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To Paula



‘For knowledge itself is power.’

(FRANCIS BACON)

‘If it rained knowledge, I’d hold out my hand; but I would not give myself the trouble to go in quest of it.’

(SAMUEL JOHNSON)

‘It is a good thing for an uneducated man to read books of quotations.’

(SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL)





Introduction

Some years ago I went to the launch of a book of essays about football, a copy of which you may well own, since it later sold in the sort of quantities that made rival publishers weep with anger. Many of the country’s best and brightest young writers were at the launch, as well as a newspaper executive who had recently fired me, a TV commentator who said ‘fuck’ a lot and all the usual frauds, bores and hangers-on. After wandering around for a while wishing I was dead, I persuaded the contributor who had invited me to introduce me to the book’s editor, a slight, balding figure who had recently enjoyed a notable success with another book about football, and has since become one of the richest and most widely admired novelists on the planet. We shall call him ‘Nick’.

‘Ah, “Nick”,’ said my friend to the doyen, ‘can I introduce you to Marcus Berkmann, who’s an old friend of mine?’

‘Nick’ turned round and looked at me. I burbled some heartfelt appreciation of his previous bestseller, although I don’t think he heard a word. ‘Nick’ was staring at me in the way that headmasters stare at you after you have narrowly failed to burn down the science block. My burbling subsided. There was an awkward silence.

‘I know you,’ said ‘Nick’. ‘You were in the team that beat us every week in the quiz at the Cock Tavern.’

‘Was I?’ I began, delighted by this information, for this would mean that we had something in common. But ‘Nick’ had already turned away to talk to someone else. Had I said another word, I would have been addressing the back of his head. The conversation was at an end. I had been dismissed. I had been a member of a team that had regularly beaten his team in the quiz at the Cock Tavern on Great Portland Street, London W1, in late 1991 and early 1992. Three years later he was still furious about it. Fame and glory had embraced him since, but those Cock Tavern wounds had not healed. I was astonished. After all, we hadn’t won the quiz every week. Sometimes we had come second.

I should stress that this ‘Nick’ is renowned in media circles and beyond for his kindness, generosity and good nature. I have actually met him since, in different circumstances, and liked him a lot, although I didn’t quite have the courage to remind him of our earlier meeting. For pub quizzes were clearly his Achilles heel. (Had Achilles ever taken part in a pub quiz, I believe he would have been equally put out, especially if questions had come up about his heel, of which he obviously knew nothing. Similar problems have been faced by characters in EastEnders whenever the Queen Vic has held a quiz. For only in Albert Square’s legendary boozer could there be a pub quiz without any questions about EastEnders. Asking which actor used to play Arthur Fowler, for example, would be met only by blank looks, and dropped points all round.)

Does it matter that we usually beat ‘Nick’ and his team? Of course it does. If it didn’t, none of us would have bothered to turn up every week, and I wouldn’t have remembered that it was in late 1991 and early 1992 without having to look it up. Just because quizzes aren’t important doesn’t mean they don’t matter. As it is, I believe ‘Nick’ had his finger on the nation’s pulse as always. (Indeed, it’s probably just as well for me that he didn’t think of writing this book before I did.)

For the pub quiz is a far broader social phenomenon that it is often given credit for. In its quiet, undemonstrative way – and in a relatively short time – it has become a cornerstone of British cultural life. Football makes all the money. Literature, cinema and the plastic arts hog the column inches. Television fuels the most pub conversations. But what are these people doing in the pub, as they discuss the latest reality show they pretend they don’t watch? Waiting for the quiz to start, of course. According to someone I heard on Radio 4 (always a good source of quiz questions) more than half of all licensed premises in the UK now hold regular quizzes. Thousands upon thousands of people take part, answering questions on football, literature, cinema and television, not to mention Henry VIII’s six wives. (The first? The last? The longest lived? The shortest marriage? The first to bear him a child? The one whose heart was hidden in a church in Thetford, Suffolk, for three hundred years? The only one who, when she married him, was both a widow and a virgin?)1

To the heaving mass of non-quizzers, this may seem a daft way to pass the time. Who cares who won the League Cup in 1972?2 Such knowledge doesn’t feed the soul, and it certainly won’t feed the family. But you might as well ask why people love crown green bowls or Curly Wurlys or anything that has no practical value. For most of us the pub quiz is a weekly social ritual that just happens to involve answering several dozen quiz questions. We don’t really know why we do it, and we don’t much care. But we do know that the chemical symbol for tungsten is W.

Do not be deceived by outward appearances. Within its narrow bounds, a pub quiz is a serious business. Fifteen, maybe twenty pounds may be at stake. Your knowledge of international car registration letters will be tested to its very limit. Answers that you were sure were right will turn out to be wrong. Answers you knew to be wrong but did not dare say so will turn out to be wrong. Drink will dull your senses and ruin your digestion. By the end of the evening you will be grinding your teeth with the frustration of it all, and rushing to the toilet every seven-and-a-half minutes. Then a week later you and your friends will come back and do the same thing all over again.

This pattern is repeated in pubs and clubs across the British Isles, in quiz leagues and cups and plates and shields, in grand celebrity quizzes for charity, in money-raising quizzes in church and village halls and schools; and by extension, in abstruse quizzes by mail and on the internet, in newspapers and magazines and kids’ comics, and in inconsequential conversations between friends. What breed of dog was Scooby Doo?3 For every person who immediately knows the answer, there are three more who will say it’s on the tip of their tongue (‘No, don’t tell me, I’ll get it in a minute’). Only a few crabbed individuals, narrow of mind and stony of heart, will turn their noses up and ask why anyone could possibly be interested in such a thing. But then not everyone watched Scooby Doo as a child. Maybe something more interesting was on the other side at the same time.

Some people, though, will never get it, and they tend to be the people we don’t see quite so often nowadays. It certainly does not pay to attend your local quiz with doubters and sceptics. For quizzing is not a dignified pastime. If it weren’t bad enough sitting around a small table filling in answer sheets – echoes of teenage exam horror are impossible to dispel – there are the behaviour patterns that even the humblest pub quiz seems to generate. The passion to compete does odd things to the brain’s chemistry. Polite, amiable people become aggressive and voluble, while those of us already blessed with forceful natures become drooling, barking monsters. All the frustrations of the day are forgotten for a few hours – but in the process, all the emotions that have been repressed come pouring out, simply because you can’t remember which Roman road ran from London to York.4 When you awake the following morning you are amazed your knuckles are not raw and bleeding. After all, they had been dragging along the floor for much of the previous evening.

Sometimes you want to win so much your eyes nearly pop out. Being British, of course, we all pretend we are taking part for the sake of taking part, but everyone knows that that went out with long trousers at Wimbledon. It’s the sort of buzz top-level professional sportsmen experience all the time. Sadly, few of us are top-level professional sportsmen. All we have are our large, fact-packed brains, distended by years of miscellaneous schooling. Unfortunately we live in possibly the only country in the world that disapproves of outward signs of braininess. Only in the English language is there the phrase ‘too clever by half’. We have always preferred the slightly dim amateur, the plucky failure, the bespectacled halfwit whose ski-jumps are measured in centimetres rather than metres.

Within these skulls, our oversized brains throb with frustration. We know the only two South American countries that are landlocked.5 But what is the use of such a fact unless we can share it with others? All the knowledge in the world is worthless if you can’t display it in front of your friends and rivals. Showing off is a natural human impulse. Only a lucky few can run multinational companies or appear regularly on Radio 4. The rest of us must find an alternative means of expression. The pub quiz might be heaven-sent for the purpose.

For we all need to play. ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy,’ as our parents used to tell us when they wanted us to go away and leave them alone. These days, all work and no play makes Jack a snarling psychopath who screams at drivers on motorways and conducts a fumbling affair with his PA. Adult life has become so unforgiving, so weighed down with responsibility, that we are apt to forget our need to play, or at least, to underestimate its importance. Here the pub quiz comes into its own, providing hard-fought competition that manages to be both deadly serious and completely meaningless. You also see your friends and drink lots of nice nourishing beer.

Perhaps we should not be too surprised that this remains a very British thing. When I was researching and writing this book in 1998–9, I tracked down pub quizzes, or their local equivalents, in Australia and New Zealand, in South Africa and several old British colonies in Africa, in Hong Kong and Gibraltar. There were and are thriving pub quizzes in Ireland, and in so-called Irish pubs in the US, where they tend to be called ‘trivia’. But the phenomenon is essentially restricted to countries where English is spoken in a broadly unAmerican way. A friend of mine who was then living in Prague said he had heard of a quiz there and I asked him to go and have a look. On a seedy sidestreet he found a cellar bar, dark, smoky, faintly terrifying. He wriggled his way through a crowd of regulars down a labyrinth of poky passages to a back room where a middle-aged man was speaking into a muffled and barely functioning microphone. ‘Round one, question one,’ he said in a south London accent. ‘And here’s a nice easy one to start.’

What has changed in the intervening years is the public profile of the quiz. This may have been helped by the unfeasible popularity of Who Wants To Be A Millionaire? and The Weakest Link on television. Both programme formats have been sold all around the world, and you would still struggle, in most countries, to switch on a television in a hotel room without seeing the local Anne Robinson sneering at punters in between rounds. But it may just be that the quiz has found its time. In my original introduction to this book I wrote, ‘Pub quizzes suffer from what marketing men … would call an image problem. Words like “anorak” are commonly bandied about, for this is not a glamorous pursuit. Naomi Campbell and Giorgio Armani are rarely seen in my local pub, the Prince of Wales, although someone from The Bill has been known to drop by … For all sorts of fundamental reasons quizzing will never be fashionable. In the hierarchy of hipness, we look up to supermodels, fashion designers and trip-hop sound collectives from Bristol, and we look down on people who wear Star Trek uniforms in their spare time. This is our lot in life, and we accept this.’ But I don’t think this applies any longer. (Trip-hop sound collectives: remember them?) While Naomi still hasn’t made it up the hill from Archway station (catch the 210, 143 or 271 from the bus stop on the roundabout), and Giorgio is invariably otherwise engaged, there is no longer the sense that quizzing is ‘the silent subculture, possibly the only one left that dares not speak its name’. Pub quizzes have come out of the closet. All sorts of people who wouldn’t have imagined going to a quiz ten years ago are now utterly hooked. They have discovered that quizzes offer a licence to play and show off and behave like vile know-all children prone to sulks and violent mood swings, all at negligible expense and without fear of public disclosure. Here is that inner child of whom psychiatrists speak. Only in this case it’s the inner swot.

This book, which originally appeared in 1999 under the title Brain Men, is an attempt to make sense of it all. I have resisted the temptation to rewrite it all with bags of 2008 hindsight, so please forgive its occasional datedness and galloping naivety. But I think it still asks the right questions and, more pertinently, answers them, offering occasional bonus points to check that you have been paying attention. It delves back into quizzing history (should we have opened the box, or taken the money?). It marvels at the worldwide phenomenon that was Trivial Pursuit, and wishes it had thought of it first. It sits rapt in front of Fifteen-To-One, which was then in its glory days, and switches on the answering machine during University Challenge. And it supplies a handful of smart aleck questions for you to steal when you come to set your own quiz – which you will, if you haven’t done so already. For once you have succumbed to the lure of quiz, you can never break free. Ask ‘Nick’, if you dare.

Marcus Berkmann, June 2007
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Quiz


‘The brain that doesn’t feed itself, eats itself.’

(Gore Vidal)




Somewhere around 1780 – no one is sure of the precise date, or whether any of this happened at all – a Dublin theatre manager named Daly laid a small wager. Within twenty-four hours, he said, he could introduce into the language a word that had absolutely no meaning whatsoever. We don’t know who accepted his wager, but whoever it was cannot have known about the large consignment of paint Mr Daly obviously had salted away for the purpose. For overnight the word ‘quiz’ came to be daubed on almost every prominent wall in the city. Dubliners were intrigued. What could it mean? By tea-time the curious monosyllable was on everyone’s lips. Accordingly, Mr Daly won his bet and the word entered the language, suitably defined as a person who banters or chaffs another. The poor fool who lost the bet presumably felt well and truly quizzed.

Words rarely stay in one place for long, and soon any odd or eccentric person was being called a quiz. On 24 June 1782, a bright summer’s day tempered by a fresh easterly wind, Madame d’Arblay wrote in her diary, ‘He’s a droll quiz, and I rather like him.’ Sixteen years later in Northanger Abbey Jane Austen wrote: ‘Where did you get that quiz of a hat?’ As yet there was no direct reference to tie-breakers or ‘scores on the doors’, but the word mutated again in the early 19th century, when it came to mean a practical joke, a hoax or a piece of humbug. Sir Walter Scott in 1810: ‘I am impatient to know if the whole be not one grand blunder or quiz.’ Nearly two hundred years later, thousands of failed contestants on Fifteen-To-One would know exactly how he felt.

It was not until 1867 that the modern meaning of ‘quiz’ finally asserted itself. On 26 December of that year (brisk northerly breeze, scattered showers dying out later) the American philosopher and psychologist William James offered the following sage advice to a colleague: ‘Occasional review articles, etc., perhaps giving “quizzes” in anatomy and physiology … may help you along.’ The modern reader will be struck by his slightly tentative use of inverted commas, which may have been brought on by an excess of Christmas pudding. And yet by the end of the century, all the word’s previous meanings had fallen into disuse. William James, incidentally, was the elder brother of the novelist Henry James. How he would have marvelled that, just 130 years later, so many people would know his sibling’s name as the answer to a quiz question, without having read or having any intention of reading his notoriously indigestible books.

The concept of quizzing, of course, long predates the word. Ever since man could read and write, he has been compelling others to sit down and answer questions on subjects they know nothing about. The main problem in the early years of education was that there wasn’t much to know, and most people didn’t know it anyway. For several centuries they filled in with riddles, which exercised the minds of the intelligent but idle in much the same way that The Times crossword does today. The Venerable Bede, also destined to become a regular quiz answer, was an especially enthusiastic riddler, and recorded many for the benefit of his fellow monks. One can imagine the chortles of devoted laughter that echoed through the monasteries of Northumberland whenever the latest Bede rib-tickler started doing the rounds.

The world’s first quiz question proper, though, may have been that posed by the Sphinx of Greek mythology. As all schoolboys know, this Sphinx was quite different from the Egyptian sphinx, with the head and breasts of a woman, the body of a dog, the wings of a bird, the paws of a lion and the tail of a serpent. She had a human voice and was thought to be the daughter of Orthos, the two-headed dog of Geryon, presumably because no one else stepped forward to take responsibility. She settled near Thebes, and made her living by setting the inhabitants riddles and eating anyone who could not solve them. The oracles told the Thebans that she would die if anyone could come up with a solution to this particular tie-breaker:


What goes on four feet, on two feet, and three,

But the more feet it goes on the weaker it be?




Generations of optimistic Thebans gave it a try, usually at hours of the day that the Sphinx came to call ‘lunchtime’ and ‘dinnertime’. After decades of zero population growth, a Theban named Oedipus finally hit upon the answer. The creature, he explained, was a man, who crawls on all fours as an infant, walks upright as a grown man, and supports himself with a stick in old age. The Sphinx, her bluff called, threw herself to death from a rock, thus setting an example to anguished quizmasters throughout the ages.

Oedipus can barely have known what he had started, although as he inadvertently married his mother shortly afterwards, he probably did not have much time to dwell on it. Nonetheless, the inclination to quiz seems to have caught on. Plutarch says that Homer died of chagrin when he could not solve a riddle – not a bad story, especially when you consider that almost nothing else is known of Homer at all. Three or four centuries later Plato constructed a long and fruitful philosophical career around a series of question-and-answer sessions which subsequently became known as the Socratic dialogues. ‘How can this, that, and the other cat all be one thing – e.g. black?’ asks Socrates, who has actually been executed several years before, but no matter. ‘Each distinct cat participates in the unique Form of Blackness,’ says Plato, who must have the answer sheet hidden under the table. It’s a little tame by the standards of the Prince of Wales, but the seeds of quiz culture – and of Western thought – lie within. Socrates, incidentally, later featured prominently in Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure, along with Sigmund Freud, Napoleon Bonaparte, Genghis Khan and Keanu Reeves.

If you are a fundamentalist Christian, and believe that the world was created within six days, you may have different ideas about what constituted the world’s first quiz question. In Genesis 2:18, having created the Garden of Eden, and sent Adam in to mow the lawn, the Lord God decides that it is not good for the man to be alone. So from the earth he forms all the wild animals and all the birds of the air. Then he brings them to Adam and – here’s the tricky bit – asks him to give them their names. ‘No, I’ve nearly got it,’ says Adam, clicking his fingers in frustration. ‘Tip of my tongue. Is it an okapi?’

Man gets his own back in Genesis 18 when God is set to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for general wickedness. Fortunately Abraham is on hand with some tricky teasers. ‘Will you really sweep away innocent and wicked together? Suppose there are fifty innocent in the city; will you really sweep it away, and not pardon the place because of the fifty innocent lives?’ Hmm, says God, and agrees that if there are fifty such people in Sodom, perhaps he will spare the burning sulphur for the time being. But what if there are forty-five? says Abraham. All right, says God, if there are forty-five I’ll spare them. How about forty? says Abraham, with the bit between his teeth. Thus history’s first-ever Dutch auction proceeds, centuries before anything will be described as ‘Dutch’. You may not consider these to be quiz questions as such, but seasoned quizzers will recognise God’s predicament. Those numerical questions really can trip you up. How many England caps did Bobby Charlton win precisely?1

Chief quizzer among the disciples, of course, was Simon that shall be called Peter (which upsets everyone called Simon to this day). In Matthew 16 Jesus asks his disciples ‘Who do people say the Son of Man is?’ (This is the first recorded instance of ‘a nice easy one to start’.) ‘Some say John the Baptist,’ they answer. ‘Others say Elijah, others Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.’ When in doubt, give a selection of possible answers. You never know, one of them might be right.

Jesus, though, remains a step ahead. ‘And you?’ he asks them. ‘Who do you say I am?’ A nasty one, in what, to all intents and purposes, has become an individual round. Only Simon Peter has the answer. ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God!’ he announces, confident that the points are in the bag. Jesus is delighted. ‘Simon son of Jonah, you are favoured indeed!’ he cries. ‘You did not learn that from any human being; it was revealed to you by my heavenly Father.’ The other disciples, of course, are furious. If God had told them too, they would have been able to answer on cue just as Simon Peter did. Not only the New Testament’s first quiz question, then, but its first cheating scandal as well. You’ll notice that when Jesus asks, rather later, ‘Why have you forsaken me, Father?’, he doesn’t get any reply at all.

The historical perspective, though, is always short on answers; instead it just supplies more and more questions. ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? ’ asked Juvenal around nineteen hundred years ago, to general silence. Or, to quote Samuel Johnson, ‘There are innumerable questions to which the inquisitive mind can in this state receive no answer: Why do you and I exist? Why was this world created? Since it was to be created, why was it not created sooner?’ Mr Daly, if he existed, if he ever made that bet, and if the word really was ‘quiz’ and not ‘spam’ or ‘erotomania’, can hardly have imagined the consequences of his idle jape. His story does, however, make an excellent quiz question, which is roughly where we came in.
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Trivia1



‘What dire offence from am’rous causes springs

What mighty contests rise from trivial things.’

(Alexander Pope)




It is in man’s nature to quiz, but only recently has it also been in his diary. If we could be bothered, we could probably trace the origins of quizzing back to the very dawn of civilisation, when dinosaurs roamed the earth and cave paintings turned out to be the bonus round. And yet the quiz culture that now prevails, offering facts laced with hangovers to an ever-growing proportion of the population, is still in its infancy. Before the mid-1970s the pub quiz did not exist. If you had walked into your local to find a man behind a microphone reading out general knowledge questions, you would probably have called the police. Pubs were as everyone over forty fondly remembers them: deserted and a bit grimy. Bar billiards was still considered a dangerous innovation, while the ‘pub grub’ consisted of yesterday’s pork pie that someone else had not quite managed to finish.

So if earth’s history were compacted into a single calendar year, quiz culture has grown up in the time it takes to put the kettle on. Fortunately everything that happens in the world these days, no matter how fatuous, is documented in exhaustive detail. As a result we can trace the provenance of quiz culture back to a single cathartic event, a moment of such divine inspiration that it seems inconceivable that choirs of angels were not on hand to witness it. Or TV crews, which shows how much else has changed since then.

In 1979 in Montreal, two journalists with enormous moustaches were playing Scrabble. Details of the game have never been released, but it seems reasonable to assume that someone else had just put down AXOLOTL on a triple-word square, as someone else always does. It is at moments like these that so many of us decide that Scrabble is not the game for us, and that we do not care whether ‘oont’ is an Anglo-Indian dialect term for camel, or not. But whatever the provocation, Scott Abbot and Chris Haney decided that they had had enough of the venerable board game, and they could do something better. With their journalistic training, and luxuriant facial hair, they should be able to devise a workable board-game that would make them multi-millionaires.

It’s a common delusion, to which most keen board-game players succumb from time to time. Entranced by the prospect of limitless wealth, you waste months fiddling around with dice and counters and hand-drawn boards, and writing a 150-page rule book no one else will ever read. Finally the prototype is ready. You test it out on friends and relatives, none of whom have the heart to tell you quite how boring it is, or why they are all moving to distant cities and not leaving a forwarding address. But you plug away at it, refining and adjusting, when you should be ripping up and burning, until one day you realise, in a blinding revelation, that this may be the most foolish and least efficacious way of making a fast buck ever devised, and that you would be better off selling hard drugs on rundown housing estates, just like everyone else.

Abbot and Haney were the exception that makes a mockery of the rule. Almost alone of board-game ideas over the past forty years, theirs was a winner. With a confidence born of apparently limitless naivety, they formed a holding company with Haney’s brother John and set about refining their concept. Crucial to the package were 6,000 general knowledge questions which they researched, wrote and rewrote many times over the next couple of years. They found investors, each of whom stumped up $1,000 for a share of the nascent corporation. Abbot and the Haneys must have been very convincing. Can you imagine stumping up a thousand dollars to underwrite the certain failure of a rotten board-game devised by two Canadians with enormous moustaches? You’d set the dogs on them.

Nonetheless, in May 1982, the first blue boxes of Trivial Pursuit™ appeared in Canadian toy stores. No one gave them an earthly chance. The game broke all the rules. It wasn’t a video game, which was about the only sort of game that was selling at the time. It was aimed unequivocally at adults, who had never been known to buy board-games before (although Twister was still doing good business). And it was insultingly expensive. Trivial PursuitTM (never forget that little TM mark, because their lawyers certainly don’t) initially sold at retail between $30 and $40, some two or three times the price of your average box of Totopoly. Wise heads were shaken, and tuts tutted.

But what do men know of marketing, who only marketing know? Canadians, having little else to do, went mad for the new game. Boxes flew off shelves. By Christmas 1982 sales had surpassed 100,000, in a market where 10,000 would have constituted a result. A few stray boxes soon found their way into New York stores, and out of them just as quickly. No Canadian export since Captain Kirk had made such an impact. By positioning their game as a ‘premium product’ Abbot and Haney had (probably unwittingly) caught the tenor of the times. ‘The backgammon of the ’80s,’ burbled one newspaper, forgetting that the backgammon of the ’80s was, in fact, backgammon. New York dinner parties were instantly awash with trivia. Guests were bolting down their food, anxious to get on with the real business of the evening. The Wall Street Journal published a fulsome profile of the moustaches, who were already looking marginally better groomed. Their company, Horn Abbot, rushed out new versions of the game to cash in. Silver Screen came in a luminous silver box, while Sports was an emetic orange. By November 1983, as the first copies of the British version crept into a few expensive London stores, sales in the US and Canada were approaching three and a half million. What is the plural of mongoose? Do mosquitoes have teeth? Over the next few years we would hear these and other questions again and again, and come to regret that we had ever heard the words ‘Trivial’ or ‘Pursuit’.2

There were no doubt excellent marketing reasons for the worldwide success of Trivial Pursuit. It was the right product (flash, overpriced) for the right time. It was cleverly designed and skilfully promoted, rendered fashionable by artful PR manipulation and buckets of well-matured bullshit. Unfortunately, as a game, which after all was its primary function, Trivial Pursuit was a bit of a pudding. Which, at dinner parties, was also what it tended to replace, to the frustration and disappointment of the greedier guests.

The game’s primary flaw was its randomness. Some players could wander the board for several days without getting a sniff of a ‘cheese’ square, while others picked up three or four cheeses in one go. In time most players became skilled at jumping between the Throw Again squares, answering as few questions as possible and loitering within range of the required cheese square until luck turned their way. Any game that uses dice depends to some extent on good fortune, but with Trivial Pursuit a game could be over before it had started if someone was on a roll. Or to be precise, a game could be over before you had started, which wasn’t on at all. We all wanted to win Trivial Pursuit, and a few people almost expected to. And someone who knew nothing about anything usually managed to instead.

So, by a strange process of social osmosis, it gradually became accepted that the game was crap but the questions were the thing. People would say, ‘Let’s junk the game and just ask each other the questions.’ Cheeses ceased to matter, as did the argument over whether they should be called cheeses or cakes. (If the little things were cakes, what was the big round thing you put them in? The big cake?) Quiz culture, barely extant, was already beginning to evolve.

Then, suddenly, we knew all the questions. ‘What actor has “Scotland Forever” tattooed on his right arm?’ Yeah, yeah, yeah, that’s Sean Connery. ‘What did James I do to a loin of beef to make it a sirloin of beef?’ Knighted it. Were there any we hadn’t heard before? Knowing the questions gave you an advantage, but not a very satisfying one. On the whole you would just have preferred new questions. And if there were going to be new questions, for God’s sake make them better questions. What you didn’t know was that the British version of Trivial Pursuit had been written in a tearing hurry by a couple of blokes Abbot and the Haneys had met on holiday in Spain. Ray Loud ran a fine art business and Steve Birch, according to the press release of the time, was ‘involved in a bedroom furniture firm’. Professional question-writers they were not, as became apparent the more you played the game.

Some questions were easy, some were difficult. That’s only as it should be. More than a few, though, were impossible. A lot were dull. A fair number were simply wrong. (Q: ‘What is a nanosecond?’ A: ‘A millionth of a second.’) Most irritating of all, perhaps, were the questions that didn’t really mean anything. ‘What is London’s most famous bookshop?’ You would probably say Foyles, but if you had said Dillons, who was to say that you were wrong?

In most households the big blue box eventually gravitated to the top of a cupboard, where it languishes today. You don’t chuck away a Trivial Pursuit: it’s too pleasing an artefact for that. But nor do you open it, let alone play it, from one year to the next. Somehow it wouldn’t seem appropriate. It’s as much of its time as the mullet, or Sir Norman Fowler.

And yet its influence was far-reaching. Trivial Pursuit was the onlie begetter of today’s quiz culture: schoolgirl mother, absent father, judgmental grandparent and ill-informed social worker all rolled into one. We may not have known what it was called. (Ten years later, four out of five pensioners tripped over in the street still insist on calling it ‘Trivial Pursuits’.) We may have been unable to take the cheese out of the cake (or the little cake out of the big cake) without a Swiss Army knife. We may have been driven insane by the constant use of ‘What’ at the start of a question, when human beings would have said ‘Which’. But in the process we discovered something about ourselves we did not know was there. Something deep within our psyches, something primevally swotty, responded to the call of these questions. Which is the only mammal that can’t jump?3 What was Ted Kennedy convicted of in the Chappaquiddick accident?4 Which London theatre boasted the legend ‘We never closed,’ until it did?5

Once you had exhausted these questions, the natural response was to look around and ask, what’s next? Between us, my friends and I bought several Trivial Pursuit-like games, all cruelly expensive and packaged in unnecessarily impressive boxes. Pictionary was the drawing one, Balderdash was the lying one and Outburst, much the best of the lot, was the shouting one, but eventually the primeval urge to answer quiz questions overwhelmed all other considerations. In 1987 my old college friend Terence threw a dinner party in the week between Christmas and New Year, and asked me if I would prepare a brief quiz to keep his guests conscious while his rather weighty food churned through their digestive systems. An interesting challenge, I thought, little realising that I would be producing such quizzes for his post-Yuletide meals for what is now beginning to look like the rest of my life.

Trivial Pursuit’s commercial peak, meanwhile, is long past.6 The game still sells in comfortable quantities, although Hasbro, who manufacture the game under licence in the UK, are strikingly reluctant to reveal how comfortable those quantities are, or indeed anything about the game at all. But Trivial Pursuit has done its job. Quiz culture is up and running, out of copyright, beyond the reach of lawyers, and with no royalties payable to anyone. This may be its most satisfying legacy of all.


3

People and Places


‘War in the old days made men. We have not the same sterling times to live in and must look for other outlets for our energy.’

(Ernest Shackleton)




As the allure of Trivial Pursuit faded in 1986, natural-born quizzers began to look around for new ways to show off their burgeoning general knowledge. At around the same time, manufacturers of video games were seeking to expand beyond their traditional strongholds (seedy amusement arcades, student beer cellars) and tap into a new and potentially lucrative market of sad drunk men in pubs with nothing better to do.

And so the trivia machine was born.

You could call it serendipity. You could call it coincidence. Over the subsequent year or so, more than a few quizheads would come to call it extra unearned income, as they toured the country emptying these machines of their takings. My friend Chris says he quickly ‘discovered a facility’ for them. With a partner-in-quiz he would spend most Friday and Saturday evenings working the pubs of north London, answering the same questions many times over and generally cleaning up. ‘Go in, two halves of lager, ten minutes, fifty quid and out the door,’ was the almost romantic way he described it to the rest of us much later. We thought armed robbers would consider that a fair rate of return. ‘The theory was that other people put the money in during the week, and we took it out at weekends.’ Their largest haul from a single machine was £85, their best evening produced £200, and over about six months they pocketed just over £3,000.

Oddly enough, almost everyone I have asked about this has a similar story to tell. One fellow I know claims to have emptied most of the machines in Yorkshire, while another cut a swathe across the whole south-west of England. Another couple concentrated solely on motorway service stations in an attempt to reduce their mountainous student debts. George Soros personally accounted for all the quiz machines in Glasgow, while Bill Gates annexed wide areas of Lancashire. I was at the Roxy in 1976 on the night the Sex Pistols formed, and Lloyd George knew your father.

Nonetheless, those early machines were famously easy. Variously known as Triv Quiz, Trivia Quiz, Quiz-u-lator and about five hundred other titles, these pioneering consoles gave you a choice of six subjects (People and Places, Pot Luck, Entertainment, Sport, Pop and General Knowledge) and asked you to answer a simple multiple-choice question – press A, B or C – before the time ran out. As an idea it was unbeatable: today most trivia machines still use the same basic format. But the weeny computer memories of 1986 – a year in which the bestselling home computer was the Sinclair 48K Spectrum – limited the database to around 5,000 questions: half the number of Trivial Pursuit. In practice you only had to play a quiz machine four or five times before familiar questions started to reappear. Even if you didn’t know the answers when you started, you soon would. Another problem was the proliferation of blatantly wrong answers on the database. Players encountering these errors for the first time could be forgiven for smashing in the console’s screen with a sledgehammer. After a few games, though, you came to know the machine’s tricks. You could deal with the random misspellings, and the questions that relied on value-judgement rather than immutable fact. For once you had the machine’s number, you usually had its money. Unless, of course, someone else had had its money first.

It took the manufacturers about six months to realise the extent to which they had cocked up. It wasn’t just the brainy obsessives who were clearing them out. Even drunks at the end of a hard evening’s rambling and belching were winning their money back, and no pub landlord likes to see that. There had to be new questions, and they had to be much harder.
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