
		
			[image: Brainiac: Adventures in the Curious, Competitive, Compulsive World of Trivia Buffs by Ken Jennings. Photo of Ken Jennings in a dark blue suit and patterned tie, standing with his hands clasped against a bright blue background filled with question mark illustrations, with the text “With a new foreword by Ken Jennings” at the bottom.]
		

	
		
			Praise for Brainiac

			“[Ken] Jennings recounts the whole roller-coaster experience…. Brainiac isn’t really a memoir but a broader look at the culture of trivia competitions…. A smart new author.”

			—Bookpage

			“Brainiac is, appropriately, part memoir, part response to what [Jennings] calls his “really weird” blip of minor stardom, but for trivia enthusiasts, the book shines brightest when shedding light on the secret history and subculture of trivia…. [He] is an astute, personable guide through this world.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Likely to become a bible for the thousands who want to replicate Jennings’s amazing feat.”

			—Contra Costa Times

			“Brainiac proves that [Jennings’s] good nature and witty, self-deprecating humor successfully transfer from TV to print…. Brainiac is anything but trivial.”

			—Seattle Weekly

			“Steeped in the world of trivia, [Jennings] offers an in-depth history of the young sport…. [He] informs and astounds us.”—Booklist

			“Jennings is actually so effective in telling what it’s like to be a Jeopardy! contestant that you can feel the tingling in the limbs and the perspiration forming on your hands.”

			—Deseret Morning News

			“Brainiac is surprisingly entertaining, informative and very well written—just the right mix of autobiography, history, cultural commentary and humor.”

			—Harrisonburg Daily News-Record

			“Though Jennings dominated [Jeopardy!] for months, the show does not dominate the book; he weaves his personal story into a broader assessment of the trivia phenomenon, past and present.”

			—The New York Times

			“Jennings is hip enough to make fun of his freakish triviaphilia but savvy enough to indulge it too…. The world of trivia. It’s a place where minutiae have a paradoxical grandeur and no fact is meaningless.”

			—Time

			“Interactive and fun…recommended.”

			—Library Journal

			“Jennings could have written a quickie chronicle of his rise to Jeopardy! fame and riches, but Brainiac is much more—it’s a look at trivia as a hobby, as a business, as a fascination for millions.”

			—CNN.com
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			To Mindy

			For all the usual reasons

			And six unusual ones

		

	
		
			
				What shall I compare it to, this fantastic thing I call my Mind? To a waste-paper basket, to a sieve choked with sediment, or to a barrel full of floating froth and refuse?

				—Logan Pearsall Smith, Trivia, 1917

			

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Hello! You are reading a book from the past.

			I wrote Brainiac the year after my first Jeopardy! appearance, more than two decades ago. I understand that no one likes to hear that, the “more than two decades” thing. Every time I say it, people of all ages look viscerally upset at this reminder of the abrupt passage of their younger years, as if I was the one who stole them. When someone tells me, “My grandma and I watched every one of your games!” I’ve learned not to ask how Grandma is doing today.

			This book is set in the now-dimly-remembered days of 2004. You could get on the Internet then, but possibly using free trial CDs that AOL sent to your mailbox. There were over nine thousand Blockbuster Video stores around the world, an all-time peak. The reality-TV boom had just produced a new hit show called The Apprentice, on which bankruptcy-prone real estate developer Donald Trump was trying to update his image from “1980s punch line” to “shrewd modern tycoon.”

			Jeopardy!, of course, is still on the air today, largely unchanged. Looking back, I think this is what 2004-me would have expected. In Brainiac, I treat Jeopardy! as a permanent and immutable part of the cultural landscape, and that’s truer now than ever. I appeared on season 20 of the syndicated show; twenty-three years later, in season 43, the show is still a ratings juggernaut. I’m told it’s not uncommon for Jeopardy! to be the single most watched program on American TV in any given week, as long as the NFL’s not in season. The long-running contestants who followed me—James Holzhauer, Amy Schneider, Matt Amodio, Jamie Ding, and many more—occasionally pull the show into the headlines, but in between the super-champs, the show’s real power is the loyalty of its nightly audience, who make it part of their evenings without fail. “We know not to call Mom during Jeopardy!,” countless strangers have told me. Other long-running shows like Saturday Night Live or Sesame Street are genuine TV institutions, but only Jeopardy! (alongside its populist sibling Wheel of Fortune) approaches the level of ritual.

			The major change since 2004, of course, is behind the host lectern. Over the years, I was occasionally asked if I could see myself hosting Jeopardy! if Alex Trebek were ever to retire, and I would always laugh and tell people that was never going to happen. (Actually, “You’re crazy” was probably closer to my actual wording.) The Jeopardy! hosting gig is one of the most prestigious and coveted sinecures in television. I knew that hundreds of accomplished broadcasters and performers, including some very big names, would be siccing their agents on the gig. It’s also, technically speaking, an extremely difficult and fast-moving hosting job—a reality sometimes lost on casual viewers due to Alex’s remarkable grace and precision in the role. There was no way in hell, I was quite sure, that an amateur like me would ever get within ten miles of an audition.

			No one could have predicted the series of strange events that had to happen to prove me wrong, but I was wrong. There was no formal succession plan at Jeopardy! over the years, out of respect for Alex, but it turns out there had long been a feeling that I might fit the bill. The unique culture of Jeopardy!, the thinking went, means that it might be easier to turn a Jeopardy! veteran into a broadcaster than to turn a broadcaster into a steeled Jeopardy! veteran. Even in hindsight, I don’t know if I agree with the vision, but I could not feel happier or luckier that someone else had it. I still pinch myself every day coming into work. My favorite show when I was ten years old now has a big, weird picture of me on the side of the building.

			At first, though, my dream job was far from a good time. In late 2020, the Jeopardy! producers had asked me to come in and guest-host for a couple weeks while Alex pursued a possible new round of treatment for his pancreatic cancer diagnosis. I spoke to Alex, got his blessing, and made plans to come in two days later and rehearse. But I woke up Sunday morning to a devastating phone call from production: Alex had passed away the night before.

			One regret I have about Brainiac is that it doesn’t have more Alex Trebek. I was a huge fan of Alex, starstruck and a little intimidated every single time I saw him on the Jeopardy! soundstage or elsewhere, but in this book Alex is treated mostly as part of the infrastructure of a Jeopardy! tape day, like the game board or the music. This might be accurate to the player experience, but it understates how crucial he was to the show’s staying power with viewers. His loss was an incalculable blow—in part because of his talent, and in part because comfortable familiarity is such an important part of the show’s appeal. Jeopardy! resists change, and so does its viewership. Many people, including me, were openly skeptical that viewers would accept a replacement host at all.

			But Jeopardy!, which airs 230 times a year, is the epitome of the maxim that the show must go on. Heading into the holiday season with fewer episodes in the can than normal due to Alex’s illness, we reconvened less than two weeks later to record new shows without him. Morale wasn’t great. Nobody, especially me, was excited to try out a version of the show without Alex. We just wanted him back.

			But I’ll never forget how supportive the staff and crew were as a former contestant tried out hosting his first TV show. It was a steep learning curve, but everyone was so careful and so patient. I called my wife at the end of the day, and she asked how it had gone.

			“I’m no Alex out there,” I said glumly.

			She thought for a moment. “Well, maybe on his first day, he wasn’t either.”

			That was kind, but now that a few years have gone by, I regret to report I am still not Alex out there on the stage that’s since been renamed in his honor. The shoes are just too big. But luckily I had the chance to watch him doing the job, thousands of times from my couch and hundreds of times up close. No matter how out of my depth I feel at times, I can still half-perceive how Alex would have handled a moment: the light touch, the authoritative transition, the hauteur-with-a-wink that never verged on disdain. He was one of a kind.

			Brainiac is a history of trivia and quiz culture as much as it is a Jeopardy! memoir, and I hope the history part still holds up. I’d forgotten that the book ends with speculation about the future of trivia, which for the past century had always been a cyclical, faddish phenomenon. In 2006, I predicted that this cycle was now over, arguing that the Internet age had overturned our paradigm of knowledge as “trivia.” Factual information is no longer necessarily seen as inherently nerdy, something to be confined to its particular subcultures. As a result, I believed, trivia would now stay a normalized facet of modern life, part of the information fire hose we’re all being sprayed by.

			For the most part, I think this prediction held up. Bar trivia is so common now on both sides of the Atlantic that in most cities, it’s a little weird to find a watering hole that doesn’t have some version of it one night a week. The trivia ethos has powered multiple eras of Internet culture since 2004, from pedantic blogs to Buzzfeed listicles to podcasts to deep-dive YouTube channels. The specific thing you’re into—fantasy football stats, the Oscars, hip-hop, Korean cosmetics, the Roman Empire—really doesn’t matter. Culture-permeating detail about your hobbyhorse is now the rule and not the exception, online as well as off.

			I already called today’s Jeopardy! “largely unchanged” since Brainiac hit shelves, but it might be more accurate to say that it’s gone from strength to strength. James Holzhauer’s reinvention of the game, in his astonishing 2019 run and then the prime-time Greatest of All Time tournament, was probably the show’s cultural high-water mark, as nostalgic as I am for the simpler days of 2004. Even the messy backstage drama around the post-Trebek hosting shuffle only increased the show’s profile. Since then, syndicated Jeopardy! has become the mothership of a whole fleet of quiz shows, spawning successful prime-time tournaments and live events and subject-specific variants (pop culture, sports), while also releasing catalogs of episodes both old and new to streaming viewers. The risks of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire—style overexposure seem low (I say, glancing nervously at the monkey’s paw here at my desk) because trivia is so endemic now and Jeopardy! such a cultural touchstone that we expect it to be a multifaceted franchise with something for everyone in the post-monoculture world. But as I celebrated trivia, I missed the big picture. I blew the most important prediction of all. I didn’t expect trivia’s ascendancy to happen at the same time that the value of information itself started to plummet.

			In 2004, a Golden Age of Information was just beginning, and the Internet’s future looked impossibly bright. In just a decade, the web had become a vast repository of human knowledge, a thousand libraries in one, and it was accessible to essentially everyone. More information was going online all the time and getting easier and easier to find. It seemed obvious that this trajectory would continue indefinitely, and a global, democratic information network was a rare ray of hope amid all our existential worries for humanity’s future.

			It took less than twenty years for this utopian vision to come crashing down. You may remember the broad strokes of what happened to the open web. Freely searchable content was walled off by various providers and platforms. The enthusiasts and nerds who crafted excellent content on the Internet gradually lost their influence and livelihood as corporations moved in and maximized profits. “Enshittification” was the apt term that writer Cory Doctorow coined for the downward spiral.

			It didn’t seem like things could get worse, but then they did. Today, as we see everywhere, information is in a fight for its very life. People seeking answers to factual questions may find authoritative facts, but they may also find conspiracy theories, political propaganda, or A.I.-generated hallucinations—and even careful readers can have trouble telling them apart. The rehabilitation of Donald Trump that began in 2004 with The Apprentice ended with a third of the country in the personality cult of a demagogue who decried “fake news” and flooded the zone with bizarre, off-the-cuff counter-facts of his own. Entire media institutions, including some of the world’s most prestigious ones, have been captured by this ideology. Others have been decimated by staff and budget cuts.

			The value of expertise itself now seems to be in question, even on what were previously settled matters of fact. What was the cause of the Civil War—do I believe historians, or the National Park Service panels that are no longer allowed to mention slavery? Who won the 2020 presidential election—the candidate whose victory was certified by the states and Congress, or the one whose insurrectionist supporters tried to overturn the result? Whose advice do I follow about vaccines—epidemiologists, or podcasters who “did their own research”? The stakes are sometimes literally life and death.

			Trivia is a game. It’s not going to save us from a post-fact world. But I’m encouraged every day by its still-burgeoning popularity in a post-fact world. Jeopardy!‘s massive audience is incredibly diverse—old and young, in red states and blue—but they all still seem to agree on the unspoken premise of all quiz shows: that factual questions have answers, and the judges’ ruling is final. If a Jeopardy! clue mentions the moon landing, we would not accept a response of “What is, that never happened?” If a contestant were to complain that he asked his chatbot about the themes of To Kill a Mockingbird and Grok didn’t agree with our clue, we wouldn’t care. Our audience, no matter whom they voted for or how much A.I. slop they see on their social media feeds, wouldn’t expect us to futz around with “alternative facts.” Get on with the game!

			This broad appeal of trivia gives me hope. Maybe it means a post-fact world isn’t inevitable. Maybe it means that on some level, whether they realize it or not, almost everyone prefers a society built on factual consensus and expertise.

			Facts are resilient. Lies are not.

			I hope you enjoy this look back at the world of trivia from a simpler time. It was the first book from a novice writer, and I’m forever grateful for the agent and the editors and the publisher who believed in the pitch and started me off on a new career after my TV streak had ended and I had no idea what to do next. This is a book about a world where information is the only real currency, and in today’s world, that might be a happy escape. Just like Jeopardy! itself.

			See you tonight on the Alex Trebek Stage.

			Ken Jennings

			May 2026

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			A book about trivia has, potentially, the same problem that rock criticism or a sex manual does: it’s never as much fun as the real thing.

			With that in mind, I’ve tried to sprinkle trivia questions throughout this book, so that the sufficiently nerdy reader can play along at home. A superscript number like this one5 in the text doesn’t indicate an endnote but, rather, identifies trivia question number 5 in a particular chapter. Each chapter has ten trivia questions embedded within it (except for Chapter 7, on the art of writing trivia, which has more, and the final chapter, which is essentially an epilogue and doesn’t have any). Answers to each set of questions appear at the end of each chapter.

			I’ve tried to make the trivia serve the book, rather than vice versa. As a result, the 170 trivia questions herein are not necessarily my 170 personal favorites, but rather they are the questions that filled a particular niche in the narrative. Trivia questions like “What did Einstein, Darwin, Poe, H. G. Wells, and Queen Victoria have in common, matrimonially speaking?”[*1] or “What company released a February 2004 statement to customers in rebuttal to OutKast’s hit song ‘Hey Ya’?”[*2] or “What two parts of the body are joined by the philtrum?”[*3] might be aesthetically superior to some of the trivia to follow, but they didn’t happen to fit the context of the chapters.

			Since much of this book revolves around my 2004 appearance on the syndicated quiz show Jeopardy!, I thought it might be helpful to recap the rules of that game, to refresh the memories of readers who may not be regular viewers.

			Jeopardy! is a straightforward game of questions and answers, in which three contestants try to beat one another to answering general-knowledge (but faintly academically oriented) trivia. The show’s central gimmick is that the “questions” and “answers” are syntactically reversed. Instead of asking, “Who was the only U.S. president to marry in the White House?” and expecting an answer of “Grover Cleveland,” host Alex Trebek will offer a clue like “The only U.S. president to marry in the White House,” and expect the response in question form: “Who is Grover Cleveland?” Contestants who forget the annoying “Who is…?” tic may have their responses ruled as incorrect.

			The game consists of two rounds, each played on a game board consisting of a grid of thirty TV monitors. The six columns of the board represent six categories: “Geography,” “Classic TV,” “11-Letter Words,” and so forth. Each column contains five clues, arranged from top to bottom in increasing order of difficulty. In the first round, the clues are worth from $200 to $1,000. In the second round, or “Double Jeopardy,” the dollar values double and range from $400 to $2,000 per correct answer. Contestants who buzz in but guess incorrectly are penalized the amount of the clue. The first contestant to buzz in with a correct answer is awarded the points, and selects the next clue of his choice.

			Three clues in each game—one in the first round and two in the second—are preselected as “Daily Doubles,” though neither the players nor the home audience know where on the board they will be found. The contestant who happens to select each Daily Double faces that clue alone, and can wager any or all of her current score on whether or not she will answer it correctly.

			The Jeopardy! endgame is dubbed “Final Jeopardy.” All three players participate, as long as they have finished the second round with a positive score. A clue category is revealed, and players can bet any or all of their winnings that they will know the correct answer to a single clue in that category, just as with the Daily Doubles. When the final clue is revealed, players have thirty seconds to write down their responses. The player who leaves Final Jeopardy with the highest score returns on the following show; the others go home with cash prizes.

			Until recently, all winning contestants were retired after five games.

		

	
		
			Skip Notes

			Answers

			
				*1 Einstein, Darwin, Poe, H. G. Wells, and Queen Victoria all married their first cousins.

			

			
				*2 Polaroid, alarmed by OutKast’s injunction to “shake it like a Polaroid picture,” issued a February 2004 statement to customers, warning them that “if you shake it too vigorously, you could distort the image.”

			

			
				*3 The philtrum is the groove between your nose and your mouth.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				What is Ambition?

			
			Here’s some trivia for you. The red rock country of southern Utah is red for the same reason that the planet Mars has a pinkish tinge when you see it in the night sky: both are loaded with iron oxide, a.k.a. ordinary household rust. The shadows of these red desert crags are lengthening toward our car as it pulls into a dusty gas station on the Utah-Arizona border. The air smells of diesel fumes and sagebrush when I open the passenger-side door. My friend Earl Cahill unfolds himself from the driver’s seat, relieved we’ve made it to this, our last chance at gas for fifty miles.

			Earl is my old college roommate, and though he’s a remarkable six-foot-nine in height, he’s one of those giants who hope that by holding their head and shoulders at just the right dejected angle, they may somehow—if not disappear completely—at least give the appearance of being only six-foot-four or six-foot-five. He blinks into the setting sun through the shock of floppy brown hair hanging over his face, a face that bears the perpetually disappointed look of an English foxhound or a Cubs fan.

			As I pump gas, we reenact the ritual of all road-trippers since the days of Jack Kerouac, and try to figure out how we’re going to divvy up the trip’s costs. Unlike our beatnik freeway forefathers, however, Earl and I are both computer programmers, and we’re driving down to Los Angeles not to hear jazz or harvest lettuce or watch the sun set over the Pacific, but to try to land spots on Jeopardy!, America’s most popular and most difficult quiz show. Appropriately, geekily, we are squabbling about the most elegant algorithm to calculate and divide up our expenses.

			“How about this?” I offer. “There’s two of us, so that vastly improves our chances that one of us will make it on the show, right? And as we know, that person is guaranteed at least a thousand dollars, even if he finishes in third place. So here’s what we do: we split all expenses when we get back, but if one of us makes it onto the show, that person pays for the other’s share of gas and other expenses from this trip.”

			Earl furrows his brow, suspicious he’s being conned.

			“It’s no-lose,” I persist. “If you get on the show, you pay for all expenses, but you still turn a big profit from your winnings. The one who doesn’t get on loses nothing.”

			“Deal,” he finally agrees. We shake on it as we switch spots and climb back into the car. It is a no-lose scenario, but I’m guessing that I’ll end up being the beneficiary of my own plan. Earl, I figure, is exactly the type game shows look for. Besides being incredibly smart and, as he likes to put it, “sideshow-freak tall,” he has a booming baritone voice and an eccentric way of speaking—an inside-joke-rich patois of computer-hacker lingo, Simpsons references, and, mysteriously, quotes from Merchant Ivory movies. He’s exactly the kind of larger-than-life personality Jeopardy! needs—a lock to get on the show. I figure I’ve just negotiated myself a free trip to L.A.

			But I admit to myself, I’m not just along for the ride as Earl’s road-trip buddy. For as long as I can remember, I’ve dreamed of being on Jeopardy!, and Earl knows it. “You know, I keep telling myself that even if I fail the test, at least I can tell people I was the guy that got Ken Jennings on Jeopardy!” he says, as we pull back onto I-15 and drive off into the sunset.

			

			—

			
				I’ve been meaning to try out for Jeopardy! for nearly twenty years now, but I’ve loved trivia for even longer. My generation tends to think of trivia as an eighties craze, something we cherish nostalgically in the same neurons of our brain responsible for remembering Members Only jackets and Ralph Macchio. The watershed trivia year of my youth was clearly 1984, the year that the Alex Trebek version of Jeopardy! debuted on the airwaves and Trivial Pursuit sold twenty million copies, supplanting Pac-Man as the game craze of the era. But ask someone ten years younger what year trivia peaked, and her “final answer” would probably be 1999 or so, when Who Wants to Be a Millionaire became so explosively popular. Someone of my parents’ generation might associate the word “trivia” with the vogue for college campus trivia contests in the late 1960s, while my grandparents would certainly remember America holding its breath as contestants sweated it out in isolation booths on the high-rated (and highly rigged) TV quiz shows of the 1950s. A scholar in the field might even point you back to 1927, when the best-selling book Ask Me Another! ignited the very first question-and-answer craze in America. If trivia is a fad, in other words, it’s certainly a pesky one. Like the Terminator, Halley’s comet, or genital herpes, trivia just keeps coming back.

			And it’s still around. In fact, though trivia isn’t necessarily faddish at the moment, it’s still somehow omnipresent. America plays hundreds of thousands of trivia games every day—in urban bars, on suburban coffee tables, on FM radio stations, on cell phones. Trivia appears on our beer coasters, under our Snapple caps, on our Cracker Jack prizes. It clogs our e-mail in-boxes and magazine article sidebars. It fills the blank space at the bottom of columns in the phone book. It pacifies us while we watch the cola-sponsored advertising on movie screens. It’s the bumper that takes us to commercial on cable news and entertainment shows. It’s such a familiar part of American life that we don’t even notice it anymore, and yet there it always is. We live surrounded by trivia.

			“Trivia,” the word itself, predates 1984 and Trivial Pursuit, of course. In fact, it goes back millennia. Originally a Roman name for the goddess Hecate, in her role as guardian of the crossroads, “Trivia” derives from the Latin “trivium”: a crossroads where “three ways” met. Centuries later, English writer John Gay named his most famous poem, a 1716 description of a walking tour of London, “Trivia,” in honor of the same goddess. (Gay is better known for his satirical The Beggar’s Opera, the musical work upon which Brecht’s Threepenny Opera was based, which means he’s also responsible for the pop song that was the number one Billboard hit of 1959.)[*1]

			The Latin word “trivium” is also our source for the adjective form “trivial,” meaning unimportant or ordinary. It’s generally believed that “trivial” came to mean commonplace because a “trivium,” or public crossroads, was literally a “common place.” Others claim that the adjective “trivial” derives from another use of “trivium”—in medieval universities, the course load was divided between the three-subject trivium and the four-subject quadrivium. The trio of courses in the trivium was always grammar, rhetoric, and logic, while the quadrivium was composed of home ec, driver’s ed, wood shop, and band (oh, all right: arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music). The trivium contained the easier, more elementary subjects, thought to be less important than the advanced quadrivium, and, hence, “trivial.”

			In the twentieth century, the noun form “trivia” first began to be used as a derivative of “trivial” to refer to trifles, or things deemed unimportant. As early as 1902, popular essayist Logan Pearsall Smith (the brother-in-law, incidentally, of philosopher Bertrand Russell) published a collection of brief philosophical musings under the title Trivia. But the word didn’t adopt its current usage—“questions and answers about unusual bits of everyday knowledge”—until the mid-1960s.

			I’ve always felt it was a shame that the “trivia” moniker stuck to trivia so firmly. Referring to your hobby with a word that quite literally means “petty” or “insignificant” doesn’t strike me as the best way to popularize it. Would football ever have caught on if gridiron fans had insisted on calling it “that stupid sport with the weird-shaped ball”? Do philatelists call postage stamps “little gummed squares that we pointlessly collect and pore over when we really should be out meeting girls”? And yet trivia fans happily adopt the language of the oppressor, tacitly but cheerfully agreeing that, yes, their tendency toward learning and knowing lots of weird stuff is completely valueless. Completely “trivial.”

			I first heard the words “trivial” and “nontrivial” in their scientific usage in the math and computer science classes I took in college. To math and computer nerds, a trivial problem is one with a ridiculously easy solution, one the teacher probably won’t even bother to put up on the overhead projector. Science is, instead, about the pursuit of the unusual, elegant solution—the nontrivial one. For example, I remember learning once about “sum-product numbers,” numbers equal to the sum of all their digits multiplied by the product of all their digits. There are an infinite number of natural numbers, said the instructor, but only three sum-product numbers. The number 1 is the trivial solution, the boring one: 1 × 1 = 1. The interesting solutions are the nontrivial ones—135, for instance (though there’s one other):[*2]

			((1 + 3 + 5) × (1 × 3 × 5)) = 135

			For as long as I can remember, I’ve had the idea that trivia, despite its name, is elegant, complicated, fascinating, worthy of study—that trivia is, in a word, nontrivial.

			

			—

			My mom remembers the first trivia question I ever answered. I was four years old and sitting behind one-way glass at the University of Washington. The university, in conjunction with the Seattle public school system, was testing kids for placement in certain “gifted and talented” elementary school programs. So I got to spend the day stacking blocks and solving picture puzzles in dark little rooms lined with mirrors. Mom says she came back to the testing room to pick me up hours later, only to find that the grad students were having such a good time with the general knowledge portion of the testing that they’d let it go on far too long.

			“Now, where did the Wright brothers’ first plane flight happen?”[*3] they asked as she walked in.

			I was sitting in a tiny chair, playing with a train, seemingly oblivious to the test, and my mom didn’t expect me to answer.

			But I surprised her by getting the question right. Looking back, I don’t know how a four-year-old would know anything about the Wright brothers. Some people apparently have a sponge-like brain that sucks up information and detail almost from birth, through some perfect-storm coalescence of curiosity, compulsiveness, and innate talent. These people are indiscriminate information gourmands, driven by inexplicable urges to scrawl every scrap of knowledge that comes their way onto their blank chalkboard of a brain. We did not choose trivia. Trivia chose us.

			I can think of habits I’ve had since birth that, in hindsight, seem more like OCD symptoms than charmingly precocious childhood pastimes. I would sit in movie theaters long after the lights came up, carefully studying every name in the credits roll. I memorized all the patterns on the Sesame Street matching game in my closet, so I could beat my parents every time we played. I once spent an eleven-hour plane flight timing myself to see how fast I could name every country in the world in alphabetical order, from Afghanistan all the way to, well, to the very last one.[*4] I remember, at four years old, being distraught that the surprise my parents gave us to celebrate my dad’s graduation from law school was a mere trip to Disneyland (Disneyland! I ask you!) and not the item I’d had my eye on for months: the word game Boggle.

			Though I obviously needed no encouragement, my parents encouraged me by finding me used copies of all the traditional accessories for the pint-sized trivia loudmouth: the Guinness Book of World Records, Ripley’s Believe It or Not! paperbacks, a variety of poorly researched fact books featuring Snoopy. My parents were also very patient with the litany of trivia these gifts produced during long car trips. “Hey, Mom! Do you know what color a polar bear’s skin is? No, black! Hey, Mom! Three-quarters of the dust in our house is from dead human skin cells, ewww! Hey, Mom! Guess how big the world’s biggest pumpkin pie was. Not even close, 418 pounds!”

			Surprisingly I survived many of these car trips without being beaten mercilessly. And when I didn’t have all the answers, Dad, a science nut, was always ready with a helpful gee-Mr.-Wizard-that’s-keen answer to childhood’s many puzzling questions. What makes the sky blue? (Rayleigh scattering.) Why does a curveball curve? (The Magnus effect.) Where do babies come from? (Go ask your mother.)

			Thanks in part to the Wright brothers, I suppose, I started kindergarten at a magnet school near our northeast Seattle home. Starting school was traumatic for me—not because I missed my mommy or couldn’t remember which coat hook was mine, but because I knew I’d miss my beloved morning game shows. I spent my elementary school years perpetually pining for summer vacation, when I could catch up once again on Wheel of Fortune, The $20,000 Pyramid, and Family Feud. I was overjoyed in 1979 when my sister Gwyn was born: we were now a family of five—the exact perfect size for a Family Feud team! That could be us up there someday, being smooched by Richard Dawson wearing an atrocious light gray three-piece suit. To this day, my grandparents love to remind me how I used to phone them daily to give them the rundown on all the morning’s game shows. I would run into our avocado-and-gold 1970s kitchen in my Underoos and clamber up on a stool to reach the telephone, just to recite the details of a particularly exciting Password matchup or Pyramid bonus round.

			Two years later, my dad had a job offer at an overseas law firm and packed us all off to Asia, so I was living in Seoul when Jeopardy! came back on the air in 1984. With only one English-language TV channel to watch in South Korea—thank you AFKN, the Armed Forces Korea Network—everyone in my American school watched exactly the same shows at exactly the same times every day. AFKN showed Jeopardy! every afternoon around the time we all got home from school, and so, as weird as it sounds, the previous day’s Jeopardy! was a big fifth-grade playground topic each day.

			In sixth grade, we were assigned a class project to design games themed around endangered species preservation. Mine was Seal of Fortune, but I envied my friend Tom, who had been assigned a different animal and could call his game Jaguardy!, complete with that unnecessary exclamation point. The same year, a girl we knew caused a big stir when she brought to class a copy of the new, hot-off-the-press Jeopardy! book that had just been released Stateside, and many of us took turns going through the sample contestant tests in the back to see if we were Jeopardy! material. In the sixth grade! Some accident of U.S. Army television programming and typical elementary school obsessiveness had turned us into the Seoul Foreign School for Prepubescent Quiz Show Freaks.

			I was, in short, a pretty nerdy kid. But I was not alone—countless trivia fans have described similar childhoods to me, hours spent indoors poring over world atlases and The Baseball Encyclopedia and Leonard Maltin’s movie guide, and keeping shoe boxes full of note cards documenting trivial obsessions. I look back on it now with a curious mixture of bewilderment and nostalgia—was I ever really like that? As I entered adolescence and, eventually, adulthood, trivia became something childish and embarrassing that needed to be put away, like Saturday morning cartoons or a well-loved stuffed animal. I threw out whole boxes full of notebooks that I’d spent my childhood filling with lists: celebrity middle names, Olympic archery medalists, archived Family Feud questions, state birds. I quit buying The World Almanac when it came out every November. My subscription to Games magazine lapsed. Finally, my freshman year of college, I even fell out of the habit of watching Jeopardy!

			It wasn’t that I was suddenly too cool for trivia or, truthfully, very cool at all. Sure, I wasn’t producing shelves full of Quantum Leap fan fiction or anything, but I still had plenty of nerdy pastimes: a vast collection of Thor and Fantastic Four comic books, my fantasy baseball team, speed-solving The New York Times crossword puzzle that ran every weekday in the student newspaper. But I’d started to see trivia mavens the way society at large sometimes sees them: as drips, oddballs, conversation killers. No one likes the guy with the immediate answer to every question or, worse, the dreaded follow-up “And-did-you-know?” factoid. And so I would hide tests that came back with A’s on them, and soft-pedal corrections when forced to (“I almost think that rabbits aren’t rodents, actually…”[*5]), and let my Trivial Pursuit teammates talk me out of answers I knew were right. In college once, I overheard a girl from next door talking to Earl about the master’s in math he was working toward, when he happened to mention that I was nearly done with my own degree in computer science. We had both known this girl for years.

			“Wait, Ken’s smart too?” she asked Earl, astonished.

			I took it as a compliment.

			

			—

			
				Yes, I was on the down low: a deeply closeted trivia lover. But I’d never quite let go of my childhood fantasy of appearing on Jeopardy! As a kid, of course, this was a pipe dream: I was decades too young to even audition for the show. But when I was a teenager, Jeopardy! started an annual Teen Tournament, and when I was attending Brigham Young University, I got to know Jeff Stewart, who had won the Jeopardy! College Tournament as a BYU senior in 1994. Going on a game show started to seem like an attainable goal, something that happened to real people I knew, and not just to perky anonymous homemakers from Placentia or La Jolla or some other California city that only existed for me in game show announcer intros. Why couldn’t it be me up there someday?

			Jeopardy! never came to do one of their roving contestant searches in Salt Lake City, where I now live, so I decided that a Los Angeles tryout was my best bet. The show holds open auditions monthly in L.A., according to a book of Jeopardy! tips I found on a bookstore discount table one Friday evening, killing time before a movie. The slender paperback by Florida lawyer Michael Dupée, who won Jeopardy!‘s Tournament of Champions back in 1996, was called How to Get on Jeopardy! …and Win! The title spoke to me for some reason. As I paged through the book, gleaning it for helpful hints, I resolved never again to pass through Southern California without trying out. But this promise will prove harder than it sounds.

			

			—

			“How was work?” my wife, Mindy, asks me as I bang through the screen door. It’s a cool April evening and Mindy is preparing dinner while she keeps one eye on our newborn, Dylan, who is gurgling in his baby carrier in the corner.

			“Fine, I guess.” I’ve worked as a computer programmer for a local health-care staffing company for the last few years, ever since my previous employer fell victim to the popping of the Internet bubble and stopped doing the little things that matter for its employees, like paying them. Now I spend my days writing software that helps get doctors and nurses placed in new jobs. It’s a stable company and a nice group of people. It pays the mortgage every month on the little yellow-brick house we bought—our first—just before Dylan was born. And though I try not to dwell on it, it’s incredibly dull work, made worse by the increasingly obvious fact that I’m a pretty mediocre computer programmer. The short attention span and encyclopedic memory that served me well in trivia are apparently a different set of mental muscles from the ones you need to write software eight hours a day. This bothers me, since I suspect that writing good computer code is probably a more accurate measure of real intelligence than knowing who hit the first home run in All-Star Game history[*6] or which 1960s TV character was named Roy Hinkley.[*7]

			“I called Jeopardy! today,” I add, trying to sound casual. “They’re not doing tryouts the week we’re in L.A. Their May tryout isn’t until the week after.”

			Mindy can tell I’m disappointed. She dries her hands and comes over to me. “Oh, I’m sorry. You were really serious about auditioning, then?”

			“It’s fine. What are those bulb things you’re slicing?”

			“You’ve never seen fennel? It looks like celery and tastes like licorice. It’s really good baked with a little olive oil.” Automatically I find myself filing “fennel” away in my mind. You can take the boy out of the trivia, but you can’t take the trivia out of the boy.

			“I wish we could stay another week in California, but I don’t want to leave Dylan with my mom for two whole weeks.”

			I pick up Dylan. He certainly takes after his father: about three-quarters of his body weight seems to be head, and three-quarters of that is ears. It’s impossible to resent this obstacle to my lifelong Jeopardy! dreams as he sits in my arms, grinning up at me and blowing spit bubbles.

			“Tell me if you think this is a dumb idea,” I say to Mindy. “It’s going to drive me nuts if I miss this audition by just a couple days. What if as soon as we get back from California I drive right back down to go to the tryout?”

			To Mindy’s credit, she doesn’t remind me that this is a twelve-hour drive each way, or that Jeopardy! specifically tells people not to make a special trip for an audition, because the odds against making it onto the show are so astronomically steep: over thirty thousand would-be contestants try out for the show most years, competing for only four hundred spots. The exact odds are left as an exercise for the reader, but let’s just say that getting into Harvard is about eight times easier.

			“Do you think you can get off work for a second trip?” she asks.

			“There’s no way I’m going to ask for time off for a quiz show audition. I’ll tell them it’s a wedding or something.”

			“Then I think you should do it,” she says, sliding a fennel-laden pan into the oven. I’m so relieved I could kiss her, and I do. “Can you find someone to go with you to share the driving?”

			I’m already walking to the phone. “I’ll call Earl.”

			Talking Mindy into my plan was the easy part, but I wonder if Earl Cahill isn’t going to be a tougher sell. Earl, you have to understand, is pretty much anybody’s idea of a genius. He’s a concert pianist, a gifted photographer, a mathematician, and the best computer programmer I know. He wins our Oscar prediction pool handily every single spring. If you surveyed twenty people who know Earl, asking each of them for the name of the smartest person they know, nineteen would say, “Earl.” The other guy would say something like, “You know, that really tall guy who used to live next door? Fixed my modem that one time? Burl or Merle or something.”

			But Earl is different from most trivia people I know in one important respect. Growing up in Cheyenne, Wyoming, he was never driven by that insatiable childhood compulsion to absorb knowledge. It was only later in life that he realized how many people mistook trivia recall for intelligence, and so he’s been playing trivia catch-up ever since, determined to feel smarter if it kills him. One of the first computer programs he ever wrote, back when we were college roommates and he was starting to fiddle around with computers, was educational software designed to teach him all the capital cities of Europe. He didn’t like not knowing which one was Bucharest and which was Budapest, so he wrote this program from the ground up and then spent days drilling himself on his own system until he knew all the answers. We both did the Times crossword puzzle every day, but only he would doggedly look up every word he didn’t know. Earl wasn’t born trivia-great, and he didn’t have trivia greatness thrust upon him. Earl achieved it; he’s the rare self-made trivia man.

			As a result, he’s always been a little thin-skinned about getting beaten at any intellectual pursuit by someone who didn’t have to work at it as hard as he did. And since Earl and I are both pretty competitive people at heart (don’t even ask about the notorious Scattergories Incident of 1998—“egg drop” is not a flavor of ice cream, Earl!), I’d understand completely if he turned me down flat. It would be pretty awkward if I passed the test and he didn’t. “Well, thanks for chauffeuring me, Earl! Bummer about you flunking the test.” Or, now that I come to think about it, what if he passes and I don’t?

			When he picks up the phone, I don’t waste any time. “So, this is really weird, and you can say no if you want, but I think we should drive down to L.A. in May and try out for Jeopardy!”

			The pause is almost imperceptible. “Sure. What day?”

			We have liftoff.

			

			—

			
				Later that night, I trudge down to the basement, where there’s a storage room full of cardboard boxes of books, still packed up from our recent move. It takes me quite a while to dig out How to Get on Jeopardy!…and Win! For the moment, I’m more concerned with the part of the title before the ellipses. Reading beside a sleeping Mindy in bed that night, I find that the bulk of the book is composed of practice quizzes. Most are on the tough topics that Jeopardy! writers tend to emphasize disproportionately: opera, ballet, gourmet food and drink (no fennel trivia, though). What country is home to diva soprano Kiri te Kanawa?[*8] What kind of vegetable is also called an aubergine?[*9] What’s the alcoholic ingredient in a White Lady?[*10]

			I feel a little like Earl, force-feeding myself information I would never otherwise remember, and it makes me question the sanity of our upcoming Jeopardy! odyssey. Is all this headache going to be worth it, just for the infinitesimal chance of making it on the show, much less winning anything? I finally fall asleep with the book on my chest, still unable to quite remember which one is Nureyev and which one is Baryshnikov.

		

	
		
			Skip Notes

			Answers

			
				*1 Bobby Darin’s “Mack the Knife” is from The Threepenny Opera. Mack himself is based on Macheath, the protagonist of John Gay’s 1728 The Beggar’s Opera.

			

			
				*2 144 is, besides 135, the only nontrivial sum-product number. ((1 + 4 + 4) × (1 × 4 × 4)) = 144

			

			
				*3 The Wright brothers’ first plane flight took place at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina.

			

			
				*4 Zimbabwe is the last country in the world alphabetically.

			

			
				*5 Rabbits are lagomorphs, not rodents.

			

			
				*6 Babe Ruth hit the first home run in All-Star Game history.

			

			
				*7 Roy Hinkley was the seldom-used real name of the Professor on Gilligan’s Island.

			

			
				*8 Kiri te Kanawa is from New Zealand.

			

			
				*9 Aubergine is another word for eggplant.

			

			
				*10 Gin is the alcoholic ingredient in a White Lady.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				What is Audition?

			
			I’m too young to remember the original version of Jeopardy!, which Art Fleming hosted on NBC from 1964 until the end of 1974, the year of my birth. As the story goes, Merv Griffin and his then-wife, Julann, were flying home to New York in 1963 when Julann suggested a novel reversal of a familiar quiz show concept: the host would provide the answer, and the contestants would need to reply with the appropriate question.

			“Five thousand two hundred and eighty,” said Julann to her husband.

			“How many feet are there in a mile?” replied Merv, no Jeopardy! slouch even then.

			A show was born.

			The Griffins spent the next few months playing “What’s the Question?,” as they called it, with friends around the dining room table of their Upper West Side apartment. When Merv finally showed NBC the game, in a live run-through at Rockefeller Center, executives thought the questions and answers were way too hard, but a network assistant named Grant Tinker (later the president of NBC and Mr. Mary Tyler Moore) insisted that the show would be a hit.

			Game shows had been in a fallow period for almost a decade, never having recovered from the infamous rigging scandals on such shows as Twenty-One and The $64,000 Question during the 1950s. But Jeopardy!‘s successful decade-long run helped resuscitate the moribund genre, and when the show was reborn in 1984, with its format unchanged but now hosted by unflappable Ontario native Alex Trebek, it was an immediate hit yet again.

			Two decades later, Jeopardy! is still the nation’s top-rated quiz show, and has seeped into the popular culture—the American zeitgeist, a Jeopardy!-caliber nerd might say—in a way that no other game show really has. The same year that Jeopardy! returned to the airwaves, “Weird Al” Yankovic commemorated his own game show suckitude by having announcer Don Pardo call him “a complete loser” in his song “I Lost on Jeopardy!” In the 1992 film White Men Can’t Jump, Rosie Perez achieves her lifelong dream of appearing on Jeopardy! and kicks ass by knowing all five “Foods That Start with ‘Q’,” from “a custard pie often made with cheese and bacon”[*1] to “a large edible clam of the Atlantic coast.”[*2] Dustin Hoffman, as the lead character in Rain Man, “definitely, definitely “refuses to miss his daily five-thirty dose of Jeopardy! And in Groundhog Day, Bill Murray expresses his ultimate boredom with his broken record of a life by watching the same episode of Jeopardy! over and over again until he can impress all the blue-hairs in his B&B by nailing all the right answers. Er, questions.

			Jeopardy!‘s success spilled over into TV shows as well. Cliff Clavin, the know-it-all mailman on Cheers, cleaned up on Jeopardy! when the categories turned out to be tailor-made for him: “Civil Servants,” “Stamps from Around the World,” “Beer,” “Mothers and Sons,” “Bar Trivia,” and “Celibacy.” But he lost by betting too much on Final Jeopardy: to the
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