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Deep in the heart of Whitehall, up an unnoticeable side road, is an unassuming office block. Unremarkable on the outside, inside it buzzes and bustles with activity. Civil servants hard at work – researching, compiling, cross-checking facts and trivia, questions and puzzles. This is The Ministry of Quizzes.

Formed by the 1957 Quizzing and Puzzling Act, from a merger between the Board of General Knowledge and the Office of Quizmasters, this small but essential government department is the national authority on all matters relating to quizzes, trivia and puzzles. Often overlooked, operating in the shadow of the other great offices of state, the officials of this curious and little-known corner of government work diligently and tirelessly to carry out the vital work of documenting, processing, vetting and overseeing all the nation’s quiz-related affairs.

Now for the first time, their work can be revealed.

The author was given unique access by officials, observing their day-to-day operations, sitting in on their committees and reviewing and analyzing their copious output. He was shown the inner workings of the Ministry, and the actions and activities of the Ministry’s various sub-departments. The Office for Connections, Sequences and Other Coincidences, whose brief is to investigate and discover patterns and relationships between facts. The Secretariat of Specialist Topics, who research and categorize specific areas of general knowledge. Even the secretive Office of Enigmas, Conundrums and Other Devious Puzzles, who preside over some of the department’s most perplexing problem-setting.

This book is the result. A comprehensive, varied and in-depth compilation of the fascinating work of this enigmatic and much-loved national institution.
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The officials of The Ministry of Quizzes are sticklers for rules and process. But the main advice on how to use this book is not to follow any particular method and navigate as you wish. Just don’t tell the Ministry that.

The book is a compendium of different formats of quizzes and puzzles, each with a reference to its set of answers in the back. There is no particular sequence or order; the different quizzes are evenly distributed throughout the book. So is the difficulty of questions. If you are already tearing your hair out at page one, at least be comforted that the questions won’t get any harder.

Quizzes are always better played with others! If you are in a group – whether you’re on holiday, gathered around a dinner table or just down the pub – have a pencil and paper to hand and appoint someone as quizmaster. Decide in advance how many rounds you will play. Scoring suggestions are included with the answers to each set of questions. Alternatively, make up your own games.

You can play the book on your own, of course, and you’ll find some of the quiz formats are well suited to solo play. And you are welcome to browse and harvest the questions for your own quizzes.

Care has been taken with each of the 1,837 questions in this book, but inevitably, even with the resources of the Ministry, amid this quantity of information factual inaccuracies can appear. Errors can creep in through the passage of time, debatable or disputed subject matter or just plain . . . ahem. In this event, the policy of the Ministry is to offer a full and frank apology, and do everything possible to avoid an independent enquiry.
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The relationship between quiz-setter and quiz-solver is not always an easy one. Difficult questions can alienate an audience. But make them too easy and there is no challenge and little reward. The problem for the quiz-setter is that knowledge is binary – you either know the answer or you don’t. And what is ‘hard’ varies from person to person, and depending on the type of quiz. A question an individual may struggle with can be easy pickings for a quiz team. Nothing, of course, beats the satisfaction of being the only person, or only team, to get the question right. But the Goldilocks quiz question – not too hard, not too easy – is an elusive thing.

The ideal quiz question sits somewhere at this boundary between knowledge and ignorance. A perfect quiz question would be possible to answer even if you have never come across the subject before, either by using background knowledge, or through information in the question itself. Good quiz questions should entertain and inform. If the answer is interesting or surprising in some way – or even annoying – if a new neural pathway gets connected, that in itself is a pleasing thing.

This book is designed with these thoughts in mind. Some of the quiz formats will be familiar, some less so. Some are more devious than others. But help can come from unexpected quarters. Often the quizzes offer ways to get to the answer even when your memory banks have turned up blank. The best way to discover the world of the Ministry of Quizzes is, of course, to dive in and play. But here are some musings, up front, on what you can expect to find:

Many of the quiz formats in the book have linked answers – that is, the answers are connected or share something in common. Examples are the ‘Connections’ and ‘Linkophilia’ quizzes. These give you alternative ways of completing the quiz, and confirming, or working back to questions you previously couldn’t answer. In the case of Linkophilia, this is similar to completing a crossword, in that you build information that helps you as you go.

The same principle applies to ‘Magic Square’. Magic Squares originated in ancient China and have a long history. Essentially a grid of numbers, the rows, columns and diagonals in a Magic Square add up to the same number, giving it an arcane and mythical status in many civilizations and cultures since. Applied by the Ministry of Quizzes, it means you can use arithmetic to bridge gaps in knowledge and, if successful, eventually answer all the questions. Other grid-based formats, ‘Cluedoku’ and ‘Letter Box’, follow a similar principle.

The ‘Picture Logic’ quizzes are in a similar vein. Rather than asking the obvious ‘who or what is this picture of?’, the questions ask about things related to the pictures or groups of pictures within the set. Think of them as clues. By comparing different questions you may find you can make educated guesses about the pictures you don’t know, helping you to discover their identities.

In some of the formats, the links are in the question content itself. ‘In Common’, ‘What Comes Next?’ and ‘Odd One Out’ formats are all about being able to spot patterns in the data. Often these call for lateral thinking. Be warned, these quizzes contain some of the Ministry’s most devious and infuriating questions.

There is history behind another of the formats – ‘The Wisdom of the Crowd’. In 1906, Francis Galton, a scientist and relation of Charles Darwin, received an unexpected insight at a country fair in Plymouth. Observing a guess-the-weight-of-the-ox competition at the show, Galton made the surprising discovery that by taking the median (or middle) guess from 800 entry tickets, the crowd’s result was accurate to within 1 per cent of the true weight. This was far better than any single expert at the show. This idea is taken up by the Ministry of Quizzes, putting similar ‘guess the quantity’-type questions to people up and down the country. In each case the crowd’s data is set out. Can you use this to find the correct answer? How many of the crowd will you beat in the process?

The Ministry of Quizzes likes anagrams, and you’ll find they are liberally sprinkled throughout this book. Anagrams can be tricky, but they have the obvious benefit that the answer can always be found in the question. Many of the anagram questions are in a similar format to those you might find in a cryptic crossword. A sentence that disguises three parts: the anagram text itself that needs to be rearranged, a description of what the answer is, and the two linked by an indicator word like ‘reordered’ or ‘turned into’. To help you, these questions are tagged with (anag, x), where x is the number of letters in the answer.

Other than anagrams, there are no other cryptic-crossword-type questions.

There are a host of other question formats in the book that may be more familiar.

General Knowledge is the bread and butter of quizzing, and there is a plentiful mix of formats, from direct questions to multiple-choice questions. In the ‘Four Clues’ quiz, you are given clues in turn to a person, thing, event, place or date. The challenge is to get to the answer by using the minimum number of clues. So, try to take one clue at a time and not to skim ahead. With ‘Matching Pairs’ you are trying to link pairs of things together – for instance historic events and the people connected with them. For a more challenging game you can play ‘blind’ by covering the second set of the pairs and earn more points.

Some of the formats are concerned with lists of things. ‘Put in Order’, as the name suggests, asks you to arrange a list in a correct order . . . for instance, planets according to size, or historical events in chronological order. And scattered across the book is a format of question that asks you to name items from a list of ten things from a common category. You can make as many guesses as you like; correct answers gain points, but wrong answers lose them. Obscure answers earn more points.

Everyone has their favourite areas of knowledge and specialist subject, so the Ministry also provides a set of quizzes that focus in on specific areas of knowledge. Science, the arts, history, pop culture, sport, geography and many more are catered for, giving the perfect opportunity for you to shine in your pet subject (or to keep a low profile).

Finally, to give the quiz-solver the best possible odds, there is the ‘Fifty-Fifty’ format and its close cousin ‘More, Less or the Same?’ It’s a straight choice. A correct answer is no harder than predicting the toss of a coin. How hard can that be? So why do these rounds seem to provoke so much tension in the audience?

On behalf of the Ministry of Quizzes, I hope you enjoy this book as much as I have enjoyed writing it. Use it in the way that suits you best – whether to play the quizzes solo, with friends or family, to use them to set your own quizzes, or inspire you to come up with new questions and formats. You may even be just what the Ministry is looking for, and a career in Whitehall beckons . . .

Enjoy your quizzing!

David Gentle




 [image: Ornament image]  FIRSTS

These questions concern notorious ‘firsts’. How many can you answer?


1.  What was the first James Bond novel?

2.  The first televised address from the Oval Office was made in 1947, by which president?

3.  On 16 May 1975, Junko Tabei of Japan became the first woman to do what?

4.  What first was achieved by Rachael Blackmore in 2021?

5.  By what title is the First Lord of the Treasury in the UK better known?

6.  Hattie McDaniel was the first African-American to win an Oscar, for her performance in which film?

7.  What is significant about a goal scored by Lucien Laurent of France against Mexico on 13 July 1930?

8.  Julia Gillard was the first female prime minister of which country?

9.  A Study in Scarlet was the first story to feature which character?

10.  What watery feat was Captain Matthew Webb the first to do, in 1875?



Find the answers here.

 [image: Ornament image]  COUNTRIES BORDERING BRAZIL

Try to name the 10 countries that border Brazil. Earn points for more obscure answers, lose points for incorrect answers.

The answers are here.
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Try to answer these miscellaneous questions.


1.  Leon Spinks did it in 1978, Ken Norton in 1973 and Joe Frazier in 1971. What?

2.  What links Lisa del Giocondo and Kate Winslet?

3.  Some languages, such as Nigerian, have a ‘hesternal’ tense, for describing events that occur specifically when?

4.  How are Haven Brow, Short Brow, Rough Brow, Brass Point, Flagstaff Point, Baily’s Hill and Went Hill Brow collectively known?

5.  In the Harry Potter series, what honour is given to witches and wizards for great accomplishments?

6.  If New York is the Big Apple, which US city is the ‘Mini Apple’?

7.  How would you write 950 in Roman numerals?

8.  Bio valuers succumbing to this dangerous, infectious microbe? (anag, 5,5)

9.  What is an ANPR system used to identify?

10.  ‘Fear Tech’ is the rival to which other fictional academic institution?

11.  ‘This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.’ Which play?

12.  What catastrophic event ends an ‘antediluvian’ period?

13.  What literary first is accorded to the 1995 book Fluid Concepts and Creative Analogies by Douglas Hofstadter?

14.  Which outlaw has been played by Ray Winstone, Christian Slater and Scott Grimes?

15.  Which pasta dish gets its name from the Italian for ‘charcoal burner’?



The answers are here.

 [image: Ornament image]  THE WISDOM OF THE CROWD: UK CITIES

The Ministry of Quizzes asked 200 people in the UK: ‘How many cities are there in the UK?’ This is how they responded:

[image: ]

(For instance, 25 people gave an answer in the range of 1 and 20.*)

[image: ]

Based on this data, or otherwise, what is your estimate of the number of cities in the UK?

The answer is here.

[image: ]

* 4 people answered ‘don’t know’; their responses have not been included.
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These questions are all related to trees. How many can you answer?


1.  The largest forest in England is in which county?

2.  Which popular US ski resort takes its name from the trees that grow around it?

3.  Saucy letup shaken up a tree? (anag, 10)

4.  What gas do trees take in from the atmosphere when they photosynthesize?

5.  What two-word phrase links Anton Chekhov and AFC Bournemouth?

6.  The active ingredient of aspirin is found in the bark of which tree?

7.  What do larches do in autumn that is unusual for conifers?

8.  Which country is named after a tree?

9.  Xylem is a woody structure that transports what up through a tree?

10.  Which tree is traditionally found in British churchyards?



The answers are here.
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Which is the odd one out in each of these lists, and why?


1.  Quakers, Shakers, Pilgrims, Mormons.

2.  Dartmoor, Bodmin Moor, North York Moors, Exmoor.

3.  Nurse, Sister, Matron, Doctor.

4.  Garlic, Ginger, Wasabi, Horseradish.

5.  Coney Island, Isle of Purbeck, Malta, Holy Island of Lindisfarne.



The answers are here.
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Try to pick the correct answer from the choices given:


1.  In The Gruffalo, which creature does the mouse meet first?

A.  Snake

B.  Owl

C.  Fox

D.  Gruffalo

2.  Which country had a civil war from 1946 to 1949?

A.  Greece

B.  Hungary

C.  Japan

D.  Spain

3.  Norwich in 1959 was the first UK city to have a what?

A.  Bypass

B.  Postcode

C.  ATM

D.  Telephone exchange

4.  Which state does Hannah Montana come from?

A.  Montana

B.  Tennessee

C.  California

D.  Texas

5.  ‘Every action has an equal and opposite reaction’ is which of Newton’s Laws?

A.  First

B.  Second

C.  Third

D.  Fourth

6.  Which is NOT an ingredient of Worcestershire Sauce?

A.  Anchovies

B.  Garlic

C.  Molasses

D.  Tomatoes



The answers are here.
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Try to answer these fifty-fifty questions.


1.  Which is in the Northern Hemisphere, the Tropic of Cancer or the Tropic of Capricorn?

2.  What is the UK’s bestselling flavour of soup, chicken or tomato?

3.  What is the last word of James Joyce’s Ulysses, Yes or No?

4.  What is the collective word for crows, a murder or a parliament?

5.  Who is older, Gary Oldman or Gary Numan?



The answers are here.
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The answers to these questions share a link . . . can you work out what it is?


1.  What organization, created by the United Nations General Assembly in 1946, provides support for the health and well-being of children around the world?

2.  Where was Marco Polo born?

3.  What title, meaning literally ‘in place of the king’, describes an official who runs a country, province or colony in the name of the monarch?

4.  What was the name of the series of books that feature ‘autostereograms’, graphics that allow people to see hidden 3D images?

5.  Which dinosaur of the Late Cretaceous period has a name derived from Greek, meaning ‘three-horned face’?



What is the connection that the answers have in common?

Find out here.
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These questions refer to the symbols pictured. Some questions may give you clues to the answers to others. Use this – and your knowledge, of course – to work out as many of their meanings as you can . . . and answer the questions.


1.  Which two warn of chemical hazards?

2.  Which three concern laundry care?

3.  Which two are used on technology devices?

4.  Which relates to biology?

5.  Which two represent political movements?

6.  Which two represent horoscopes?

7.  Which two are map symbols?

8.  Which two relate to drying of laundry?

9.  Which relates to wireless connectivity?

10.  Which is a chemical hazard – and a Britney Spears song?

11.  Which relates to bleaching of laundry?

12.  Which means ‘recycled’?

13.  Which means ‘recyclable’?

14.  Which two are opposite sexes?

15.  Which is concerned with al fresco eating?

16.  Which means beach, and which might be found on the beach?



The solution is here.

[image: ]
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Try to answer these miscellaneous questions:


1.  ‘I don’t care what they’re going to say / Let the storm rage on.’ What line comes next?

2.  Which continent makes up 6 per cent of the Earth’s surface?

3.  Which football team was founded in 1895 as the works team of the Thames Iron Works?

4.  Which capital city sits on the River Spree?

5.  Which iconic building is known as Torre Pendente in its local language?

6.  What does the ‘A’ of DNA stand for?

7.  Three Men on the Bummel was the sequel to which popular novel?

8.  In internet slang, what does TLDR stand for?

9.  What international agreement signed in Poland in May 1955 was officially known as the ‘Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance’?

10.  How is the artist Doménikos Theotokópoulos of the late Renaissance better known?

11.  What brand is promoted by Cornelius Rooster?

12.  What anagram of ‘Rasputin’ would most likely not approve of his licentious lifestyle?

13.  In netball, which player restarts the game after a goal has been scored?

14.  Between 1937 and 1964, which bridge was the longest in the world?

15.  Who plays the title character in Killing Eve?



The answers are here.
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The clues correspond to single letters. The letters make a coiled-up, 9-letter word or name. The word can start in any square, and can run in any direction, but always through adjacent squares








	Jay	Major Boothroyd	UN Secretary General Thant

	ISO 216 paper sizes	Mark left by Don Diego de La Viego	River flowing into Loch Mohr

	Fifty Romans	Vehicle identifier for Spain	SI unit of potential difference
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 [image: Ornament image]  FOUR CLUES 1





















 [image: Ornament image]  CHOICE OF FOUR 2
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	Spots on a Twister mat	Gentlemen of Verona	Tighthead prop	Tent hire (anag.)

	Tudor monarchs (non-disputed)	Spinal Tap’s amp goes to . . . 	Points on Mohs scale of hardness	Countries bordering Austria

	Heads on a hydra	Zone 1 London tube stations beginning with ‘B’	Feet in a fathom	Angry Men

	Smallest composite number	Atomic number of silicon	Known paintings by Leonardo da Vinci	UK number ones by Iron Maiden
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	A brace	Reign of Lady Jane Grey in days	UK number ones by Oasis

	Novels by George Eliot	Tombliboos	Dialling code for the US

	Category of most destructive hurricane	Equal to its number of letters	Degrees of separation
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 [image: Ornament image]  CONNECTIONS 2












 [image: Ornament image]  CHOICE OF FOUR 3




































 [image: Ornament image]  MORE, LESS OR THE SAME? 1











 [image: Ornament image]  FIFTY-FIFTY 2











 [image: Ornament image]  ODD ONE OUT 2











 [image: Ornament image]  RAILWAY STATIONS WITH THREE-LETTER NAMES
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	1.
‘Heroes aren’t born, they’re built’	2.
‘Think this is what they do all day?’	3.
‘May the odds be ever in your favour’	4.
‘Your mind is the scene of the crime’

	5.
‘Help is only 140 million miles away’	6.
‘The longer you wait the harder it gets’	7.
‘Meet the little voices in your head’	8.
‘This is the story of a lifetime’

	9.
‘We scare because we care’	10.
‘Nothing spreads like fear’	11.
‘Courage is immortal’	12.
‘All you need is one killer track’










	A.
Baby Driver	B.
Thor	C.
The Martian	D.
Inside Out

	E.
The Hunger Games	F.
Contagion	G.
The 40-Year-Old-Virgin	H.
Inception

	I.
Iron Man	J.
The Secret Life of Pets	K.
Moonlight	L.
Monsters, Inc.
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	1.
This means nothing to me, Oh ______	2.
Oh brother are you gonna leave me wasting away on the streets of ______	3.
Baby I just wanna dance with my pretty little ______ girl

	4.
If you’re going to ______ be sure to wear some flowers in your hair	5.
______ oriental setting and the city don’t know what the city is getting	6.
No sleep ’til ______

	7.
I met a gin-soaked bar room queen in ______	8.
From Soho down to ______, I must’ve played ’em all	9.
Flew in to _____ beach BOAC

	10.
Panic on the streets of London, panic on the streets of ______	11.
He took me back to East Atlanta, na-na-na, oh but my heart is in _______ 	12.
This could be Rotterdam or anywhere, ______ or Rome
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 [image: Ornament image]  CHOICE OF FOUR 6




































 [image: Ornament image]  FOUR CLUES 3





















 [image: Ornament image]  LETTER BOX 2









	Article denoting single objects	South African currency	Population growth rate

	Prefix of craft commanded by Otto Kretschmer in WW2	Denoting a knight in chess 	Chromosome triggering male sex development in humans

	Symbol denoting quantity of electric charge	3,4-Methylene-dioxy-methamphet-amine 	Had a UK hit in 1979 with ‘Pop Muzik’
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	1.
Louisiana Purchase	2.
 Shooting of Martin Luther King, Jr	3.
 Space Shuttle Challenger disaster	4.
 Attack on Pearl Harbor

	5.
 Cuban Missile Crisis	6.
 Battle of Gettysburg	7.
 Start of Prohibition	8.
 Lehman’s Bankruptcy

	9.
 Moon Landings	10.
 Battle of the Little Bighorn	11.
 End of the Vietnam War	12.
 Start of COVID-19 pandemic










	A.
 Ronald Reagan	B.
 John F. Kennedy	C.
 Abraham Lincoln	D.
 Gerald Ford

	E.
 Lyndon B. Johnson	F.
 Franklin D. Roosevelt	G.
 Donald Trump	H.
 Woodrow Wilson

	I.
 Thomas Jefferson	J.
 George W. Bush	K.
 Richard Nixon	L.
 Ulysses S. Grant
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 [image: Ornament image]  THE WISDOM OF THE CROWD: PROPERTIES IN MONOPOLY
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	Years duration of the American Civil War	Cat’s lives	Wives of Henry VIII

	Feet in a yard	Night stand	Inhabited Channel Islands

	Slaughter-house	Grand-children of Elizabeth II	Atomic number of Helium
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	Bottles in a Nebuchadnezzar	Countries bordering Italy	Spikes on the crown of the Statue of Liberty	Syllables in a haiku

	Ladies dancing	Men on a dead man’s chest	Maximum number of golf clubs a player can use in a game	Cube root of 1728

	A bronze desk (anag.)	Oscars won by Titanic	Limbs on a crab (including claws)	Age in the UK at which you can buy aerosol paint

	Furlongs in a mile	Minimum age to be UK Prime Minister	Adele’s first album	Years reign of Mary I of England
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 [image: Ornament image]  THE WISDOM OF THE CROWD: SHAKESPEARE PLAYS
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 [image: Ornament image]  LOSING FIFA WORLD CUP NATIONS
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	1.
Cat	2.
Pipe	3.
Over	4.
Foot

	5.
Cut	6.
Hard	7.
Loose	8.
True

	9.
By	10.
Batten	11.
Touch	12.
Hand










	A.
Loose	B.
Fast	C.
Large	D.
Go

	E.
Down	F.
Fist	G.
Jib	H.
Barrel

	I.
Cannon	J.
Colours	K.
Bag	L.
Hatches
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	Seekers in a Quidditch team	Summer Olympics hosted in the US	Years in Tibet

	Planets in the Solar System	Segments in a standard Yorkie bar	Smallest prime number

	Snow White’s dwarfs with beards	Red Arrow aircraft in an air display team	Letters in the shortest name of an element
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 [image: Ornament image]  ODD ONE OUT 6











 [image: Ornament image]  CITIES
















 [image: Ornament image]  PICTURE LOGIC: BRITISH AND ENGLISH MONARCHS
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	Stripes on the Stars and Stripes	Nickels in a dime	IX	Noble Truths (in Buddhism)

	Stars in a binary system	Pipers piping	3!	Al Pacino Oscar nominations

	Marx Brothers	Gallon hat	Paintings sold by Vincent van Gogh in his lifetime	Labours of Hercules

	UK number ones by the Rolling Stones	Minimum moves needed by a pawn to become a queen	Sides on a £1 coin	Lions on a Shirt
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	Top of a compass	Nickname of Melbourne Cricket Ground	Retinol vitamin

	Square root of -1	= mc2	Music direction to play softly

	SI unit for time 	Played by John Cleese in The World Is Not Enough	Blood type of a universal donor
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THE 
MINISTRY 
OF QUIZZES

David Gentle has been a consultant, an engineer and a marketeer, travelling from Baku (the world’s lowest-lying capital city, at 28m below sea level) to Tokyo (the only capital that is an anagram of the city it superseded). But the one true constant has been his love of trivia. He is the author of On the Tip of My Tongue, the popular quiz book (or apex linguae to a medic). He lives in the UK near Bath (where Mary Shelley completed Frankenstein and William Herschel discovered Uranus) with his much-quizzed wife and two sons. His ambition is to one day write the perfect quiz question, and, with more than 10,000 attempts to date, feels he is nearing (to quote a certain British prime minister) the end of the beginning.

(It’s Kyoto, if you were wondering.)
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On the Tip of My Tongue
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