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To Adele. My wife and my rock.


1

A TALE OF TWO PUB LANDLORDS
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FEBRUARY 2019

WELL, HERE I AM, standing one foot away from a man from Durham, staring menacingly into his eyes, trying to psyche him out. The lights are lowered to a Mastermind-type level, with only our faces lit in the gloom. The voice of Al Murray (AKA the Pub Landlord) breaks the silence.

‘Are you both ready?’

We nod our assent. Al continues.

‘I would like you to take it in turns to name as many metallic elements of the Periodic Table as you can.’

I’ve got this. I learned these to make up for the fact that I was so bad at science at school. Still am. Just can’t retain facts about numbers or Atomic Masses or Quarks. People, however, I can relate to. Abraham Lincoln, 16th US President. Known as ‘Honest Abe’. First president to be assassinated in 1865 while at Ford’s Theatre watching the play Our American Cousin and a member of the wrestling Hall of Fame, having lost only once in 300 contests! What’s more, I will never forget these facts. They are implanted firmly into my brain and only a cruel ageing disease will dissipate them. I find History easy to remember. Human. Warm. But numbers, be they perfect or prime, are cold and dispassionate. At the mere mention of a fractal, my eyes will glaze over and I’ll go to the happy place in my mind where Presidential Assassinations dwell. I was sure the Periodic Table would rear its ugly head, though, so I swotted up on it. (And many other things besides. I have a little red book bursting with lists, including World Darts champions, past winners of Strictly Come Dancing and Shipping Forecast areas.) The names of the elements swim around in my head. Even the obscure ones. Lawrencium, tennessine… hang on! Al has asked for metals. Damn! Which are gases? Which are metals?

I was part of Al Murray’s Great British Pub Quiz (which from now on, for the sake of brevity, will be known as AMGBPQ) from its inception. We filmed a pilot episode for the production company Avalon at a cosy venue called The Tabernacle in Notting Hill on 2 July 2018. There were two genuine pub teams present, with me and Donal Macintyre as team captains and Al as question master. I remember at half time the producer pulling me to one side and telling me not to answer so many questions as there was a yawning gap between the two teams. Afterwards we brainstormed what could make the quiz stronger and which rounds worked best – should Al play it as his wildly successful stage persona ‘The Pub Landlord’ and so on. Then I was driven away in a car to pastures new and didn’t give it too much thought. Later, Avalon agreed to make the show for Quest, a branch of the Discovery Channel whom I thought just made programmes about large men catching even larger fish in Alaska but are, in fact, a VERY big deal, particularly in America, with their fingers in lots of pies. They asked me to come on board, NOT as a team captain but as the resident brainbox barman and Al’s right-hand man. They were impressed by my performance in the pilot and had added a round called ‘Beat The Barman’ in which a player from each team would go head to head with me, taking turns to name answers on a given subject (the films of Steven Spielberg, for example) until someone’s nerve or knowledge deserted them. No pressure, then!

We rehearsed above a pub in North Kensington called The Eagle, fine-tuning the rounds until filming dates were set for January and February 2019 at 3 Mills Studio in Bow. So far ‘Beat the Barman’ had gone very well. I’d lost the odd one. Star Wars characters were a total no-no. I’d loathed it ever since its inception in 1977 when every single anorak in my school year fell in love with men in robot suits and talking teddy bears. Other insurmountable hurdles included seaside resorts with piers and busiest railway stations, but I didn’t lose any sleep over that (who’d have thought Morecambe was pier-less!).

Gas or metal? Gas or metal? The guy from Durham is smiling. He likes this subject. He looks like he was a school boffin. Mustn’t show any fear though. Al speaks:‘The Newton Grange, Durham, you’ve opted to go second. After your answer, please wait until you hear the sound of the bell, which indicates that we’ve checked your answer and that it’s correct. Shaun, you are first up.’ The bell sounds.

ME: Aluminium.

HIM: Copper.

ME: (Just stick to the obvious for now) Gold.

HIM: Silver.

ME: (Bronze? Is that a metal? Has to be. It’s got a whole historical period named after it, for God’s sake. Or is it an alloy? Do alloys feature on the Periodic Table?) Br… er… Tin.

HIM: Iron.

ME: (I was going to say Iron! He’s looking smug, like he’s got LOADS more up his sleeve. Sometimes, during this round, I can see the desperation in their eyes as their brain becomes an empty sponge, but now he sees MINE! Mercury, surely? No, it’s a liquid. NO! It’s the only metal that becomes a liquid in standard conditions. Also known as quicksilver. Is that right? Quick!) Zinc.

HIM: Platinum.

ME: (They award Platinum discs to musicians who sell shed loads of albums. Hang on. Didn’t Paul McCartney once get a Rhodium disc for being the bestselling songwriter of all time? Is Rhodium a metal?) Zircon.

A long, agonising wait. The woman (his teammate from The Newton Grange) is saying, ‘No. No.’ She’s been good value all night but I’ve suddenly gone off her. The lights come up and I’ve blown it! Al confirms this.

‘Sorry. Zircon is not on the list. Newton Grange, congratulations. You’ve beaten the barman.’

The woman continues to rub salt in my wounds.

‘I thought he was supposed to be good!’

Apparently, the right answer was zirconium. Atomic number 40. Used in photographic flashbulbs, surgical instruments etc. To add insult to injury, I lose the next round to the opposing team – we’re asked to name the winners of the UEFA European Champions League or the European Cup, which I take to mean any club that has won a European trophy. I go for Glasgow Rangers, who won the old Cup Winners’ Cup in 1972, but it’s wrong because I haven’t listened to the question properly. This leaves the audience wondering why they’ve picked ME as a quiz expert. To be honest, I’m wondering myself.

Back at my hotel room, clutching a consoling pint, I’m still wondering and feeling very sorry for myself. Why metals? Why not just ask for all elements in the Periodic Table? I learned them. All of them. It took ages.

Molybdenum. (Is that a metal? Yes. Third-highest melting point. Name in Greek means lead.)

Beryllium. (Sounds like a name for a maiden aunt. Yes, it’s a metal. Used in gyroscopes, springs etc.)

Tennessine. (I’ve just checked and I STILL can’t make my mind up. It’s in a halogen group but it’s a volatile metal.)

Why didn’t I check these things? I had enough time. What’s the point of setting yourself up as a quiz expert and not knowing these basic facts? Not one of the Eggheads or Chasers from the TV quiz shows would have struggled with the Periodic Table. CHRIST! I even knew that four elements are named after one single town in Sweden: yttrium, erbium, terbium and ytterbium all take their name from the village of Ytterby. I could have reeled off all four and he’d have run out. I know he would. BUT… I hadn’t taken the time to learn if they were gases or metals. Schoolboy error. And all the lovely ones I’d learned that were named after famous people!

Einsteinium. (Obvious.)

Rutherfordium. (Ernest. Still obvious.)

Bohrium. (Bit trickier. Niels. Nobel Prize for Physics 1922.)

Seaborgium. (Me neither. Glenn. Nobel Prize for Chemistry 1951.)

All for nothing. Well, not entirely nothing. In some future pub quiz I might gain a measly point for remembering the symbol for Potassium is K. Scant compensation, though. The rest of the AMGBPQ passes agreeably enough and, in fact, my score in Beat the Barman finishes on 32 wins and eight losses. Not bad. Anyway, the series winds up and I decide to give my brain a rest. That is until an incident in my local pub some two months later which makes me re-evaluate my quizzing prowess and shapes the rest of my year to come.
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QUESTION: Where was the famous dessert, Gypsy Tart, invented?

ANSWER: The Isle of Sheppey.

ACCORDING TO LEGEND, an old gypsy woman saw a group of undernourished children near her house and, feeling sorry for them, rustled up some food with the only ingredients she could find in her cupboards. I live on the island with my second wife, Adele. It used to have quite a reputation for being ‘rough and ready’ (Jeremy Clarkson described the Isle of Sheppey as one big caravan site, most of them owned by former London cabbies, and added that the locals tended to be the sort of people who arrive in the back of a refrigerated truck or clinging to the underside of a Eurostar train. Nice. Thanks, Jeremy), but, after much discussion with Adele, who was born on Sheppey, I bit the bullet and decided to move there and I can honestly say I’ve never regretted it. If you’ve never visited I can tell you that the island is off the north coast of Kent, on the Thames Estuary, opposite Southend-on-Sea. It gets its name from the Old English name for it, Sceapig, which translates to ‘Sheep Island’. In 835ad, it became the first place in Southern England to be raided by Vikings, suffering repeat attacks regularly over the next hundred years or so. In 1667, the Dutch Navy seized the fort at Sheerness, making it the first loss of UK territory to another nation since 1066 and William the Conqueror’s invasion. Samuel Pepys, then the secretary of the Navy board, described Sheerness as lost ‘after two or three hours’ dispute’. The Dutch gave it up four days later, after ransacking the place and then setting fire to everything that they could. After this, the Londoners who converge on Leysdown-on-Sea every summer are a walk in the park. The Sheerness Dockyard served the Royal Navy until 1960 and has since developed into one of the largest and fastest expanding ports in the UK, in particular the export and import of motor vehicles. Sheppey also has a number of nature reserves, notably Elmley, that provide some breathtaking scenery for walkers and twitchers alike, and I proposed to Adele in a graveyard in Elmley in 2017. Not impressed? Well, Adele’s family used to farm the surrounding land and there was a little community here, including a small schoolhouse and a church, with 219 residents, according to the 1891 census, meaning that her grandparents’ ashes are buried there, along with the remains of many other loved ones. Impressed now?

There is a great community spirit on the island, too, better than anywhere else I’ve known since my own childhood. No, I’m quite happy here, thanks very much. Mind you, if the SS Richard Montgomery goes up, that could all change.

The Montgomery was an American World War II cargo ship, one of 2,710 built between 1941 and 1945 (that’s three ships built every two days!!). In August 1944, she sailed from Hog Island, Philadelphia, to the Thames Estuary carrying 6,127 tons of munitions and the harbourmaster at Southend directed the ship to the Great Nore anchorage, off the north coast of Sheerness. She dragged anchor on a sandbank in a depth of 24 feet of water but with a trimmed draught of 31 feet, as the tide went down, the back of the ship broke on the banks. Although some of the explosives were recovered, the ship snapped in half and had to be abandoned with 1,400 tons of TNT left on board. In 2004, the New Scientist magazine reported that a tidal movement that disturbed the explosives could trigger them, never mind a deliberate impact or attack! The condition of the bombs is such that they might even explode of their own accord! If this happened, it is estimated that it would throw a thousand-foot column of water and debris nearly ten thousand feet into the air and generate a wave 16-feet high, smashing every window in Sheerness and causing damage to many properties, including mine which is only 800 feet from the seafront. Sheerness residents are sick of this story as it is dragged up every so often by newspapers on a ‘slow news’ day and most islanders are convinced that the wreck is harmless. But consider this:

In 1967, the Polish ammunition ship SS Kielce, which had sunk in 1946 off the Kent coast, erupted with a force equivalent to an earthquake measuring 4.5 on the Richter scale, causing a 20-foot hole in the seabed and bringing widespread fear to the good people of Folkestone. Kielce was four miles from land (the Montgomery is two miles from my house), sunk in deeper water and held a fraction of the explosives contained in its American counterpart. I’ve put the kitchen extension on hold. What’s the point? I’ve invested in a dinghy instead. There is an exclusion zone around the Montgomery that is monitored visually and by radar, and her three masts are still visible above the water as a sobering reminder.

My local pub is The Ship on Shore, situated on the main coastal road between Minster and Sheerness. Up until 1848 it was known as The Shanty, until one tempestuous night the ship Lucky Escape unluckily ran aground just east of Sheerness. A popular source of income at the time was called ‘wrecking’, which was the practice of taking valuables from a shipwreck which had run aground. Legend has it that some wreckers would even lure ships to the coast by using false lights, although there is no evidence that it happened in this particular case. The locals must have been salivating when barrels, possibly containing whisky, began to wash up on the beach and the booty was dragged to The Shanty and eagerly opened. Alas, the barrels contained nothing but rapidly hardening Portland cement. The eternally optimistic landlord used it to build a striking grotto on the side of the pub and hastily rechristened the inn The Ship on Shore. The grotto has paid itself back many times since, becoming a much visited and filmed attraction and earning the pub a Grade II listing.

The landlord these days is Fred Mawhinney. You know the landlord is a local legend when, instead of using the pub name, people talk of going to ‘Fred’s’ for a pint. He owns the place lock, stock and two foaming barrels, so it doesn’t matter if there are forty customers in or four. He’s going nowhere. It’s quite a sight on a Sunday lunchtime to see him cook and serve twenty-odd Sunday lunches while also manning the bar. He’s like a whirling dervish. The pub is a proper hub of the community, hosting pool and dart teams that compete in local leagues and, on the last Thursday of the month, a quiz. If it’s a month when I can’t attend the quiz, Fred will run the questions past me and so it happens that, on a quiet Monday night in April, while I’m sipping on a pint, Fred scans the question sheet, trying to find ones to catch me out.

FRED: What is the largest country in Africa?

ME: Algeria. (It was Sudan until South Sudan gained independence in 2011.)

Fred frowns and rescans the list.

FRED: Who was the Prime Minister of Great Britain during the Suez crisis?

ME: Anthony Eden. (Retired due to ill health brought on by the stress of it.)

Fred looks on the verge of giving up.

FRED: Who was the only artist to have had Top-Ten hit records in the ’50s, ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, ’90s and the ’00s?

Hmmm. Shouldn’t be difficult. It has to be… Jesus! Come on. That’s a long career. Fred smells my fear.

FRED: Ooohh, he’s wobbling!

ME: No, I’m not. Just give me a sec…

Come on! How difficult can it be? But I’ve got a hole in my brain, like the feeling when I ‘dry’ on stage. You know what you should be saying but the brain won’t process it. My worst experience of ‘drying’ was the first night of a Take That musical called Never Forget at the Manchester Opera House. All the cast were looking at me, waiting for my line, as were the two thousand people in the auditorium. I walked off stage into the wing where the Stage Manager was sitting with the script. She gave me my line and I walked back on, delivered it with panache and the show continued smoothly. Ironically, I didn’t have a clue that she was in THAT wing. If I’d walked into the other wing, I’d still be standing there now, desperate and blank. And that’s the feeling I have now. I know, no matter how long I stand here, the answer won’t come.

FRED: (Triumphantly) Cliff Richard! Got ya!

He struts away to serve a thirsty punter. Cliff Richard. The Peter Pan of pop music. Who else could it have been? Honestly. Who else has had such a long career? Shirley Bassey and Tommy Steele are the only other contenders and their run of hits dried up in the ’70s. I try to console myself that if Cliff had had a hit in the ’50s it must have been by the skin of his teeth but a quick visit to Doctor Google confirms that his first hit was ‘Move It’ in 1958, when The Shadows were still called The Drifters. This was a seriously obvious answer. Who else could it have been, for God’s sake? Tom Jones? No. First hit in 1965 with ‘It’s Not Unusual’. Status Quo? Even later. ‘Pictures of Matchstick Men’ in 1968. No, the fact remains that this was a dead easy question and I blew it. Cliff Richard!!! Born plain Harry Webb in 1940 in Lucknow, India. I met him briefly during a Comic Relief evening at the BBC in the late ’90s when Michael Greco, John Bardon, Ricky Groves and I recreated the Queen video ‘I Want to Break Free’. We were on stage behind the curtain, raring to go and listening to Sir Terry Wogan’s dulcet tones, when a young man ran on stage in a flap.

FLAPPY YOUNG MAN: Listen everyone! Cliff’s going to miss his flight to Portugal if he doesn’t go on NOW! I’m sure you wouldn’t want that to happen, so we’d appreciate it if you’d swap places with him so he can make his transfer.

We looked at him blankly until John Bardon piped up.

JOHN BARDON: Tell him to go and f*** himself.

The young man reached a new height of flappiness and exited. Having always been a closet fan of Cliff I persuaded the others to do the Christian thing (get it?) and Cliff gratefully bounded onto the stage to replace us. He smiled at me with trademark curled lip.

CLIFF: Thanks, Barry.

And then he rocked his little socks off with his new Christmas offering.

The inability to answer this question may seem pretty trivial to you but it really put me in a panic. Was it age? Possibly. Too much drink? Maybe. I’d always rated myself as a good, solid quizzer, but this put me firmly back into the ranks of people who would struggle with ‘Who wrote Handel’s Water Music’? There were only two options that I could see. One was to give up quizzing and write it off as a hobby. Who cares anyway? Normal people couldn’t give a damn that The Gambia is the smallest country of mainland Africa or that the first Mr Man was Mr Tickle. They work hard. They come home and have their tea. They watch Pointless while they eat it and, if they don’t know an answer, they don’t care. It’s harmless fun. Could I become one of these people? Not sure. If something crops up in the paper, on the news or in a crossword that I don’t know, I instantly google it, learn it and store it in the hope it could crop up in a quiz. No. I’m an addict. Ever since that fateful Christmas in 1985 when I was given my first set of Trivial Pursuit, with the shiny question cards in the long, blue, elegant boxes and the beautiful board with its multi-coloured, cheese-shaped wedges… My parents might as well have given me ketamine. That was it! My fate was sealed.

You can’t exaggerate the impact that Trivial Pursuit has made since it first went on sale in 1981. In no time, people who previously had no interest in trivia-related matters could be found around the dining-room table at dinner parties, wracking their brains to dredge up the capital of Venezuela or the boiling point of water. It was the last great ‘family’ game before the inexorable rise of the computer and was also responsible for a huge spike in pub-quiz participation. As a result of my love of Trivial Pursuit, I joined the team of my local pub, The Swan, by Maidstone prison wall in 1986 and soon began to look forward to Tuesday nights more than the weekend. If we won and I contributed heavily, I was happy. If we won and I failed to answer my two individual questions I had the hump the next day and if we lost I was in a dark mood for ages, longing for the next Tuesday to come so I could put the record straight. I also soon discovered that I wasn’t the only fanatic. Over the next few years I saw grown men storm out of pubs, smash glasses and on one mad occasion come to blows. The question was:

The football team Galatasaray are based in which European capital city?

The answer the question master was looking for was Istanbul which, as any half-decent quizzer will tell you, ISN’T the capital of Turkey (Ankara is). Anyway, the potent mix of injustice, booze and football saw a heated exchange turn into a physical one. Chaos!

I wonder when the collective madness of quizzing started? Its origins are infuriatingly elusive. Even the use of the word in common language is a bit of a mystery. We know that ‘quiz’ was a name given to a yo-yo-type toy popular around 1790… the future King George IV being an avid enthusiast. Stephen Fry (and, let’s face it, he knows a thing or two) is convinced that it comes from the first question of the old grammar-school Latin oral exam, ‘Quis es? or ‘Who are you?’. One story is that in 1791 Richard Daly, the manager of Dublin’s Theatre Royal, bet his friends that he could make a nonsense word be spoken throughout Dublin within 48 hours. A word with no apparent meaning and not derived from any other language. His bet accepted, Daly sent employees out, under cover of darkness on a Saturday night and armed with paint, to daub the word ‘QUIZ’ onto the shutters of every premises in Dublin. The next day being Sunday, the shutters stayed down and, sure enough, the word was soon on everyone’s lips. It’s a great story but not necessarily true – the word is used several times in print before Daly’s escapade. My favourite mention of it comes from The London Magazine in 1783, ‘A quiz, in the common acceptance of the word, signifies one who speaks, thinks and acts differently from the rest of the world in general.’

BOOM! Love it. Sums us quiz freaks up perfectly. Different from the rest of the world. This isn’t somebody enjoying a daily crossword or pitching in during the annual charity quiz in the village hall. We’re talking fanaticism. I kept a close eye on Brexit. Not because I remotely cared about the shenanigans in the Commons. Lost interest in that very quickly. No. It was to keep an eye on the Cabinet and its constant resignations and reshuffles. You need to know who’s who.

I take pride in knowing that Frank Sinatra’s mum, Dolly, and Dean Martin’s son, Dean Paul, both died in separate plane crashes on the same mountain, Mount San Gorgonio, the highest peak in Southern California. I mean…how weird is that?!

I take NO pride in knowing that the single that has been in the Top 100 for the most weeks is ‘Mr Brightside’ by The Killers, with a whopping 206 weeks. For most of my life, the record was held by Frank Sinatra and that faecal dirge ‘My Way’. You have to keep an eye on the music scene, even if you’re convinced that you’re listening to three minutes of a concrete mixer accompanied by a shouting idiot. And don’t get me started on downloads. Youngsters today and their instant gratification. In my day, you saved your pocket money, went to a record shop… zzzzzz.

No, if you really CARE about these things, you are an addict. You have weird things going on in your mind. You analyse information differently and need to know the facts BEHIND the facts. It’s not enough to know that Henry Morton Stanley said ’Doctor Livingstone, I presume?’ You have to know that Stanley grew up in a workhouse in Wales under the name John Rowlands. He emigrated to the States aged 18 and was almost immediately adopted by a millionaire called Stanley. He fought on both sides during the US Civil War before taking up journalism and thus being sent to trace Livingstone by the New York Herald. See what I mean? Once you cross this line, life can never be the same again.

I decide to set myself a goal. I will dedicate a year of my life to attempting an assault on the Quiz World. A concentrated strike on the British Quizzing Championships and a crack at the World Championships. Not only that, I will try to get to the root of why so many people in this country are obsessed with quizzing, either as an armchair fan of one of the numerous TV offerings or as one of the many devotees of the pub quiz, leaving their home on a midweek night in all weathers to lock horns with a rival boozer. I look at the website for the British Quiz Association. They run the National Quiz Circuit and organise the events that attract the cream of British and European quizzing, including all the names you know and love from your television screens and others who are unknown to the general public but just as good. This is the world I will immerse myself in for a year, starting at the very bottom. Let’s see where I sit in the pantheon of quizzing greats. Can I join them at the banqueting table in Valhalla or will I be forced to scavenge for their crumbs? Some of these people have set a seriously high standard of quizzing, notably:

Kevin Ashman. Known nationally as a regular on BBC’s Eggheads, he has won Fifteen to One, Mastermind (41 points and no passes, still a record), Brain of Britain (38 points, also a record) and numerous World, European and British titles. He’s even won the Sale of the Bloody Century!

Pat Gibson. Another Egghead. Came to prominence by winning the top prize on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? in 2004, going on to win Mastermind in 2005 (specialist subjects including fellow Irishman Father Ted) and Mastermind Champion of Champions in 2010. Also has many World, European and domestic trophies.

And alongside Chase superstars like Anne Hegerty and Paul Sinha, there are others you might not have heard of. David Stainer, Didier Bruyere, Ian Bayley and Olav Bjortomt, a four-time world champion, winning his first in 2003 at the age of 25! He even sets questions for University Challenge! All of these people have won numerous TV quiz shows and achieved great things. Is there really any point competing with them? I consider myself a good quizzer. I’ve always stood out in any team I’ve played for and won a fair few league titles with various pub quiz teams, but that is, as it says, a TEAM effort. A pub quiz league night will consist of two teams of four and a question master. During the course of the night there are two rounds in which you will have to answer as an individual and risk solo humiliation. In every other round, you can confer with your comrades and if one of them comes out with the answer quickly, it’s easy to convince yourself that you knew it too. The format I’m taking on is purely a solo affair. No hiding place. So how good am I? What level am I starting from? I go online and pick a random ten-question quiz. Let’s see, shall we?

1. In anatomy, if something is subcostal, it is situated below which part of the body?

Not great on the body. Sub means below so costal…? Chest? Head? I’ll go with chest.

2. Which is the only London Underground station to be named after a football team?

Process of elimination. It’s not Chelsea, Tottenham, Brentford, QPR, Millwall, Arsenal or Fulham. Do they mean it was literally named after the team? Surely there was a part of London called West Ham before the football team came along? For want of a better answer, West Ham.

3. Gainsboro is a pale shade of which colour?

God knows. Sounds blue.

4. In The Simpsons what is Homer Simpson’s middle name?

Bloody Simpsons! Don’t know. Don’t care.

5. Which bridge in London was dubbed ‘the Wobbly Bridge’?

I vaguely remember a new one being opened in the noughties (?) and it swayed in the wind. Hungerford?

6. Audrey Hepburn sang ‘Moon River’ in which 1961 film?

Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Vastly overrated film.

7. Which playing card is known as Puppy Foot?

Never heard of it. I suppose a club vaguely looks like a dirty paw print. A puppy has four feet. Four of clubs?

8. Lima is the capital city of which country?

Peru. Paddington’s birthplace. That’s the beauty of being a child bookworm. I knew the answer to this when I was eight!

9. In a game of curling, how many stones does each team have?

Six? Team of three bowling two each? I know the target is called a ‘house’.

10. A sweeting is what type of fruit?

These questions are a bloody nightmare. There are so many varieties. A pear or an apple? A pear.

A look at the answers confirms how far I have to go. Two out of ten. Truly abysmal by any standards. Let’s analyse the debacle in full.

1. Subcostal.

Below the ribs. I’d heard of intercostal being something to do with ribs but obviously a long time ago.

2. Arsenal.

I thought fans got on and off at Highbury but, now I think of it, of course there’s an Arsenal station! It has the old name ‘Gillespie Road’ still written on the walls.

3. Gainsboro. Grey.

No disgrace.

4. Homer Jay Simpson.

I’m not into ‘adult’ cartoons but I have to stop using the expression ‘Don’t Know, Don’t Care’. Everything matters in the world of quizzing, so all of my bêtes noires – Star Wars, The Simpsons and Game of Thrones – are going to have to be awkwardly embraced.

5. The Millennium Bridge was the Wobbly Bridge.

Oh dear. Hungerford Bridge is the railway bridge.

6. Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

7. Puppy Foot is the Ace of Clubs.

Puppy FOOT, Shaun. Singular. Read the bloody question.

8. Peru.

9. Eight!

Apparently there are four players in a curling team. I should have spent more time watching the action instead of ogling Eve Muirhead!

10. An apple.

Inevitable. If you ever hear me guess on a 50/50 question, put your money on the other one. You won’t be disappointed.

So, as far as I’m concerned, I’m starting at the very bottom. Any quizzer worth a damn should have got at least five of the above. Is there any point? Also, as the Grand Prix events occur on the first Saturday of each month, it means that I won’t be able perform in the theatre for a year because of the Saturday matinee. I’ve appeared in at least two stage shows a year since leaving EastEnders, sometimes as many as four. My agent’s going to love that! Sorry, Michael (Hallett of Emptage Hallett) – I can’t tour Britain in Les Misérables, I’ve got a quiz in Bournemouth!

I contact Jane Allen, who runs the British Quiz Association, and tell her about my book and my ambitions. She immediately pledges to help me in my quest and offers all sorts of information and assistance. Apparently, the next Grand Prix event is the first Saturday in May and my local venue is The Unicorn at Canterbury. The Unicorn! Talk about bringing back memories. I was a member of The Unicorn Quiz Team from 1997 to 2003 and we won everything! I pick up an old diary from 2000. Tuesdays read like this:

13 June v Phoenix (Away) Won 57–44

20 June v Royal Oak (Away) Won 61–38

2 June v Conservative Club (Home) Won 59–40

And on and on and on. God, they must have hated us as we scooped the League, the Cup and the Kent Big Quiz with remorseless consistency. OK then. Saturday 4 May it is. Jane Allen explains how the Grand Prix system works. You start off as a ‘Novice’, at the very bottom rung of the ladder, slightly higher than somebody who’d struggle with ‘In which European city was the Berlin Wall erected in 1961?’ The next step up is to become a ‘Sage’, somebody who has a decent knowledge and will normally be found halfway in the results column. Promotion from this leads to being a ‘Candidate’, a very useful quizzer who on their day can produce a decent score. Next is ‘Master’, a much-respected participant with great general knowledge, and finally, the pinnacle, the ‘Grand Master’. Most ‘GMs’ are capable of winning an event if the questions go their way but first they have to get past the aforementioned Kevin Ashman, Pat Gibson, Olav Bjortomt and Didier Bruyere (ranked second in the world behind Kevin), who, on inspecting past results, seem to have it tied up between them. These people are superstars and yet, if I attend the World and British Championships, I could be sharing a table with them. It’s like suddenly deciding to take up football and, on your debut, sharing a pitch with Lionel Messi! Am I honestly fit enough to do battle with these behemoths? Let’s find out.
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