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by Victoria Coren Mitchell

Hello. I’m going to make a jaw-dropping personal revelation.

This bombshell has been “teased” on the back of the book, in the hope of notching up a few more sales among those with an insatiable curiosity for Only Connect, the BBC’s ghastliest quiz. But aha [you think], you do not have to buy the book to discover the secret! You can simply remain standing there in the bookshop, flicking through until you find the relevant paragraph, harness the data, hurl the book back down and run away cackling.

Well, I don’t mind that. At least you were in a bookshop. All those in the publishing or broadcasting game are beneficiaries, directly or indirectly, of such footfall. As is the human race itself! God help us when the high street is nothing but surveillance cameras and the odd pigeon’s corpse. Congratulations for patronising a local retailer and, indeed, for finding one. If you end up buying Bear Gryll’s Roadkill Recipes instead of this, I am happy for both of you.

Also, the Only Connect book must have been on a display table for you to have noticed it and read the words on the back. This is only good news for us. Perhaps the next casual browser will fork out for it.

But aha [you think], you might not have been in a bookshop when you spied the teaser! Perhaps you saw an online advert and went to a brick-and-mortar establishment purely in order to leaf through and discover my secret for free, having Googled to find such a place and got yourself there via Uber and Waze with no intention of buying any books at all! Least of all ours!

That worries me even less. If you have such a devious, calculating mind, you won’t be able to resist the puzzles that lie within these pages. You’ll definitely buy it anyway.

So here is the secret: I am inviting you to
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There. I hope you’re satisfied.

Moving on, I want to tell you about our second question editor, Mr. Connor. He joined the Only Connect family in 2013 after our original question editor, the great Mr. Bodycombe, decided that five years was quite enough and glided off into the darkness whence he came, leaving only a faint whiff of sulphur and a set of footprints that looked uncannily like question marks.

This new chap, Mr. Connor, and I went back a long way. We had first met as teenagers when he was a cheerful, bespectacled philosophy student and comedy sketch performer – a mere shadow of the fiendish, slippery puzzle genius he would one day become. But he was a slave to his allergies and enjoyed the odd crossword, so the building blocks were there.

Twenty years later, I recommended Mr. Connor’s feet to the Only Connect production team as potential fillers for the magnificent vacated shoes of Mr. Bodycombe. (Imagine a pair of burgundy moleskin slippers, such as a magician might wear in 1873.)

(With soles shaped like question marks).

So, we were in a circle of trust. Mr. Connor confided quietly in me when he feared there might not be enough new quiz questions to fill a series, and I confided in him that I’d always wanted to write some. Mr. Bodycombe had never encouraged this ambition! He was a secretive fellow, who liked to keep his cloak over his work. (That isn’t a metaphor.)

But the questions were chosen, ultimately, by the producers. The role of question editor was to gather them in from a team of writers, write plenty himself to plug gaps and cover unmentioned areas (that isn’t a euphemism), and submit them to producers for discussion, approval and choice.

The executive producer was my beloved friend Chris Stuart, erstwhile broadcaster and owner (with his wife Megan) of the company that first sold Only Connect to the BBC. Chris was the sort of producer who could notice that all four clues in a music question about theft were from the pop charts, and immediately suggest replacing Stand And Deliver (Adam and the Ants) with The Thieving Magpie (Rossini). He could conduct an hour-long debate with a senior BBC figure about whether, in a question about myths relating to English kings, the phrase “red-hot poker up the backside” was too rude for 8.30pm. Even more impressively, he could then keep a straight face while answering the question: “Could Victoria say ‘red-hot poker up the nether regions’?”

He could nod through an Aled Jones duet for an audio clue, without telling anybody that he had himself written an Aled Jones duet on the very same album! He had so little vanity, it never occurred to him to mention it. I only found that out when the relevant song was played, in 2022, at Chris’s funeral.

Series producer was Jenny Heap, a super-bright Oxford graduate, bilingual in English and Welsh, who had joined Chris and Megan’s production company as a trainee researcher. Jenny was gorgeous, fun and fashion-forward but, before you think she sounds a bad fit for the show, let me tell you that her favourite all-time Only Connect question was a sequence of service stations going north up the M1. Her nerdy intellect came wrapped in a sexy package; imagine a Welsh Erin Brockovich.

I didn’t want these two brilliant colleagues to feel compromised by being presented with questions written by the host of the programme. How could such questions be impartially judged?

So, Mr. Connor and I hatched a plan. I would send the questions directly to him, under a pseudonym, and he would watch to see whether Chris and Jenny approved them on their own merits.

I loved the wheeze. It reminded me of the old story about Ronnie Barker, who submitted comedy sketches to Frost On Sunday (on which the Two Ronnies performed) under the name “Gerald Wiley”. The sketches were bought and used by the unsuspecting producers, without fear or favour. After two series, Barker invited the entire cast and crew to a Chinese restaurant where he stood up, revealed his secret identity and none of them believed him.

And so it was that, from 2015 until today, Geraldine Wiley has been writing questions for Only Connect.

You might perhaps want to revisit my earlier invitation for you to
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and see if you can make any more sense of it …

I can’t remember how long I originally planned to keep it up. I only know I never got round to revealing it. My Chinese restaurant moment never came.

I think I enjoyed the subterfuge too much. Mr. Connor and I exchanged our clandestine emails. The producers loved the questions and selected them for the series. At the end of the year, our production manager (my good friend Christine Cadenne) emailed Geraldine Wiley to ask her bank details, so that Geraldine could be sent £210 for the questions she’d written. This was problematic. Putting a false name on an email was one thing, but a bank account quite another. How was I going to get paid?

Looking back at the hotmail address we set up for the ruse, I see that Geraldine wrote back: “Thank you so much, but it is enough for me to have the honour of seeing the questions on the show! I would be delighted if you could donate my £210 to the Royal National Lifeboat Institution. The RNLI
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