub come falsetto renditions of the line ‘I wish I could fly’. Then Patrick continues: ‘The song was written by which one-time winner of the TV talent show Opportunity Knocks?’


A perfect silence descends. It’s a well-observed tradition that, with a thousand quid at stake, anyone who happens to know the answer keeps it to themselves, or at worst scribbles it on a piece of paper to show their teammates. You don’t want to be the person who ruins everything with a misjudged ‘whisper’. As it happens, no one does know the identity of the songwriter in question, so it’s left to Patrick to reveal the name: Bobby Crush. I smile to myself, wondering what might have happened if my partner Jo had been here. As a young child she adored Bobby Crush, and when he looked up from his piano and gave one of his trademark smiles to the camera, her parents would tell Jo he was looking straight at her. Of course, she believed completely that this was how television worked, and was thrilled to think that her hero could see her.2 If she had come along tonight, and her ticket had been drawn, and she had been faced with that question, would it have come back to her that Crush got his big break by winning Opportunity Knocks? Would she have thought ‘he’s as good a guess as any’ and offered the name as her answer? Would she, in accepting her cheque for £1000, have had to rein in her usual sentiment of ‘just shut up with your bloody facts will you, Mark?’, and accept that sometimes trivia can actually have a purpose? Who knows? All I am certain of, reading up on the topic later, is that (a) Bobby Crush was not a stage name (he was born Robert Nicholas Crush) and (b) Orville was named after one of the Wright brothers. The joke is obvious when you think about the puppet’s flightlessness, but somehow it had always eluded me.


The evening’s other two Snowballs also defeat their challengers. We learn that as well as the Fibonacci numbers, the sequence where each number is added to the previous one to produce the next one (1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34 and so on), there is a similar sequence but starting with the 2 before the 1 (hence 2, 1, 3, 4, 7, 11, 18 . . .) called the Lucas numbers. And that Public Image Ltd, John Lydon’s band after he left the Sex Pistols, took their name from The Public Image, a 1968 novel by Muriel Spark. Given that the author owed her surname to husband Sidney Spark, which if shortened to ‘Sid Spark’ would make a great name for a punk, the connection is perhaps more appropriate than one might think.


There we go then. The opening quiz of the project is at an end. I say my farewells, but only for a week, as next Tuesday I’ll be back here to take a turn on the quizmaster’s stool. It’s a lucky quirk of the London bus network that route 271 runs from Highgate to Finsbury Square, just round the corner from Liverpool Street station, departure point of my trains to Suffolk. At this time on a Tuesday night there are so few passengers it might as well be a private taxi. As usual, when we pass through Islington I notice the mailbox rental shop whose window banner proclaims: ‘Prestigeous London Mailing Address’. Surely if you’re really prestigious you can spell ‘prestigious’? But then sometimes mistakes are endearing. A friend of mine once attended a quiz where the host asked: ‘Which desert was named after a famous female opera singer?’ Assuming he meant Peach Melba, came the cries, he might care to add another ‘s’ to the enquiry.
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Back at home, I set about planning the project’s next moves. There’s Highgate on Tuesday, obviously, but also a friend has told me about a forthcoming quiz in one of London’s most famous buildings. He’ll be attending, and after checking with the organiser he confirms that it’s OK for me to go along too. What’s more, one of Martin’s questions has reminded me of a city I haven’t visited for years, and when some initial digging reveals that it’s crawling with quizzes, I mark it down as my first long-haul trip.


So there are those three events to look forward to. Sadly something that won’t be happening is ‘Stewpot’s Music Quiz Tour’. This was to have been a series of evenings at which legendary BBC radio DJ Ed ‘Stewpot’ Stewart would host music quizzes in venues around the country. Unfortunately, less than a week ago Ed took the needle off the vinyl for the last time and headed to the big presenter’s chair in the sky. The organisers of the tour have left the website in place, so it can act ‘as a tribute to the great entertainer and broadcaster’. Accordingly I am able to read, as one of ‘Ten Facts You May Not Know About Stewpot’, that he once played a request on his show for the Queen Mother. She was a great fan, it seems, and so for the old girl’s 80th birthday her daughter Margaret wrote in to ask if her favourite record could be played. What do you think that song was? Something by Perry Como? Bit of Nat King Cole? No, she wanted ‘Car 67’ by Driver 67, a 1978 novelty record in which a West Midlands minicab controller asks one of his drivers to make a pick-up from a certain address, only to learn that the passenger is the driver’s ex-girlfriend. The Queen Mother liked the tune because it was ‘a touching story about real human life’.


Another result of my web-hopping is that I’m reminded how common internet quizzes have become. As with most things in cyberspace their quality varies enormously, and they’re not really what the project is supposed to be about (the aim is to tour Britain, not sit at home in front of a computer), but for the hell of it I decide to test myself on just the one. It has been put together by the TV channel Dave, who say that the ‘intellectual honour’ of the nation depends on visitors to their website achieving a high score. Who am I to let them down? So I click on ‘start’. The thing about an online quiz is that it has to be multi-choice: despite advances in artificial intelligence, a computer still can’t mark individually entered responses. There are differences in spellings, issues like Holland also being called the Netherlands, a whole host of reasons why some disembodied intelligence is just not as trustworthy as a bloke with a pencil sitting at a bar going ‘yeah, they can have half a point for that’. But, of course, this also means that online quiz scores tend to exaggerate your intelligence. With four answers to choose from each time (as is the case here), someone who didn’t know a single one of the answers could expect to get 5 out of 20 simply by guessing.


Needless to say, this doesn’t stop me taking my score of 18 out of 20 as evidence of extreme genius. Only a couple of my answers are out-and-out stabs in the dark. I am afforded the chance to show that I know the capital of Australia (Canberra – built precisely because Sydney and Melbourne were incapable of agreeing which of them should get the nod), and the location of Leeds Castle (Kent). The old chestnut about which man-made landmark can be seen from space is easily negotiated: the answer is ‘none’. Definitions of ‘space’ vary, but most experts use Theodore von Karman’s ‘100 kilometres from Earth’ (where the atmosphere becomes too thin to support aeronautical flight), and at that distance you’re not going to make out a wall, not even the famous one in China. Another question concerns Del Boy’s vehicle in Only Fools and Horses. I remember reading that it isn’t actually a Robin Reliant, and I’m right: it’s a Reliant Regal Supervan. But of course what really delights me about the quiz is not what I know but what I don’t know. The official language of Brazil is Portuguese rather than Brazilian. One of the early European explorers of what we now call America rejoiced in the name Juan Ponce de León. And the record for the most UK Christmas number ones is held by . . . the Beatles. How had this escaped my attention? I know loads of Beatles trivia. George Harrison wrote ‘Here Comes the Sun’ in Eric Clapton’s garden . . . John Lennon used to introduce himself as ‘John Lemon’ . . . ‘She Loves You’ is two versions stitched together (listen to the edit after ‘I think it’s only fair’ – you’ll wonder how you ever missed it) . . . and yet I didn’t know that their count of four festive chart-toppers (three in a row from 1963–65) remains unbeaten. Yet another achievement by the Fabs, as the band are known to their most ardent followers.


Can I count myself among that grouping? Clearly not.
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The following Tuesday rolls around, and the Prince of Wales bar stool beckons. It’s a relatively quiet night, with only the nine teams – good from my point of view, as it makes the marking easier. Marcus is here this week. He asks how the project is going, and soon we’re discussing ‘topics on which we’ve set the most questions’. One of mine is the Apollo moon landings – they’re in there again tonight, with ‘how many men had walked on the moon before Pete Conrad walked on the moon?’ (You’ll discover the answer shortly.) Marcus says his are probably James Bond and Dad’s Army. ‘They’ve both been around continuously since the nineteen-sixties,’ he explains, ‘and they both represent a particular sort of Britishness.’ You could say the same about Marcus – in his mid-fifties he’s still rereading the P. G. Wodehouse novels he fell in love with as a boy. The Britishness point helps explain why the American version of Dad’s Army never got any further than its pilot episode. And it’s a big part of the attraction of quizzing. Questions often take you to treasured parts of our national identity, the shared back-story that binds us all together. That’s what makes quizzes so nice. Forgive the word – I know ‘nice’ is horrible – but it’s the only word that works. It captures the fun of a quiz, its generosity of spirit, its desire to dwell on the interesting things in life rather than the horrible ones. This is true of Marcus himself, actually, which is why I like him so much. He has the air of someone so familiar with this world’s vicissitudes that their barbs no longer bother him (thirty years as a freelance writer does that to a man). Don’t get me wrong, his spleen still gets vented from time to time: I witnessed one argument in which Marcus stated his position on Led Zeppelin with astonishing firmness. (He did so by inserting a third word into the middle of their name, a word beginning with ‘F’.) But by and large, calmness and benevolence reign. Especially when he’s drunk. Marcus is the happiest drunk I know. At the end of an evening, when speech has deserted him completely, he communicates entirely by smiles.


Tonight his team are adopting the name ‘Newly Minted Murray’, in honour of Britain’s tennis hero becoming a father. The news-based pun is one of several possible naming options at a quiz. Another is a play on the word ‘quiz’. One team here at Highgate always call themselves ‘Qwysiwyg’ (taken from the internet acronym for ‘what you see is what you get’), and tonight they are joined by ‘Agatha Quiztie’. Younger teams have been known to choose ‘Quizteam Aguilera’.


My first question is the equivalent of ‘one off the mark’, the deliberately generous run you give to weaker batsmen in friendly cricket matches. ‘ “I didn’t hit him, but it came close. For reasons best known to himself, he came on unwilling to talk.” That was said by somebody who died in January 2016 about somebody else who died in January 2016. Who are those two people?’


The deaths of Terry Wogan and David Bowie are fresh enough in everyone’s memory for this to count as a gentle opener. After that things get trickier, though not always as tricky as they might first appear. Question seven is about Ingvar Kamprad, who grew up on a farm called Elmtaryd near the village of Agunnaryd in Sweden. I ask what he founded in 1943. Even those who don’t already know will soon realise what happens if you put the first letters of his forename and surname next to those of the farm and the village. Other questions are multi-choice. ‘Which of these three celebrities,’ for instance, ‘did not choose the Mona Lisa as their Desert Island Discs luxury? Arthur Scargill, Murray Walker, Cilla Black.’3


Then there’s the question about the Perth Agreement. This, everyone is informed, came into effect on 26 March 2015, immediately affecting a boy called Tane and a girl called Senna. Then on 2 May 2015 it affected somebody else. To what does the Perth Agreement relate? Only two teams get it: the succession to the British throne. It was the protocol (negotiated in the Australian city by Commonwealth leaders) that allowed females to take their place in line without having to wait for younger brothers. So Princess Charlotte (born on 2 May 2015) won’t be bumped down the queue by any male siblings she acquires. To have given her name might have made it too obvious. Tane and Senna, on the other hand, are sufficiently unknown. In fact that was one of the attractions of writing the question – the chance to let people know that the daughter of the Duke of Gloucester gave her kids names you might normally hear bellowed outside an Aldi in Southend. After the quiz is over someone will pay me the ultimate compliment, saying their favourite questions were the ones – like this – that they didn’t know.


Neuroscientists will tell you that the human brain uses two sorts of intelligence: ‘crystallised’ and ‘fluid’. Crystallised intelligence is, put bluntly, the stuff you know – capital cities, dates of battles, who was in Ghostbusters, that sort of thing. Fluid intelligence, on the other hand, is the ability to work things out, to use information and process it. A good quiz should test both. Simpler questions will require crystallised intelligence: tonight, for example, I ask who has scored more goals in the history of the English Premier League than anyone else. It’s a fair bet that most teams will contain at least one football fan, and that the correct answer (Alan Shearer) will be within their reach. But other enquiries are there to check your brain’s fluidity. ‘Noel Edmonds,’ runs the fourth question in round two, ‘damaged Elton John’s garden, and Nick Mason of Pink Floyd damaged Jeremy Clarkson’s garden, in the same way. How?’ You’re very unlikely to have seen the two television programmes, several years apart, in which I heard those anecdotes. But you should be able to have a stab at it. What do we know about Noel Edmonds, what do we know about Nick Mason, how might the two overlap? True enough, six of the nine teams work it out – ‘by landing their helicopter on it’. Mason maintains that he did Clarkson a favour: the two grooves he left in the croquet lawn should make the game all the easier.


As ever when presenting a quiz I take great care to avoid reading out the answers by mistake. You’d think this was a pretty basic error to avoid, but speak to anyone who’s hosted more than a handful of quizzes and you’ll find they’ve all done it. My face-reddener came here at the Prince of Wales, with a question that ran: ‘About which performer did the cartoonist Bob Thaves once say: “She had to do everything her partner had to do, except backwards and in high heels?” ’ Going on to give a little background information about the question (often a nice thing to do – it reassures everyone you know your stuff), I added that some people attribute the quote to Ginger Rogers hersel . . . ah. There was a short silence as everyone worked out what I’d done, then the laughter started. What amazed me was that some teams still went on to get the question wrong.


At least I’m in good company. As we mentioned a while back, Jim Bowen gave away the answer to that JFK question on Bullseye. In fact, that was one of the programme’s more subtle mistakes. It dates from the era of shaky sets, minuscule production budgets and inept planning, a time when British TV was only entertaining if it went wrong. For one episode the ‘S’ in the illuminated ‘BULLSEYE’ sign at the back of the studio audience wouldn’t light up. No problem, thought the floor manager, we’ll get that big fat bloke to sit in front of it, and put him on a couple of phone directories. This only made the problem all the more obvious. Another time a wheelchair-bound contestant, whose partner had already answered their questions correctly, only needed a score of ten on the dartboard to win the star prize. Suddenly the producer screamed in Jim Bowen’s earpiece: ‘Stop him throwing! It’s the three-piece suite! What will he want a three-piece suite for, him in a wheelchair? Give us a minute to line the other prize up.’ Bowen stalled by saying there’d been a technical problem, then asked the player to throw again. Sure enough he got the score with his first dart, allowing Bowen to cue the video clip which revealed the prize. It was a skiing holiday.


Tonight’s excitement centres on the two tiebreakers. The one at the end of the beer round concerns the world record, set recently by a 14-year-old American, for the quickest time to solve a standard Rubik’s Cube. Marcus’s team guess 6.39 seconds, the team next to them – a couple of lads in their early twenties who have laughed off their lowly ranking in the quiz proper, meaning I’m really cheering for them in the beer round – guess 6.7 seconds. Sadly the answer is 4.9 seconds, so the lads don’t even get any free booze. They also laugh this off, which makes me like them all the more. Marcus’s team then repeat their triumph in the tiebreaker at the end of the quiz, which is needed to decide who will creep into the money – a whopping £8 – by coming third. We return to Guinness World Records, and ask ‘To how many decimal places did Rajveer Meena memorise and recite pi in his record-breaking feat of March 2015?’ Now That the Life is Gone (an unnecessarily morose team name, I feel) guess 24,701, Newly Minted Murray guess 70,000. Or rather they don’t guess it, they know it – one of them clearly read the news report at the time, as I did. Seventy thousand places it is. Obviously Rajveer felt like stopping at a round number.


Marcus, fresh from this triumph, comes up to oversee the Snowball. Obeying tradition I manage to avoid being chosen, and none of the people who are can answer their questions, so the £1000 rolls over yet again. Tonight’s punters are left with nothing more than their drinks and the facts they’ve learned from my questions. That even though the standing long jump hasn’t been an Olympic event since 1912, for instance, it is still used by the Brazilian police as an entry test (2.14 metres for men, 1.66 metres for women). That Noel Gallagher has only ever read one novel (On the Road by Jack Kerouac). That red appears on more of the world’s 192 national flags than any other colour. There was also a 50-50 question: ‘The Queen and Prince Philip – one prefers a bath in the morning, the other prefers a shower. Which way round is it?’4


The final round was a linked one, the answers (or parts thereof) forming the phrase ‘to be or not to be, that is the question’. This was where Pete Conrad came in – he was the third man to walk on the moon, so there were two before him.


‘That’ was dealt with by Take That, who were the solution to a question designed to entertain rather than tax – in other words one where the answer becomes clear very quickly but the information it contains is interesting: ‘The members of which pop group had the following experiences in the years between 1996 and 2005? One attended South Trafford College to study for A-levels. One considered drowning himself in the River Thames but settled in the end for working as a DJ. One buried his deceased iguana Nirvana under a pile of leaves while singing “Smells Like Teen Spirit”. One was dismayed to see dolls of himself being given away for free in his local Toys R Us. One signed an eighty-million-pound record deal with EMI and became one of the best-selling British solo artists of all time.’ The members were (in order) Jason, Howard, Mark, Gary and – of course – Robbie. The question paints an even more vivid picture because of the reversal in fortunes since 2005. That’s showbiz, folks.


[image: Image]


It’s hard to imagine a building less like the Prince of Wales as a host for the next quiz. I’m heading there in the dark of an early Wednesday evening, mentally noting some of the differences. The pub has just the one bar – this place has nine, plus 19 restaurants. The pub has no staircases (at least none the punters can use) – this place has 100. The pub has never had its own rifle range – this place has, and what’s more it survived until just a few months ago. The venue also has over a thousand rooms, three miles of corridors, its own gym and its own hair salon. The current building dates from the 1840s, though there’s been a structure with the same name on this site since the Middle Ages. Tonight’s venue is the Palace of Westminster.


I am here for the annual Parliamentary Press Gallery quiz. The policeman at St Stephen’s Entrance directs me down the long ramp leading to the scanning room, where the security staff handle the usual ‘coins in the tray’ routine with a friendliness their counterparts at several major airports would do well to imitate. Having been issued with a pass I head for Central Lobby, where I’m to meet Patrick Kidd, who writes about politics for The Times. This means heading through the vast expanse of Westminster Hall, the oldest surviving bit of the Palace, dating back even further than the Middle Ages – it was built in 1097. There’s a lot of guff talked about ‘our island story’ by tiresome people who favour the words ‘majesty’, ‘splendour’ and ‘redolent’, and normally you want to get as far away from them as quickly as possible in case you nod off. But it’s simply impossible to stand in Westminster Hall without feeling awed by the sheer amount of history that’s happened here. Several monarchs and assorted members of the great and good have lain in state here, the exact spots marked by brass plaques set into the stone floor. Strange to think as you pass over the Queen Mother’s that one of the Household Cavalry officers standing guard over her coffin was the future pop star James Blunt.


In one corner of the Hall is the entrance to St Mary Undercroft, the chapel where Emily Davison, the suffragette who would one day die by throwing herself under the King’s horse at the Derby, gained some earlier publicity for the cause. On the night of 2 April 1911 she hid in a tiny room off the chapel, not coming out until the next morning. That had been the night of the census, and so Davison was able to record her place of residence as the House of Commons. This at a time when as a woman she couldn’t stand for Parliament, or even vote. By 1959 the rules had changed, and one of the women elected that year was Margaret Thatcher. To bring the tale full circle, in 2013 St Mary Undercroft was where Thatcher’s body spent its last night before her funeral.


At the far end of the hall I climb the stone steps and notice another brass plaque, this one marking the spot where Charles I stood as he was sentenced to death at his trial here in 1649. The start of proceedings had produced a memorable bit of drama, when the Solicitor General John Cook stood to read the indictment. Charles, sitting immediately to Cook’s left, decided he wanted to speak, so tapped the lawyer on the shoulder with his cane. When Cook ignored him, he tapped again and got to his feet. But still Cook continued to speak, at which point Charles hit him on the shoulder so hard that the silver tip of his cane broke off and dropped to the floor. Charles, still not managing to get it into his head that his days of kingly supremacy were over, waited for someone to pick the tip up. No one did. He was forced to bend down and do the job himself.


I reach Central Lobby, Parliament’s main meeting point that sits halfway between the two Houses. If all the doors are open you can look one way and see the green of the Commons benches, then turn 180 degrees to make out the red of the Lords.5 The lobby’s wow factor suffers slightly tonight, partly because at least two of the several dozen lightbulbs in its huge chandelier have blown, but mainly because a large section of its ornately tiled floor is cordoned off with some far from ornate wooden barriers.


‘What’s going on here?’ I ask Patrick when he arrives. You tend to feel confident asking Patrick things. He studied classics at university, but in addition to his political duties he also writes The Times’s diary column, meaning that as well as knowing his Pliny the Elder he generally knows who got voted off Strictly Come Dancing the previous week.


‘They’re redoing the tiles,’ he says, ‘making sure they keep the pattern the same. In fact down there . . .’ – he points to St Stephen’s Hall, the chamber through which I’ve just walked after leaving Westminster Hall – ‘there was a spot where the pattern didn’t quite match. So they fixed it. Someone in the House of Lords was outraged, saying the mismatch had been deliberate, to mark the exact spot where Spencer Perceval was assassinated.’ Knowing that he’s speaking to a fellow trivialist, Patrick doesn’t bother explaining that Perceval remains the only British PM to have suffered that fate. ‘The noble Lord asked for the error to be reinstated, only to be told that it had never been a Perceval memorial in the first place, it had just been some workmen getting it wrong when they repaired the tiles after they were damaged during the Second World War.’


We head down to the corridor from which you can step out onto the House of Commons terrace. This overlooks the Thames and is technically, therefore, part of Britain’s coastline: the Ordnance Survey includes rivers up to the point where they stop being tidal and change from salt water to fresh water. On this river that doesn’t happen until Teddington Lock, well to the west of here. This is the modern opinion – back in 1869 it was thought to be Blackfriars Bridge, at least by the people who built Blackfriars Bridge. That’s why the engravings on one side are of freshwater birds, those on the other of seabirds. But instead of heading outside Patrick and I turn left, and make our way up to the Press Gallery bar. This sits immediately behind the Press Gallery itself, which is above the business end of the Commons chamber, directly overlooking the Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition as they trade pleasantries.


On the wall of the bar is a large wooden plaque, recording the Gallery’s past chairmen. In 1965 it was the BBC’s Conrad Voss Bark, with whom you would surely have been ill-advised to argue. Imagine how old I feel when I see another friend, Chris Hope, who writes for the Telegraph and is the same age as me, and he tells me that a couple of years ago he was the chairman. I first met Chris 20 years ago. We’d both been employed to research a book, and in those days research meant libraries. We arranged to meet in Leicester Square (there’s a very good reference library just off it), and Chris turned up wearing a boater. It wasn’t a serious fashion statement – Chris is from the north-west, he simply doesn’t have the genes for something like that – but I still maintain he must be the only Liverpool FC fan in history to have worn such a hat.


‘I like to think the Press Gallery is the last incarnation of Fleet Street,’ he says, indicating the corridor off which the various newspapers’ offices can be found. ‘Now that the papers are scattered all over London, this is the one remaining place where we’re all still gathered together.’ The corridor is known as the Burma Road.


The noise level in the bar increases as tonight’s teams gather – there are a record 21. Amid the crush Patrick introduces me to Matt Chorley, who despite being a colleague from The Times will not be joining their team, as he is tonight’s quizmaster. Very good at it he is too: in his early thirties and with an innate charm, he nonetheless brings out a stiletto-like wit to deal with the hecklers you’re bound to get in a crowd like this. ‘Cheap joke!’ yell the Sunday Express team in reply to one of his barbs about them. ‘Cheap paper,’ responds Matt. It’s no surprise when Patrick whispers to me that Matt used to perform stand-up comedy. You can tell from the way he’s comfortable with the mike, holding it at the bottom, letting it droop away slightly as each laugh takes hold. He has that ‘go on, I dare you’ look – he’d be disappointed if he didn’t get heckled.


The quiz takes place in the restaurant, which opens out from the bar. Matt kicks off with a few words about each team. The first-ever team representing Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party, for instance: ‘For them it’s not about winning but about seizing control of the committee which decides who gets to write down the answers.’ After this he explains that there will be seven rounds, none of which are on politics. Understandable – the last thing a bunch of politicos want at the end of the day is some homework. Nonetheless I can’t help remembering some of the political trivia I’ve worked into questions over the years. MPs’ coathangers still having ribbons from which Honourable Members can suspend their swords. Three Labour Prime Ministers having had the first name James, none of whom were Jim Callaghan (he was Leonard James Callaghan – the three were James Ramsay MacDonald, James Harold Wilson and James Gordon Brown). Plus my favourite political question, one of those you can’t know but where the fun is in the guessing: ‘The broadcaster Michael Cockerell has interviewed every British Prime Minister from Harold Macmillan to David Cameron. Which was the only one Cockerell saw using their fingers to count with?’6


The next sentence out of Matt’s mouth has me emitting a tiny involuntary shudder. Thankfully he doesn’t notice, because I don’t want to turn up and be rude about the man’s quiz to his face, but it’s the only possible reaction to: ‘You can play your joker on any round you like.’ Ah, that cursed beast, the joker. It is to a decent quiz what the mosquito is to a garden party. The evening’s excitement and tension should arise from scores that mount up naturally, not genetically engineered ones that depend on whether someone else’s definition of ‘geography’ matches yours. Taking a complete punt on the possibility of doubling your result in one arbitrarily chosen round is like one team in a football match suddenly deciding that their next goal will count as two. People who occasionally organise quizzes include the joker simply because every other quiz they’ve ever been to has included a joker. One day the country will wake up and realise its collective madness. A bright new future will dawn where quizzing is rational, and birds will sing and . . . OK, Mark. As you say, no need to be rude.


There’s laughter as Matt announces that ITN have asked if their team can be called ‘Quizlamic State’. Wordplay is only to be expected from this crowd – whatever you say about British journalism, its headlines have always been top drawer. The Sun on George Michael’s public convenience ‘indiscretion’, for example: ‘Zip Me Up Before You Go-Go.’ Sadly, however, team names aren’t used at the Press Gallery quiz, as in such a fiercely competitive environment everyone wants to know exactly who they’re beating and being beaten by. So ‘ITN’ it is.


Round one is ‘Pot Luck’, so it’s slightly worrying that among the teams playing their joker is the one from Number 10 Downing Street.7 I know the Chinese phrase that translates as ‘wind-water’ (feng shui), but not the Kent town which has been home to both Pocahontas and Gemma Arterton (Gravesend). The actress who appeared in The Glums, Carry on Nurse and EastEnders also defeats me: I would have joined several teams in their choice of Barbara Windsor, but in fact it’s June Whit-field. It’s interesting to watch the teams’ faces when, despite the ‘no politics’ rule, they’re asked for the identity of the first divorced US President. The Times, for one, are floundering. Curious – I’d have put my life on Patrick knowing this. To avoid any possible accusations of cheating, I look away when he catches my eye. Don’t want anyone imagining I mouthed the word ‘Reagan’ at him. Until Trump’s election, Ronnie was the first and only. Which when you think about what Bill Clinton got up to is a surprise.


Round two is science and nature. One of the questions reminds me of my son: ‘There are about three hundred in a baby’s body, but only two hundred and six in an adult’s – what are they?’ Barney and I have been reading about it recently, and I assume it’s obvious, but the puzzled expressions around the room indicate otherwise. Goes to show: sometimes you only know it if you know it. (In this case it’s ‘bones’.) Discoveries in this round include the number of astronauts currently on the International Space Station (six). Not knowing the answer is pretty unforgivable, as it’s only a few days since the Brit Tim Peake became one of them. Yet another example of how a story can receive huge publicity without you picking up one of its key details. What I had noted, however, is that because time runs at a different speed in space (see the Theory of Relativity), Peake will age slightly less during his time on the ISS than if he was on Earth. A difference of 0.005 seconds, to be exact.


Marking is done by teams swapping papers with their neighbours, so there are the usual trades of ‘we’ll give you a half for this if you give us a half for that’. After the first couple of rounds Number 10 edge into a half-point lead over the Treasury and the Daily Mail. Their joker obviously helped, but still, a lead is what you’d expect from the people who send the Prime Minister to PMQs every week armed with a folder full of facts and figures. It’s known as the ‘plastic fantastic’.


But the team are threatened with embarrassment in the next round, which is on sitcoms. Matt asks: ‘David Cameron name-checked which sitcom ten times in the 2015 Tory manifesto launch?’ After a few seconds he adds: ‘There’s some chin-stroking on the Number Ten table.’ I must confess I’m struggling too: how can I not remember the sitting Prime Minister kicking off his general election campaign with multiple mentions of a light-hearted TV programme? Only when Matt reveals the answers do I realise Cameron wasn’t referring to a sitcom itself – it was just that he repeatedly used the phrase ‘the good life’. (His operatives got there in the end this evening.) Other lessons include Captain Darling’s first name in Blackadder (Kevin), the number of episodes that were made of Friends (236),8
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