
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Copyright © 2020 by Claire McNear

            Foreword © 2020 by Ken Jennings

            Cover design and illustration by Jarrod Taylor.

Cover copyright © 2020 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Twelve

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
twelvebooks.com
twitter.com/twelvebooks

            First Edition: November 2020

            Twelve is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Twelve name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: McNear, Claire, author.

Title: Answers in the form of questions: a definitive history and insider’s guide to Jeopardy! / by Claire McNear.

Description: First edition. | New York: Twelve, 2020.Identifiers: LCCN 2020022710 | ISBN 9781538702321 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781538702314 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Jeopardy! (Television program)

Classification: LCC PN1992.77.J363 M36 2020 | DDC 791.45/72—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020022710

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-0232-1 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-0231-4 (ebook)

            E3-20200917-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Foreword

   	Introduction

   	Chapter One: Welcome to Jeopardy!

   	Chapter Two: Do You Know the Stuff or Not?

   	Chapter Three: And Now, Here Is the Host of Jeopardy!, Alex Trebek

   	Chapter Four: Time to Train

   	Chapter Five: Weird Al, Turd Ferguson, and Cliff Clavin

   	Chapter Six: The Forrest Bounce, Game Theory, and True Daily Doubles, Oh My!

   	Chapter Seven: The Alumni Network

   	Chapter Eight: What’s Next?

   	Acknowledgments

   	Discover More

   	About the Author




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            To everyone who has ever known the answer, or—better yet—wanted to

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]



   


   
      
         
            Foreword

            by Ken Jennings

         

         Jeopardy! is a magic trick.

         It’s been performed over eight thousand times, every weeknight for the last three and a half decades. But the trick goes off so smoothly every time that you never see the strings. You’re probably not even aware that you’re watching magic.

         The show appears simple, effortless—even mundane, at this point. Its vast audience loves it for its straightforwardness, its utter lack of surprise. They get exactly what they expect every night: Alex Trebek, three contestants, roughly sixty answers and sixty questions.

         But at home, you’re seeing only a tiny part of the trick. It takes months of complicated preparation and a small army of people to produce a single half hour of Jeopardy! A lot of hard work goes into making television look this easy.

         Let me warn you right now: In this book, you’re about to see how the trick is done. Claire McNear is going to show you the strings. You’ll time-travel back to the 1960s to be present at the show’s creation. You’ll be in the room with Alex Trebek at the crack of dawn as he spends hours poring over the day’s games and clues. You’ll follow the months of exhaustive nationwide searching that finds each set of three contestants. You’ll marvel at the bizarre training regimens to which the contestants may have subjected themselves, and learn what a surreal pressure cooker Jeopardy! gameplay is from the other side of the TV screen. (I still have flashbacks.)

         If Jeopardy! is a sausage—and friends, I firmly believe that it is not!—you are about to find out how the sausage is made.

         But here’s the thing: The backstage Jeopardy! in this book is fascinating, but it isn’t the real Jeopardy! I’ve noticed that the Jeopardy! diehards online sometimes forget that. They talk about the show as if it exists mostly to service superfans like themselves who know all the insider secrets—and who may very well be contestants themselves, either past or prospective. It’s sometimes easy for me to forget as well, having not exactly been a Jeopardy! civilian myself for over fifteen years now.

         But for the most part, all the behind-the-scenes trivia is beside the point. The real Jeopardy! is not the machine. It’s the show, the thirty minutes of pleasant syndicated reassurance that the machine produces five times a week. Jeopardy! isn’t in a chilly California soundstage; it’s in your home, as you yell answers at the TV screen or furrow your brow during a tense Daily Double. Nine million people will enjoy it tonight, even if they have no idea that the show tapes five shows in a single afternoon, or what the Jeopardy! theme music is called, or what a “Coryat score” is. All that is gilding the lily. The real Jeopardy! is the illusion of simplicity: Alex Trebek, three contestants, roughly sixty answers and sixty questions.

         The real Jeopardy! is the magic trick.

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         In January 2020, the five most important figures in the history of modern Jeopardy! took the stage in a ballroom of the sprawling Langham Huntington resort in Pasadena.

         The complex, with acres of manicured gardens, has served as a historic getaway for the entertainment industry’s elite, and it drips with Hollywood history. The pilot episode of Remington Steele was filmed on the grounds, the building’s exterior served as a playground for Lindsay Lohan’s mischievous twins in 1998’s The Parent Trap, and HBO’s Westworld converted the hotel’s lawn into a British Raj–styled theme park.

         But few ever to visit the hotel can rival the iconic status of the group who made their way to a tightly packed row of gray director’s chairs that winter afternoon.

         On one end of the stage, James Holzhauer—who had just thrilled the nation with a thirty-two-game winning streak that saw him shatter record after record en route to becoming the fastest player in the history of the show to win $1 million—sported one of his signature V-neck sweaters and tight smiles. To his left sat Ken Jennings, with the ease and confidence that come with owning the all-time record for Jeopardy! victories thanks to a dominant seventy-four-game winning streak in 2004. They were joined by Brad Rutter—wearing a checked plaid suit purchased earlier after an ABC wardrobe consultant insisted on an emergency Nordstrom run for all three—a former record-store clerk who now holds the record for the highest overall Jeopardy! winnings.

         The trio had gathered in the room of television critics to promote their prime-time showdown—billed as the Greatest of All Time tournament—under the eye of the other two men on the stage, longtime host Alex Trebek and executive producer Harry Friedman. Having had some practice with the unusually high seats, both casually crossed their legs while the younger men dangled their feet awkwardly.

         Friedman—just the third executive producer in modern Jeopardy!’s history—single-handedly dragged the show into the twenty-first century, pioneering a slew of major innovations, from doubling the prize money in 2001 to lifting the five-day cap for returning champions, which fundamentally changed the way the game was played. And with his long-planned exit from Jeopardy! just months away, the GOAT tournament would serve as a crowning achievement for a showrunner whose more than two decades on the job had been a persistent fight to broaden its pop-culture appeal while nurturing the bookish DNA that endeared the show to generations of nerds.

         But the center of gravity—as it has been for the thirty-six years since he began hosting the show—was Trebek.

         People might not have originally expected a smooth-talking, lightly sardonic Canadian to capture the hearts of American television audiences, but Trebek did just that with decades of knowing winks and gentle—okay, sometimes less than gentle—corrections of mispronunciations. For the show, Trebek has been a constant unlike any other—a sometimes mustachioed, sometimes prickly, always steady presence, the keeper of a finite blue-purple world where the passage of time could be counted both in operatic ephemera and, maybe, the number of different living rooms where you found yourself watching over the years.

         The assembled crowd engaged in a cursory discussion of the contest, asking how Jennings, who had won the previous night’s opening round, and Rutter, who in twenty years of Jeopardy! competition had never lost to a human opponent, intended to counter the newcomer Holzhauer, who had scandalized some viewers of the show with an aggressive playing style and betting strategy. The veteran contestants—who in reality had taped the competition a month earlier—talked about the ways they might tweak their strategies, noting that selecting from the middle of a category, rather than the top, improves your chance of hitting a Daily Double.

         But the concern looming over the showcase—in fact, the reason it probably existed in the first place—was evident from a mere glance at the group.

         Attached to the lapels of Holzhauer, Jennings, and Rutter was a purple ribbon—intended to promote pancreatic cancer research and a gesture of solidarity after Trebek’s announcement a year earlier that he had been diagnosed with Stage 4 of the disease.

         Trebek, then seventy-nine, was asked about the outpouring of support he had experienced in the wake of his announcement, and responded with trademark self-deprecation. He wrote off tributes to his decades of hosting as the type of recognition that anyone who had, like him, spent “more than half my life” hosting a program would receive. And he waved off accolades as a reaction to his illness.

         “The pity factor is out there,” Trebek said. “I’m not unaware of that.”

         His eye-rolling continued as critics asked the contestants to reflect on his role as host.

         “Brad, James, and Ken,” one reporter began. “The answer is: ‘The thing you admire most about Alex.’” They would have to answer in the form of a question.

         “Oh dear,” quipped Trebek.

         The panel concluded with more laughter, with Holzhauer commending the longtime host on navigating decades in Hollywood without embroiling himself in scandal.

         “There’s still time,” Trebek responded.

         But those gathered in the Pasadena ballroom—and millions of faithful Jeopardy! viewers across the nation—have been asking themselves how much more time there might be before a show known as a beacon of television stability changes forever. As much as this was a moment of celebration for the show, it was also, perhaps, the end of an era.

         Jeopardy! has achieved a rare omnipresence in American culture—befitting for the show that holds the trademark for “America’s Favorite Quiz Show.”

         It’s not merely its frequent appearances through cameos and spoofs on other television programs, though there have been many: from the Celebrity Jeopardy! and Black Jeopardy! sketches on Saturday Night Live, to Golden Girls, Baywatch, The X-Files, and The Simpsons, to the 2014 finale of The Colbert Report, in which Stephen Colbert rode off in a farewell sleigh alongside the foremost arbiters of American public life—Abraham Lincoln, Santa Claus, and Trebek.

         With more than eight thousand episodes under its belt, the show has become a byword for brainy gumption: When 2020 presidential candidate Amy Klobuchar blanked on the name of Mexican president Andrés Manuel López Obrador, she later defended herself in a debate by saying, “This isn’t like a game of Jeopardy!”

         Indeed, no less than former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Warren Burger once sent Jeopardy! a letter requesting that the show spotlight the Bill of Rights in a category in the upcoming season in honor of the document’s 1991 bicentennial. Burger concluded his handwritten letter, “P.S. Jeopardy! is the only quiz show allowed in our home. It is truly a fine educational piece. Long ago Mrs. Burger and I were teachers.” (The writers obliged the judge.)

         Nearly four decades into its present incarnation, Jeopardy! has gained the patina of an immovable cultural artifact. At the 2015 Emmys, the comedian John Oliver joked, as he introduced an award for limited series, “Every show on television will go off the air eventually, with the sole exception of Jeopardy!”

         Oliver continued, “And I’ll tell you what: The sun could burn out, humanity could flee to another galaxy, time as we know it could cease to exist, but Alex Trebek will still be there scolding librarians from Ames, Iowa, to answer in the form of a question and passive-aggressively insulting their hobbies.”

         If it’s felt like Jeopardy! has always been there, that’s partly by design. “We came on the air very quietly, without any great fanfare,” Trebek said in 2004. “There were no fireworks, no bright lights, no wild and crazy music. We were just an easy show to get used to, an easygoing rhythm.”

         But change is coming all the same.

         Friedman, the EP, departed at the end of 2019–2020’s Season 36 after a quarter century at the helm of Jeopardy! and fellow Merv Griffin creation Wheel of Fortune. Maggie Speak, the longtime head of Jeopardy!’s contestant department, also retired in 2020. A singular presence in the history of the show, Speak—who handpicked the contestants who appeared on each episode—did as much as anyone to shape the show millions of Americans watch every night.

         At the time of writing, Trebek and his offscreen counterpart, announcer Johnny Gilbert, were well on their way to completing their fourth decade with Jeopardy!

         But Trebek has been vocal about his grueling rounds of chemotherapy even as he continued to host. And in July, as the show wrapped its season, Gilbert turned ninety-six. It’s reasonable to think that someday, perhaps even someday soon, the pair will hang up their signature blazer and bomber jacket.

         A lot of change, in short, is due for a show Trebek himself once equated to “this nice warm bath.”

         “It is not known as a wild up and down show,” Trebek has said of the program. “There aren't these great highs and great lows. We just cruise along smoothly.”

         One thing, at least, is unlikely to change: the contestants.

         Many fans are surprised to learn just how sportlike Jeopardy! can be. It has many of the hallmarks that we associate with sports: a prospect pipeline, rigorous physical (and, yes, mental) preparation, a hall of fame, and strategic innovators revered decades later for their additions to the game, who sometimes go on to assume the role of coaches.

         The show’s viewers, too, can take on a dedication rarely seen outside the confines of sporting fandoms. That’s the way it is in the home of actor Michael McKean, where he and his family gather every night at 7:00 to watch the night’s episode and play along, culminating in a nightly Final Jeopardy! showdown.

         “There’s only one rule—you don’t talk about Jeopardy! club,” he jokes.

         No—it’s something far more serious. Everyone stays silent through the first chorus of music during Final Jeopardy!, before counting down from three during the latter half and shouting their answers at once. (He insists that no one keeps track of their scores after the fact.)

         McKean is admittedly no normal Jeopardy! fan: He’s won Celebrity Jeopardy! on three occasions, and is, thanks to nabbing the grand prize in the 2010 Million Dollar Celebrity Invitational, one of just four Jeopardy! contestants ever to win a million-dollar tournament prize. (The others: Rutter, Jennings, and Watson, the IBM supercomputer.)

         The premise of Jeopardy! is simple enough: two grids of thirty questions, a preliminary Single Jeopardy! round with a single hidden Daily Double betting opportunity and then the trickier Double Jeopardy! with two Daily Doubles, with difficulty and dollar value increasing downward. This is followed by one last question—Final Jeopardy!—on which players have the option to wager everything they have.

         By the time a contestant makes it to the Jeopardy! stage, the odds are good that he or she has long been training in some form to compete on the show. Many players spend years working their way up through a series of nontelevised (and mostly nonpaying) circuits, a kind of Triple-A league for Jeopardy! hopefuls. Even casual viewers might be aware of the rise of advanced statistics on Jeopardy!, whose complex lessons about defensive gameplay, Daily Double and Final Jeopardy! wagering, buzzer advantage, and other metrics and tactics have fueled the rise of recent champions like Holzhauer.

         A great Jeopardy! player is likely concerned with far more than just presidents, state birds, and the corresponding flash cards. That player may also have immersed himself or herself in everything from game theory to thumb reflex and grip strength training and even, in some cases, scouting of other players ahead of time. On TV, you see a scant twenty-two minutes of action; for the contestants, those minutes may have been months or years in the making.

         Before we get into it, some disclaimers. Most of this book will be concerned with the era that began with the show’s revival in 1984 with Trebek and Gilbert. But today’s Jeopardy! would not exist without the show’s original incarnation on NBC, with actor Art Fleming as host and Don Pardo—later the legendary voice of Saturday Night Live—as announcer.

         The original version premiered in 1964 and lasted (counting a one-year revival in 1978) twelve years. Unlike the modern edition, it aired during the middle of the day, making it and its lead-in Hollywood Squares a favorite of college students and workers on their lunch breaks.

         The original Jeopardy! also was a hit, albeit of a different kind—at one point in its network-TV-heyday run, it captured a baffling 38 percent of the viewing audience—and one with some critical rule differences that we’ll dig into later on. When Trebek first took over Jeopardy!, it was years before audiences were won over, and there still exist die-hards who refuse to watch the modern edition out of lingering loyalty to Fleming.

         Without the success of the Fleming-and-Pardo Jeopardy!, there would never have been a Trebek-and-Gilbert Jeopardy! The show’s endurance through the years is a testament both to Griffin’s game as well as to the team that first wooed audiences into making it a daily routine.

         My focus here will also be largely on the flagship Jeopardy! show, though the number of spin-offs it has spawned—including VH1’s four seasons of Rock & Roll Jeopardy! with future Survivor host Jeff Probst, a sports-themed game hosted by former ESPN anchor Dan Patrick, and a children’s version known as Jep!—is proof of the show’s seminal place in television history. That’s true even outside the borders of North America: In 1996, 1997, and 2001, English-speaking champions from different nations’ Jeopardy! franchises faced off in an International Tournament. (The winners: Sweden, Canada, and the United States.)

         Another disclaimer: I am not a Jeopardy! contestant, former or, alas, future. I grew up, as so many have, watching the show with my parents, in awe of how the players (and—ugh—my parents) knew all this stuff. When I got an apartment (and a cable subscription, a few apartments later) of my own, recording Jeopardy! and shouting out the answers each night from the couch became one of my first traditions with my now-husband.

         I started writing a column about the show as a fan—one largely unaware of how much goes on just beneath its surface. In time, I’ve come to know a bit about the depths of strategy and the world of contestants, both alumni and aspiring. My hope is to share some of that with you, so that wherever you count yourself within the Jeopardy! world—alum, future champion, or nightly shouter of answers from your own couch—you’ll learn a little more about how the show works and what has made it such a unique corner of television.

         As for my odds: I am a thoroughly lousy trivia player—a mediocre pub quiz participant at best. Even if I had the stomach for hand-to-hand, or brain-to-brain, buzzer battles on national TV—I emphatically do not—I know for a fact, as you will read in the coming chapters, that I won’t be competing on the Jeopardy! stage anytime soon.

         One additional technicality. Jeopardy! tapes most episodes approximately two months before they appear on TV; unless otherwise noted, episodes are referred to by their air date, not their tape dates.

         With that: Let’s meet today’s contestants.

      

   


   
      
         
             

            Chapter One

            Welcome to Jeopardy!

         

         The shuttle arrives at 7:00 a.m. sharp, but on a Tuesday morning in Culver City, California, the hotel lobby begins to fill much earlier. One by one, Jeopardy! contestants start to gather around a table by the entrance. First a man in a suit. Then a woman in studiously neutral business casual. One contestant, who looks so young it’s not clear if there’s been some terrible Teen Tournament mixup, is accompanied by her father. He looks even more nervous than she does, which is saying something.

         “Hi,” an older man says as he hesitantly approaches the group. “Are you guys in the show, too?”

         On taping mornings, it doesn’t take much to figure out who has come for Jeopardy! Most sit beside overstuffed garment bags and backpacks containing a couple of changes of clothes—a requirement by Jeopardy!’s producers in case they make it to multiple episodes. (The producers also ask that contestants iron their spare outfits ahead of time, but for many, well, there are bigger fish to fry.)

         And then, of course, there’s all the studying. Flipping flash cards. Reciting First Ladies. Turning the crumpled pages of old compilations of clues past. Scrolling through inscrutable spreadsheets on laptops. Yes, the group in the lobby is in the show, too.

         “I’m just practicing—no matter what Alex says, I’ll say, ‘That’s right, Alex!’” says one.

         “Just breathe,” says another.

         A third says that he heard one contestant is coming back from yesterday. “Someone always comes back from yesterday,” a woman replies with dread. If the reigning champion is among them, he or she has apparently decided not to admit to it just yet.

         Then, suddenly, a black van pulls up outside, and the driver walks into the lobby. A dozen pairs of eyes swivel his way, widening as they realize their ride has arrived.

         “Guys,” says the woman in business casual. “We’re fine. We’re fine.”

         One by one, the contestants stand, gather their bags, and head for the door. As the van rumbles away, headed for the famed Stage 10 down the road, the contestant’s father waves and turns back to the hotel, looking like he very well might cry.

         
            *  *  *

         

         To understand Jeopardy!, you must first understand Charles Van Doren. In 1956, the Columbia University English professor appeared on the quiz show Twenty-One. Van Doren, thirty and boyishly charming, went on a tear, winning $129,000 over the course of fourteen weeks. At the time, quiz shows were huge—The $64,000 Question was the highest-rated show on television for the entire 1955–1956 season—and Van Doren was an instant sensation. Enthralled viewers followed the ever-growing heights of his streak night after night. While his episodes were on the air, Van Doren “received more than 20,000 letters (most of which he answered), was interviewed by about 500 newspaper men, [and] received several dozen proposals of marriage,” according to a 1959 story in the New York Times.

         But the problem with great stories, it turns out, is that they’re not always true. Twenty-One and a handful of other popular quiz shows, including The $64,000 Question, manufactured the impressive runs of contestants like Van Doren by briefing them on the material prior to taping and occasionally by paying the episode’s loser to throw the match. In the case of Van Doren (who would be played by Ralph Fiennes in Robert Redford’s 1994 film about the controversy, Quiz Show), both methods were deployed. Van Doren claimed that Twenty-One’s producer promised him he would be the first-ever quiz show contestant to win $100,000, and he was.

         The revelation of Van Doren’s duplicity was front-page news in the New York Times, and so great was the public offense that the federal government got involved. A grand jury investigation followed, and then a congressional subcommittee dragged Van Doren to Washington, DC, in 1959, where he confessed to the plot. Van Doren, who had at first professed his innocence, and nineteen other quiz-show contestants eventually faced perjury charges. President Dwight Eisenhower declared it “a terrible thing to do to the American people,” and J. Edgar Hoover’s G-men were said to have investigated the show-fixing beneficiaries for links to communism.

         Congress took action, amending the Communications Act to state, among other things, that “it shall be unlawful for any person, with intent to deceive the listening or viewing public…To supply to any contestant in a purportedly bona fide contest of intellectual knowledge or intellectual skill any special and secret assistance whereby the outcome of such contest will be in whole or in part prearranged or predetermined.” In the end, Van Doren and his fellow contestants escaped jail time—the judge issued suspended sentences, noting “how deep and how acute [their] humiliation has been”—and hung on to their ill-gotten winnings. But since 1960, rigging a quiz show—a purportedly bona fide contest of intellectual knowledge—has been a federal crime.

         In the years after the congressional intervention, knowledge-based game shows understandably faltered. However pure producers’ intent—now federally sanctioned—and however certain that contestants could now get by only on their genuine smarts, audiences and networks alike were spooked.

         “Gee, I’d do anything to do a quiz show, but nobody will buy them because of the scandals,” game-show impresario Merv Griffin remembered lamenting in the years after the scandal to his then-wife, Julann, in a 2005 documentary on Jeopardy!

         She suggested creating a show that did exactly what was now prohibited: Give the players the answers straightaway. The twist, to make it legal (not to mention interesting), was that they would then have to work out the questions.

         That’s exactly what Jeopardy! did, debuting with host Art Fleming in 1964—just four years after the new regulations took effect—with players ringing in with the iconic What is…? or Who is…? setup. Jeopardy!’s format is thus a deliberate nose-thumbing at the show-fixing scandals: If you give the contestants the answers up front, you can’t very well be accused of doing it later.

         Julann’s idea, Merv would later write of his production outfit, Merv Griffin Enterprises, “took the company from the ground floor right to the penthouse.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         While the day’s contestants gather at their hotel, Alex Trebek is already in the midst of his morning routine. He arrives each morning at the Sony studio lot by 6:00 a.m. and settles in at his desk with a newspaper, crossword puzzle, and, more often than not, a Diet Coke. Breakfast long consisted of a chocolate bar—so great was his affection that the Jeopardy! staff once gave him a case of Snickers for his birthday—but these days, he reluctantly chooses a granola bar instead.

         Trebek likes to joke that he’s sometimes ragged for not working hard enough, and in many respects, his is a cushy job. Jeopardy! tapes five episodes a day, two days a week, twenty-three weeks a year, from July to April—meaning that the venerable host heads to the office just forty-six days a year, taping a week’s worth of episodes on each. For this, he is said to make in the neighborhood of $10 million annually.

         They are long days, to be sure. By 7:30, Trebek has a copy of the clues for all five of the day’s games and spends the next hour and a half at his desk, marking up each with diacritical annotations and consulting a dictionary for foreign names. Later, he’ll join the writers and a handful of producers for a final production meeting to go over the clues, with Trebek offering his own tweaks. The host makes a point of trying to honor foreign tongues, breaking out elaborate pronunciations of everything from genre to Die Fledermaus to…Dracula (a vaguely Slavic Doorakula!, no doubt as Bram Stoker intended). Once, apparently determined to stump him, the writers delivered Trebek a game that included a category called “When the Aztecs Spoke Welsh.” He set about mastering the clues—heavy on the L’s and X’s, light on consonants—before someone finally pointed out that it was April Fools’ Day.

         Jeopardy! employs eight full-time writers and seven researchers, who together are responsible for 16,790 clues each season—the 61 that air in each game, plus 1 bonus clue per category prepared in case of a misfire. (Unlike Trebek, the writers and researchers keep standard nine-to-five hours, and they work substantially more than forty-six days a year, including during the show’s annual summer hiatus.)

         It’s serious business—their decisions about what very smart people will find difficult will result in six figures’ worth of IOUs (more on those later) being handed out by each tape day’s end. But it’s not taken totally seriously: Writing sessions begin with a ritual clanging of a cowbell, and—particularly in recent years—the subject matter tends toward the zany.

         Not long ago, the writers uncovered a box of categories from 1984, the first year of the Trebek revival, and flipped through them, bemused by their scholarly simplicity: “Mammals,” “Science,” “History.” Compare this with some more recent categories: “Weird Flex” and “But ‘OK,’” “Key ‘Key’” and “Do You Love Me?,” or “I Can Haz Cheeseburger?” Clues are sometimes written for the amusement of Jeopardy! staff members: The words spineless jellyfish have appeared in at least seven games over the years, apparently because Trebek finds the phrase funny. Once, in 1990, the writers built a Jeopardy! round where all thirty responses revolved around the name John: John Rockefeller, Olivia Newton-John, Lyndon Johnson, long johns, and so on. In a 2005 game, all but two responses were seven letters long, and the following year, every clue in a “Famous Treaties” category was looking for the answer “the Treaty of Paris”—except for the last, which asked for the treaty that ended World War I (the Treaty of Versailles).

         As games are built, clues, which top out at seven lines of seventeen characters each, are color-coded: blue for academic subjects, pink for pop culture, yellow for wordplay, and green for items that don’t fit easily into the other areas. For a Final Jeopardy! offering, designed to require a two-step thought process and written separately from normal Jeopardy! clues, to make it into the show, at least one fellow writer must know the answer. “I still can’t wait to see how my categories will play during that day’s shooting,” writer Mark Gaberman once wrote of his job. “It never gets old.”

         Sourcing clues—in Jeopardy! parlance, pinning them—is pursued with journalistic rigor. Over the years, researchers have called everyone from Neil Armstrong (who said that a quote attributed to him was wrong), to the manager of the Kinks (who explained that there are indeed two versions of “Lola,” thanks to the BBC’s refusal to play a song that plugged Coca-Cola), to Tom Wolfe (who replied via handwritten fax).

         “I work with the strangest, weirdest, funniest, smartest people,” co–head writer Michele Loud said of the writers’ room in 2019, “and we have strange, funny, weird, smart conversations that spark ideas that produce what you see on the game board.”

         That writers’ room is a library on the Sony studio lot, filled with, among other things, several decades’ worth of encyclopedias. In the pre-internet days, the writers and researchers ran the gamut of local radio contests, alternating which one of them would call in to answer the day’s trivia: The odds were good that someone in the room would either know the answer or else have the necessary anthology handy. Colleagues joked that between the cash prizes and giveaways, Steven Dorfman, one of the show’s original writers and the originator of “spineless jellyfish,” earned a second income this way. A photograph of Dorfman, who passed away in 2004, hangs in the library to this day; Trebek says he was so prolific that the show is likely still using clues he wrote. “Even while he was being treated for cancer in the hospital,” read Dorfman’s obituary in the New York Times, “he was jotting down notes for possible Jeopardy! categories.”

         Staffers at Jeopardy! tend to stick around. “Working for Jeopardy! is an annuity,” the host once joked. “You start and you go on forever.” While that might not be exactly true, it’s not far off. During 2019–2020’s Season 36, a great many Jeopardy! staffers were well into their second or third decade with the show. Trebek, of course, has been there for all thirty-six years of the modern incarnation, as has announcer Johnny Gilbert. Harry Friedman, who announced at the season’s start that he would depart the show in the spring, concluded his twenty-third year as the executive producer of Jeopardy! and his twenty-fifth at its sister show, Wheel of Fortune. Co–head writers Loud and Billy Wisse joined in 1993 and 1990, respectively; Loud met her husband, segment producer Grant Loud, at the show, after he joined in 1997. Producer and senior contestant coordinator Maggie Speak joined the Jeopardy!-verse in 1995; stage manager John Lauderdale, an alumnus of The Merv Griffin Show, did so in 1985. Senior researcher Suzanne Stone has been pinning clues since the show’s launch, and Glenn Kagan, another senior contestant coordinator, joined in just its third season. The show’s two supervising producers, Lisa Broffman (who had already spent more than a decade at Merv Griffin Enterprises) and Rocky Schmidt, arrived in 1989 and 1985. (Schmidt, then working as a lawyer, won two games as a Season 2 contestant, and afterward left his job to become Trebek’s assistant; he might have made Dwight Schrute proud when he at one point moved from assistant to the producer to assistant producer.) When it comes to Jeopardy!, anything less than a decade on the job marks you as a new kid on the block.

         For many years, all Jeopardy! staffers were required to take the famously rigorous contestant test to be hired by the show. Once, when an ad for an open writer position attracted twelve hundred résumés, the show invited applicants to take the test in order to narrow the pool. The highest scorer, Kathy Easterling, was hired and ultimately created the show’s (in)famous recurring category, “Those Darn Etruscans.”

         In his early years as host, Trebek made a point of taking the test annually himself. The Los Angeles Times reported that he once got a most respectable forty-three out of fifty. “Every morning when I wake up,” he told a reporter in the ’80s, “I look at my pillow to see if any gray matter has been leached out.”

         Unlike his predecessor, who made a point of expressing humility about the material—“If I didn’t have that sheet in front of me,” Fleming once told a reporter, “you wouldn’t have found me within a mile of the studio”—Trebek was perfectly happy to let everyone know that his bona fides were the real deal. When Arsenio Hall made a crack on his talk show that Trebek wouldn’t know any of the answers without the sheet in front of him, an incensed Trebek challenged him to a trivia contest. Sadly for audiences, if it happened, it was never televised.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The night before he went on Jeopardy!, Bruce Lou slumped into a chair by the bar at his hotel and sighed.

         He’d spent the last twelve hours on edge. Today was supposed to be his day to play, but instead he’d gotten bumped to the following taping—Jeopardy! always brings in a couple more people than it needs, just in case. As a result, he’d spent the day at the studio watching other people compete. “That’s a champion,” he stage-whispered, pointing to a guy leaning against the bar and looking distinctly like he might fall asleep where he was standing while murmuring something about wanting a cigarette. Lou, twenty-two and still wearing the neat black dress shirt he’d hoped to make his TV debut in, ordered a Jameson on the rocks, and the server sheepishly carded him.

         Lou got the call to come on Jeopardy! a month earlier. So fabled is this part of the contestant process that aspiring players sometimes style it as “The Call,” and for Lou it arrived while he was in the middle of a meeting at work. He stepped out of the room. He thanked the producer. And then he went back in. “I had to go back to my meeting and pretend like nothing was going on,” he says.

         Lou grew up in Saratoga, California. He got good grades, got into a good college, graduated early, got a job at a tech company that let him live right in downtown San Francisco, made his parents proud. But now, one year into independent adulthood, it all felt a little lacking.

         As a student, he’d done quiz bowl, the team trivia competition often found in scholastic settings, and won the National History Bee—a contest organized by David Madden, who was a nineteen-time Jeopardy! champion in 2005—and Lou found himself missing the competition. To Lou’s parents, both immigrants from China whom Lou says are “pretty traditional,” those extracurricular achievements had never really registered. “It’s not grades,” he said.

         But there was one big exception: “They know Jeopardy!”

         For Lou, Jeopardy! wasn’t just another contest—it was an opportunity to win money, maybe a lot of money, perhaps even enough to do something else. Or to be someone else. A lawyer. A journalist. Who knows?

         Within days of getting the call, Lou asked his boss for a leave of absence. By lining up all his vacation time, he arranged for three weeks away from his job to devote himself full-time to studying. He said nothing to anyone at work, much less his family, about why.

         “I debated with myself—is it really worth taking off three weeks to prepare for this?” he said. But his mind was made up: “I’m not going to waste my shot.”

         Now here he was in Los Angeles, fresh from weeks of marathoning old Jeopardy! episodes and drilling himself on wagering scenarios and buzzer technique. (He practiced with the springy peg from his bathroom’s toilet paper holder.) The day had been a misfire, but now he thought he had the lay of the land. And tomorrow, for sure, he would finally get his chance.

         Each and every tape day, while Trebek is finishing up his crossword puzzle, the player shuttle pulls up outside Stage 10 and a dozen new contestants spill into the bright morning sun. Many of them will be glad to break even: With the exception of tournaments, Jeopardy! doesn’t pay for contestants’ flights or hotels, meaning, among other things, that second- and third-place finishers from outside Los Angeles may end up using their entire $2,000 or $1,000 consolation prizes, respectively—or at least what’s left of them after tax is accounted for—to pay for their journey.

         The Wizard of Oz was filmed on this lot in the 1930s, back when it was still MGM HQ, and today an eight-story steel rainbow arches preposterously overhead in its honor. The lot, now Sony’s, remains a busy place, and on any given day you might spot a curvy Ectomobile or the RV from Breaking Bad parked out front of a studio like it’s no big deal at all. But before the players have time to take it all in—the supersize photo of Trebek, the giant Wheel of Fortune marquee on the soundstage next door—they are spirited inside to the green room.

         Wheel of Fortune, which tapes on a set immediately adjacent to Jeopardy!’s, shares much of the same crew. On Tuesdays and Wednesdays, they rig the lights and monitor the game board on Jeopardy! On Thursdays and Fridays, they head across the alley and do the same on Wheel. After the 2019 All-Star Games, the players and staff threw a party across the way at Stage 11 and took turns spinning the wheel.

         It is here that contestants have long been swept up by the force of nature that is Maggie Speak—who, in case you were wondering, says she demolished All-Stars Brad Rutter and Leonard Cooper at Wheel. Fast-talking, razor-sharp, and quick to cut the tension with a laugh, she is, by virtue of being the primary decision maker as to who makes it onto the show, perhaps the most powerful person in all of Jeopardy!-dom. Speak grew up in Hollywood and began working on game shows while still a teenager. Eventually, she joined the short-lived children’s version Jep! and the Jeff Probst–hosted Rock & Roll Jeopardy! before being snatched up by the mother ship, and there she has remained. Before retiring at the tail end of Season 36, Speak had been running Jeopardy! auditions for more than twenty years.

         For many contestants, she is both the first and last person they will encounter in the Jeopardy! world, and at Jeopardy! events she is usually crowded by players, both former and aspiring, clamoring for a hug; she seems, however improbably, to recognize each, asking after new babies and demanding promises to say hello to absent spouses. In return, many contestants call her “Aunt Maggie.”

         On tape days, she and the other members of the contestant department not only read players in on the show, but also counsel them during and after their games. When Jeopardy! goes to commercial, a small pack of people can often be seen in the telecast descending on the contestants. Speak is usually among them, and she spends the duration of the break carpet-bombing them with pleasantries to keep them loose and counseling those who may have run into some sort of trouble: You’re a little early on the buzzer, maybe, or Try holding it this way, or perhaps a plain old, Take a deep breath, hon—everyone is “hon” to Speak—you’ve got this.

         Traci Mack, who taped in late 2019, felt nothing but confidence as she prepared to play. That changed the moment she stepped onto the stage for her game and, as she waited for the theme song to start, suddenly found herself in the grips of a full-blown anxiety attack. “Maggie came over to me,” she says, “and just hugged me and talked to me about my daughter until I calmed down.”

         Speak “makes a lot of jokes,” says Mack. “And she shows you a shirtless picture of Alex Trebek.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         



Jeopardy!’s Biggest Loser

            According to Andy Saunders of the blog The Jeopardy! Fan, 26.25 percent of contestants between September 2003 and November 2019 won at least one game—meaning that 73.75 percent of contestants lost their very first game. Losing, in short, is a fact of life on Jeopardy!

            But it’s one thing to lose, and quite another to lose badly. Just ask Heather Chapman.

            Chapman was in labor when her cell phone rang. Desperate for something to take her mind off childbirth, she answered, and on the other end was Maggie Speak, asking if Chapman could come on Jeopardy! in three weeks. “I thought I was high,” Chapman says. “I thought there was something in the epidural.”

            And then, pumped up with endorphins, she said yes. Speak—by then aware of what was happening on Chapman’s end—asked if, given the circumstances, she was sure she wanted to do it.

            “I remember thinking, Oh man, this my chance,” says Chapman, who had already auditioned once before and not heard back. “They’re never going to call me again.”

            Three weeks, one birth, many diapers, and not a lot of sleep later, Chapman traveled from her home in Lexington, Kentucky, to Los Angeles with her mother in tow. Hers was the last game of the day, against Martin Truong and defending champion Dan Pawson, who would finish with a nine-game winning streak and win the following year’s Tournament of Champions.

            Things started to go wrong for Chapman almost immediately. She saw that the categories weren’t ones she knew well: geometry, Catholicism, weapons. But she knew she had to try, and she buzzed in over and over, wrong more often than right. The worse things got, the more aggressive she knew she had to be, and ten times she rang in first, only to guess the wrong answer. She lost $2,000 on a Daily Double. Once, she even forgot to start an answer with the requisite “What is…,” leading Trebek to chide her.

            Chapman’s final score: negative $6,200—at the time, a record for the worst performance ever. (Stephanie Hull’s negative $6,800 from March 2015 is the current record.) Players who finish Double Jeopardy! with a negative score aren’t allowed to participate in Final Jeopardy!, and so, not even twenty minutes after the chaos began, Chapman was led to a chair just offstage to watch as her two opponents finished the game without her, feeling, she says, “the weight of hundreds of eyes” on the back of her head.

            After the game, Chapman, who was awarded the third-place prize of $1,000, and her mother left the studio. “We went to a Starbucks down the street and I just started sobbing,” says Chapman. “When it’s something you’ve wanted to do your whole life, and then it goes that badly—not just regular bad, but epically bad?”

            The tears kept coming, and she felt a hand patting her on the back. “I thought it was my mother at first,” she says, but gradually realized it was someone else—a stranger, apparently homeless, sharing the Starbucks patio. “He kept saying, ‘It’s going to be okay, whatever it is.’ And then I felt like the biggest jerk in the world, because what are my problems compared to this guy’s?”

            The loss had been embarrassing enough, she says, but perhaps worse was knowing that it would be on TV for everyone to see a couple of months later. The night her episode was set to air, she and a friend went to a local bar—in search, Chapman says, of “a little Dutch courage”—and had a server tune one of the TVs to Jeopardy! Gradually, the people around them caught on and started sending shots her way. “Desperate times, desperate measures,” she says.

            Chapman has heard that in the years since her game, Speak has mentioned her in pregame orientations as a proud example of a contestant who went down swinging. “I don’t know if I would recommend that strategy,” says Chapman, laughing. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

            In the end, she got some game-show redemption: In 2019, Chapman won $20,000 on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire.





         Before they play, players are first given a crash course in showbiz. In the green room, they’re touched up with makeup and walked through the basics. You may not swear. You may not wager $69 or $666. And, for the rest of the day, you may not go to the bathroom by yourself.

         While popular memory of the 1950s quiz-show scandals may have faded, the federal law prohibiting trivial skulduggery has not. As a result, Jeopardy! maintains a rigid division between contestants and all those who work with the clues. It’s not just the writers who are siloed from players: So too is Trebek. The host’s review of the clues each morning effectively bars him from mingling with the day’s contestants, given he knows what awaits them in their games.

         As a result, the grand total of time that most players get with Trebek is what happens on-screen during their episode, plus the moment it takes to pose beside him for a photo onstage—one they’re reasonably likely to use as their profile picture on social media for the next decade or three. The first question former contestants get is almost always something about Trebek: What is he really like? Thank Van Doren for the fact that the host remains an enigma. And thank him, too, for the fact that the Jeopardy! staff doesn’t let contestants roam the set. If you’ve gotta go, you’re escorted to the facilities and straight back.

         Eventually, contestants are led three by three to the stage, where someone—usually Jimmy McGuire, a member of the globetrotting Clue Crew that provides on-location video clues—stands in as host of a mock game. This exists purely for players to get a handle on the buzzer; producers sub them out just as soon as they think they’ve got the rhythm.

         By this point, contestants have had ample time to size one another up, identifying those they absolutely do not want to face: the ones who nailed the buzzer every time they rang in during the practice game or who not-so-subtly let slip that they won a collegiate quiz bowl title. Then there’s the small matter of the returning champion, who has been peeing under surveillance for at least a day now and perhaps looked just a little too comfortable on the green room couch.

         On this day, Mike Upchurch is lounging on the couch, too. Like Lou, he came to the studio the day before and got bumped to the second round of taping. Unlike Lou, who is eager to study the fresh batch of competition, Upchurch relaxes next to reigning two-day champion Aaron Goetsch while the producers walk this second group of players through the same policies he heard the day before, with Speak spiritedly mimicking Trebek’s Canadianisms—“Oh, soo-rry” is a favorite—just as she had the first time.

         Upchurch, forty-eight, says he had wanted to be a contestant for as long as he could remember, but it never seemed like something that might actually happen. “Well, sure, I want to be on Jeopardy!” he remembers thinking. “I want to be an astronaut, too.”

         After years of taking the online test, he was finally invited to an audition in the fall of 2019. Two weeks later, as he and his wife were—what else?—watching Jeopardy! at home in Chicago, Upchurch glanced at his email and saw a message from a producer asking him to call back.

         Now here he is on the set for the second day in a row. A few days earlier, he’d woken up in the middle of the night, suddenly desperate to remember the capital of Hungary. “Then when I remembered it,” he says, “I was like, well, shit, now I need to remember the capitals of Romania and Serbia and Croatia and the Czech Republic and Slovakia…” Sleep, in short, had been hard to come by.

         He initially found his fellow contestants intimidating. “Something like this, a bucket list item, you can’t help but feel a little bit of impostor syndrome,” he says. “Sitting in the green room I heard a lot of ‘I have a PhD’ and ‘My wife’s a PhD candidate’ and I heard Stanford and I heard Berkeley. Even more intimidating were the ones who were not even thirty. I’m like, what have I done with my life?”

         But sitting in the audience and silently playing along the day before, he realized that it was the same old game he’d been watching since, as he puts it, he was “a bumpkin in North Carolina.” By day two, he was ready.

         When it’s time to play, all the day’s contestants are led into the studio audience. The Jeopardy! studio fits about 160 people, but all is not as it seems on TV. The right half of the audience facing the stage (that is, stage left) is filled with contestants waiting to be called up for their game. Their plus-ones—spouses, parents, friends—are seated in the left half along with any civilians who’ve snagged tickets, which are free and generally spoken for within minutes of release.

         Contestants are given strict instructions not to acknowledge, or even so much as look at, their guests while they wait for their turn to play. “My family would just loudly proclaim things knowing that I could actually hear them,” says Mack. “Like, ‘Well, I hope Traci knows that…’ My family is not the kind of family who would be quiet.”

         During high-stakes tournaments like the All-Star Games and 2020 Greatest of All Time tournament, the public is replaced by Jeopardy! staff and network executives to prevent spoilers. On a normal day, though, there are no binding nondisclosure agreements for audience members—the only thing stopping them from spilling the beans before the episodes air is respect for the institution. Call it dork solidarity.

         The champion and the first two challengers, whose names are called at random, take their places behind the podiums. Behind each is a hydraulic lift meant to raise shorter contestants so that all three players seem to be the same height on camera.

         These are a relatively recent innovation: When five-foot-one Pam Mueller played six-foot-six Frank Spangenberg in 2005’s Ultimate Tournament of Champions, she stood on a stack of three boxes, while producers joked about removing a floor panel and having Spangenberg play in a hole. “In the old days when I first went out there,” remembers Spangenberg, who says he feels for those who’ve had to play next to “a big galumphing guy” like him, “it really was a wooden box.”

         Spangenberg holds a rather unusual Jeopardy! distinction. While post-taping spoilers from the audience are exceptionally rare—the clip of thirty-two-time champion James Holzhauer’s 2019 loss to Emma Boettcher, for example, leaked in video form the night before it aired, suggesting it came from an affiliate station and not from the audience members who witnessed it in real time months earlier—that’s not always the case. News of Ken Jennings losing his seventy-fifth game leaked just after it taped in 2004, so when he returned for the first time to play in the Ultimate Tournament of Champions the following year, producers were extra cautious. As a result, Spangenberg, who was called in as an alternate for the finals match among Jennings, Rutter, and Jerome Vered, might be the only person who’s ever had the Jeopardy! audience all to himself.

         With the three players ready onstage, the producers and judges take their seats at the long table to the left of the set. It’s finally time to play.

         
            *  *  *

         

         


The World According to

Frank Spangenberg

            It took the Grand Canyon to finally convince Frank Spangenberg that things might not ever go back to normal.

            He was hiking along the South Rim when a woman cleared a nearby ridge, exposing her to the winding siena gorges he had been traversing.

            “Oh my God!” she gasped. “Oh my God!”

            Spangenberg nodded, taking in the splendor of the canyon himself—until the woman clarified what had her so impressed.

            “Oh my God,” she said again. “You’re Frank Spangenberg!”

            Says Spangenberg, resigned, “It’s better to be known as a Jeopardy! champion than to be known as an ax murderer.”

            When Spangenberg—whose imposing stature, New York twang, and thick handlebar mustache (he maintains it to this day) make him easily identifiable—turned up on the Jeopardy! soundstage in September 1989, he wasn’t so much in search of glory as trying to give his co-workers a break.

            He was just beginning his career with the Transit Police (now Transit Bureau) in Brooklyn, working steady four-to-twelves (4:00 p.m. to 12:00 a.m. shifts). Every night at 7:00, the officers would switch on Jeopardy!, each chipping in a quarter and giving the pool to whoever got Final Jeopardy! right. Spangenberg won so often that his fellow officers soon refused to play with him.
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