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INTRODUCTION


by Tom Scott


My favourite parts of hosting Lateral are the lightbulb moments.


Lateral – for those who’ve picked up this book with no context – is a show about weird questions and wonderful answers. Each question sounds bizarre and impenetrable at first, but after our panel of three players have spent a few minutes talking through it, eventually they’ll be able to work out the strange, surreal and (hopefully) satisfying answer. Along the way, they’ll be tearing apart the words and phrasing of the question, making a few deductions and guesses, and no doubt going off on several interesting tangents.


Sometimes the answer will have to be teased out bit by bit, one small deduction at a time. If the players are having trouble, there’ll be a few careful hints along the way . . . which is fine! When I’m the one asking a question, I know we’ll get there in the end. In the whole history of the show, I think there’s only been one or two times when the team have been completely, utterly stumped.


On occasions, there’ll be a moment when a player will stumble across a key bit of insight, or they’ll have an idea that’s sort-of connected to the solution. Maybe they’ll say something that seems completely irrelevant. Right away, I’ll see another player’s eyes widen and they’ll shout, ‘Oh!’ . . . and I’ll know that the entire answer has just appeared in their mind: a complete solution, a bolt from the blue, like a cartoon lightbulb just switched on above their head.


Lateral questions – whether on the show or in this book – never just rely on the ‘regular’ recall of trivia facts. General knowledge and some pop culture smarts do help sometimes, but knowing the exact orders of monarchs, dates of treaties and names of capital cities probably won’t. The best lightbulb moments are the ones that are completely unexpected: when someone known for science nerdery solves a sports question through a bit of connected knowledge, or when a ‘Gen Z’-er suddenly remembers a decades-old pop-culture reference that grandparents quoted to them when they were young.


In this book are 60 brand-new Lateral questions that have never been asked on air, along with the very best of the first 30 episodes of the show. For each, we’ve included not just the basic question and answer but also the additional behind-the-scenes notes that don’t usually make it to broadcast. You have all the pre-prepared hints and clues, in the order that they’re likely to be needed by players. There’s also additional background information that helps to fill in the blanks after the question has been answered, as well as some fascinating extra trivia.


As the host, I get to ask about half of the questions on the show. The rest are brought along by the players, with the help of question editor and producer David Bodycombe. I genuinely have no idea what the players are going to ask. This means that I’ve been able to experience that lightbulb moment myself. When it happens, it feels wonderful. My hope is that, as you read through this book, either yourself or with friends, you get to experience it too.





   



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


With over 100 questions within, there’s plenty of opportunity for Lateral fun, regardless of whether you’re challenging yourself or playing as a group with friends, family or work colleagues.


This book is divided into four difficulty levels. The questions in the easier levels usually require fewer mental leaps to arrive at the right answer. In the harder levels, you may not have as much information given to you, so judicious use of clues and questioning is a must.


At the start of each level are a handful of ‘warm-up’ questions. Use these as a palate cleanser before tucking into the main course, and as a way of introducing yourself or anyone unfamiliar with Lateral to our unique style.


Each question has four sections: the question itself, five clues (ranked from least to most helpful), the essential solution required and background notes.


Most of the material is brand new to this book but we’ve also included some of the best questions from the podcast, marked ‘BEST OF’.


PLAYING BY YOURSELF


If you’re flying solo, here’s how to play. First, read the main question text to yourself. If no inspiration strikes, read clue 1 and see if that helps. Clues either rule out common incorrect answers or point the way to the right line of enquiry. Keep reading the clues every so often until you think you’ve solved the question. (Even if you think you’ve got the right answer, look down the remaining clues just to check.)


If you’re the competitive sort, you can award yourself points for a correct answer on the following basis:




   





	Clues taken

	None

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5





	Points earned

	6

	5

	4

	3

	2

	1













For questions exclusive to this book, Tom has noted down the stage at which he got the question right when he played these questions himself. Can you find the answer as quick as him, or even quicker?


If you need some hints on how to solve a Lateral question, check out our solving tips here.


PLAYING AS A GROUP


Lateral questions are great icebreakers at home, in the office, when travelling, or wherever people gather. Whoever wants to play host should select a poser from the book and read the question aloud twice. While the team begin to confer, if they haven’t already done so, the host should silently read the solution and background notes to themselves, so that they have the key information needed to answer any queries.


It’s up to the host how helpful they want to be. To keep the game moving, the host can – at their discretion – force the team to take the next clue every so often. It could be after an approximate amount of time has passed (e.g., two minutes) or after the team has posed, say, three questions or guesses.


If you want to play competitively, use the same scoring system given above and see what total you can accumulate as a team after (e.g.,) six questions.


For additional advice on how to channel your inner Tom Scott, there’s a guide to playing the ‘question-asker’ role here.







   



TIPS FOR SOLVING A QUESTION


by Tom Scott


Lateral isn’t meant to be a competition, although we’ve certainly had occasional players that think of it that way! Like a lot of panel shows and parlour games, it’s an excuse for a conversation. There’s very little entertainment in finding the answers immediately: ideally, there are plenty of interesting tangents and diversions along the way.


The wonderful thing is that those tangents often help solve the question, too. Questions on Lateral are rarely solved by someone recalling a very specific fact: instead, it’s usually a chain reaction. A joke answer by one player will spark a thought from someone else, which will prompt a third player to tell a story they once heard, which then reminds the first player of something deep in their memory that happens to contain the actual answer. I once opened the discussion on a question by telling what I thought was an irrelevant-but-fun anecdote, an old urban legend. Turns out it wasn’t an urban legend; it was precisely the answer to the question.


If you ever feel stuck, with no idea of how to progress, here are a few other hints:




	Most Lateral questions are based on real events, and may include a date and a place. This is where some general knowledge can come into play. Was there a political, social or technological change around then? If it’s a US event in 1969, it could be a question about the Moon Landings or Woodstock. If it’s France in the eighteenth century, it might well be about the Revolution. You won’t need expert knowledge to solve the question, but general knowledge can be a useful place to start.



	Keep an eye out for sentences where the question writers have been just a little bit vague. If the question says ‘North America’ or ‘in the 1980s’ , ask yourself why no specific country or year is given. Would it be too much of a clue?



	Watch out for any unusual words or phrasing. If the question contains ‘just after landing’, the writer might want you to assume that it’s about a journey on an aircraft. But ‘landing’ can also apply to boats, hovercraft, skydivers and many other things. If a question mentions ‘turning the wheel’ and ‘applying the brakes’, it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s about someone driving a car.



	The questions might include keywords that are designed to spark a discussion. See if you can grab on to any of those handholds and start a conversation about them. So, for example, if the question says ‘an animal at the zoo’, try mentioning a few zoo creatures and see if it leads anywhere.



	The most important advice is to talk. If you’re on your own, talk out loud to yourself, or perhaps have a pen and paper to jot down notes and ideas. When playing as a group, don’t be afraid to say things that might seem irrelevant or strange. As a corollary: if someone says something that’s irrelevant or strange, don’t make fun of them for it. We’ve lost count of the number of times our guests have found the right answer – or something on the road to it – when they’ve said something in jest.











   



LEVEL 1
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WARM-UPS




QUESTION


Where can you find a triangle-shaped square?







CLUES




	You might have had one or two of these as a child.



	Although triangular, they also have a right angle.









(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


Which town in South Dakota uses the slogan ‘Where the Battle Wasn’t’?







CLUES




	It keeps getting confused with a more famous place.


	It’s a reference to the American Civil War.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


A shop has a tray of LEGO on the floor. What is it selling?







CLUES




	It’s not a toy shop, and the LEGO is not for sale.


	The shop also has trays of gravel, stone and wood bark.








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


In the Afrikaans language, what object is known as a papier vampir?







CLUES




	As the name implies, it acts like a vampire.


	Like a vampire, it has two sharp ‘teeth’.








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


Why are Swiss Army Knives red?







CLUES




	It’s related to the conditions in which they are often used.


	If they were white, what could happen to them?








(See Solution)





   



LEVEL 1


MAIN QUESTIONS







   





QUESTION


When travelling in Iceland, Kristjan noticed that his hotel phone had a special button. When pressed, it might wake you up at an unpredictable time. Rather than being annoyed, people found this very useful. How?





[image: ]




CLUES




1. The alarm may not go off at all.


2. Hotel staff would trigger the wake-up call.


3. However, the staff still couldn’t predict if or when the alarm would happen.


4. This is because they were relying on external factors.


5. The location of the hotel is highly relevant.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


According to a 2018 YouGov survey, two-thirds of British children aged 6 to 18 could not identify this object. Yet, almost all of them are likely to see a representation of it several times in a typical month. What is it?





[image: ]




CLUES




1. They are unlikely to see the item itself.


2. The real item has become virtually obsolete.


3. However, its shape still has meaning today.


4. It’s a familiar sight to computer users.


5. It’s an icon that’s often in the top-left corner of the screen.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


When Yasmin was making some brownies, she was surprised to see a bunch of letters – but she understood what had happened. What was it?





[image: ]




CLUES




1. It was letters of the alphabet, not mail letters.


2. It is relevant that these were brownies.


3. She was towards the end of the production process.


4. They were all the same letter.


5. They were the letter ‘M’.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


In Australian suburban swimming pools, you will often see a float with a rope tied between it and a nearby tree. Why?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  The rope is there ‘just in case’.


2.  For the same reason, a timber pole leaning against a solid boundary fence is recommended.


3.  It’s helpful to something.


4.  It’s for an ecological reason.


5.  This problem is unique to Australia.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


Why will you never see a player at many European soccer clubs, such as Lazio and Bayern Munich, wearing shirt number 12?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  It’s done out of respect.


2.  This stunt wouldn’t work for a rugby team.


3.  12 is chosen because it’s one more than 11.


4.  Who are the first 11?


5.  The ‘number 12’ is not just one person.








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


The hypermarket chain Kaufland has an illustration on its packets of spaghetti. At the top, it shows a messy tangle of pasta noodles wrapped around a fork. However, the spaghetti at the bottom becomes perfectly straight. Why?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  In the lower part of the picture, the pasta strands don’t deviate at all.


2.  If the picture wasn’t so precise, it wouldn’t work as designed.


3.  Some of the strands are thicker than others.


4.  The illustration has a dual purpose.


5.  There is a string of numbers underneath.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


How did Italian police detectives identify that a barber was selling illegal drugs even though they were sitting some distance away from his shop?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  The police knew that drug selling was happening in the general area.


2.  They didn’t see any drugs being sold or carried overtly.


3.  The police noticed something unusual.


4.  Something was ‘missing’ from what they saw.


5.  The police were observing the barber’s clientele.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


It’s possible to grow rainbow roses where the flower head contains four different bright colours. How are they cultivated?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  The flower begins as a standard white rose, initially.


2.  You need a sharp knife for this.


3.  It uses a scientific principle you will have used at school.


4.  How could the colour effect be transferred to the petals?


5.  How can different parts of the flower receive different colours?








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


In 2018, what did a Californian branch of McDonald’s do to display their support for International Women’s Day?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  Alas, it didn’t involve special offers or paying women more.


2.  The change was visual.


3.  The change could be seen for miles around.


4.  A specific part of the restaurant was changed.


5.  They changed an iconic part of their branding in a clever way.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


In 2024, why was a sign put up in a branch of Lowe’s home improvement store that read: ‘We can not return any welding helmets purchased on April 7th or April 8th’?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  Lowe’s is a well-known chain of hardware stores in the US.


2.  What are welding helmets useful for?


3.  The items were bought in a hurry.


4.  Most people had only one use for the helmets.


5.  Why was 8 April 2024 an important day in the US?








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


Depending on their destination, a pretzel factory would fill some batches of their standard bags so that they were less full. Neither the shops nor customers complained. In fact, it prevented a lot of annoyance. How?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  The bags themselves were the same, regardless of destination.


2.  That means that something printed on the bags was the same.


3.  The printed product weight of the pretzels was the same.


4.  The annoyance would have been a lot of mess.


5.  They were less ‘full’ of . . . what?








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


In 2022, a pickup truck hit a car outside a shopping mall in Roseville, California. Although the driver fled in their vehicle, police investigating the wreck soon arrested the culprit. They just needed a little mental agility, rather than witnesses or CCTV. How?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  The culprit didn’t drop any ID at the scene.


2.  However, they did leave some kind of evidence behind.


3.  The method of detection wouldn’t have worked if two UK vehicles had collided.


4.  The evidence helped track down the truck.


5.  The ‘mental agility’ involved reading something.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


In Quezon City, Philippines, there are four avenues named North, East, West and Timog (meaning ‘South’). North Avenue doesn’t run North, East Avenue doesn’t run East, and so on. Why?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  This could potentially happen in any city.


2.  The four roads can be found in the same area of the city.


3.  In fact, they are connected to each other.


4.  Despite the apparent contradiction, the road names are relevant.


5.  They are almost perpendicular to the direction you’d expect.








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


Roughly 90% of the population of the US is right-handed. However, relatedly, there is one road where the vast majority of residents are left-handed. What is it?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  As ‘relatedly’ implies, there is a relationship between the first two sentences.


2.  This road has the exact opposite statistic.


3.  It’s a world-famous road.


4.  It has featured on television for years.


5.  The inhabitants require the help of humans to move.








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


After Helen finishes work, everything she sees turns slightly purple for a few minutes, even though no one else around her is affected the same way. What is her occupation?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  Her vision returns to normal fairly quickly.


2.  This is not a very common job, but a well-known one.


3.  Helen’s job is in a colourful place.


4.  Helen is in the public eye.


5.  Her job is in the media.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


At which London transport hub is an announcement made at 11 a.m. every September 1st for a train that nobody will board?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  Not even the staff will board this train.


2.  The announcement is a bit of fun.


3.  A crowd of people will come to the station just to hear the announcement.


4.  When hearing the announcement, some people raise sticks in the air.


5.  Some people in the station are part of a famous fandom.








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


Santiago de Compostela cathedral has been a place of pilgrimage since the Middle Ages. It takes eight people to swing its 80 kg (176 lb) incense burner on a rope that’s 65 metres (71 yards) long, making it one of the world’s largest. Why do locals claim it was necessary in the past?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  Santiago was the end point of a popular pilgrimage route.


2.  Large groups of pilgrims arrived every day at the church.


3.  The pilgrimage was made on foot.


4.  The pilgrims had travelled a long way.


5.  The pilgrims endured tough conditions with few facilities.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


Architectural domes often resembled a pointed, hemispherical helmet, such as those on the Taj Mahal. Why did this evolve into the famous ‘onion dome’ shape in Russian architecture, as seen on St Basil’s cathedral?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  There was a practical purpose to this.


2.  What advantage does a roof with a steeper pitch have?


3.  What is a key difference between India and Russia?


4.  The design keeps it clear of something.


5.  What problems does the Russian climate cause?








(See Solution)
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QUESTION


In the reception area of the Australian Red Cross, there is a set of eight electronic, thermometer-type displays that are regularly updated. The displays are labelled with two or three symbols from a selection of five. What motivation do they provide?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  The ‘thermometers’ go up and down, but not due to heat.


2.  The fact that there are eight signs is relevant.


3.  Three of the five symbols are letters.


4.  The signs might prompt people to be altruistic.


5.  What would the Red Cross organization want people to do?








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


It’s often seen next to a spider, mainly green in colour and marked with lines and spots. At full size, it has six pairs of jaws and six legs. What is it?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  It’s common to see this on television in the UK.


2.  It’s not an insect.


3.  It’s not even alive.


4.  It’s not something that’s found in many houses, unless you have a lot of space.


5.  The green comes from coloured felt.








(See Solution)





   





QUESTION


Shelley took a selfie at Toronto Airport at 1 p.m. She then visited Paris, Vienna, Seville, Copenhagen, London, Zurich, Dublin, Brussels and Lisbon, arriving back at Toronto Airport by 8 p.m. that day. How?





[image: ]




CLUES




1.  It’s nothing to do with embassies.


2.  Her trip took seven hours in total.


3.  She genuinely visited all the places listed.


4.  Most people could do this feat quite easily if they wanted to.


5.  She didn’t use any air travel.








(See Solution)
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