Jeopardy! By Our Very Own Lyn(ette) Bulché Thomas

My Jeopardy appearance was recorded in LA in September 2010 and was a very interesting, enjoyable experience. Just seeing how something like that gets put together was fascinating. When they are recording shows, they do five per day for two days in a row, thus producing two weeks’ worth of programs. My initial show was destined for a Friday broadcast, so was the last one recorded on the day I was there, and I thus got to spend the entire day in the studio watching all that went on. This was really a lucky break because it not only enabled me to see everything that happened in the previous four shows, but also helped relieve much of the nervousness – you just can’t maintain that level of adrenaline for so many hours. Bill was joined in the audience by our three kids and grandson, so it was a major family event.
 
Many people have been curious about the process, which started with a rapid-fire 50-question online test in January 2009. No results are provided, but if you're lucky the producers contact you months later about an upcoming local audition. The one in Seattle was in May 2009, but (erk!) was scheduled during a week we were already booked for a vacation. It was painful to turn down the opportunity, but I asked to be notified if there was space in any other city, and ended up going to LA in January 2010. The audition involves another test, mock game, mini-interview and so on. Those who succeed are told they are on the list -- but that the list has many more names than they will actually use, and if you haven't been invited to be a contestant after 15 months, you should wait for another online test and start the whole process over. Fortunately, the invitation came in August so we were spared another 9 months of wondering and waiting!
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On the day the show is recorded, you report – along with 10-15 others, since that day will produce a week’s worth of shows -- to the studio at 8am. During the next several hours there are lots of forms to fill out (though you’ve sent in quite a few before arrival), plus makeup, instructions on what to do if unexpected things happen, tips on making sense of the “answers,” and advice about what to expect once you’re on the set. You practice your “hometown howdy,” a quick teaser for your local ABC station which will be recorded in the studio. Everyone brings several changes of clothing because if you win and end up participating in the next show, that takes place only a half hour later but needs to look like it’s a different day. Once everyone is prepped in the contestant room, you all go to the set, where you get familiarized with where everything is located, practice with the signaling device (which you’re supposed to click many times in rapid succession, not just once), and rotate through an entire practice program…with a producer, not Alex Trebek, acting as host.

I have to say that the staff members are uniformly great. They keep it positive and upbeat for all the contestants, and all suggestions are constructive. The woman who gives the lengthy instructions in the morning is a total ball of energy, larger than life, and the man who shepherds you around (including taking you to lunch in the studio commissary) could easily be a successful stand-up comedian. They kid around with everyone and keep things light and easy.

Even after all these years since the quiz-show scandals of the 1960s, the producers are extremely careful about letting anything occur that could permit any kind of collusion or give the impression anything suspect was going on. So contestants don’t have any contact with the on-stage personnel and are not even allowed to converse much with each other. Also, there’s a lawyer in attendance at all times during the recording. He’s an employee of an outside organization whose job it is to monitor any contact you have while onstage. He also randomly selects, from a large group of prepared categories and themes, which ones will be used for the shows filmed on any given day – without knowing who the contestants are. Thus, if a group of contestants includes a physician and a medical category happens to turn up, it’s a true coincidence. 

The pacing of the show is almost precisely as you see it on TV. I had always assumed it was edited to compress the time, but that is not the case. The 61 questions go by in a flash and at the end it's surprisingly difficult to remember what they were or even what the categories were. So when the show was broadcast more than three months later, we saw portions that we had all totally forgotten. There is a website, www.j-archive.com, operated by fans of the show, which displays all the questions and answers, along with which contestant said what. It can be searched by airdate, which in my case included 12/31/10 and 1/3/11.
 
Contestants have no opportunity to interact with Alex Trebek other than what's seen on the show (of course, he has to change clothes 5 times so it looks like the shows were made on different days). But during the commercial breaks, he and announcer Johnny Gilbert approach the studio audience and answer questions in an informal way.
 
Each contestant receives some compensation for appearing: ending the game in 3rd place is good for $1000, 2nd gets $2000, and 1st is however much you won during the game – essentially the scores are points, and the winner gets a dollar for each point accumulated at the end of the game. So for most people, the cost of transportation to LA plus a couple of days' lodging and food are largely covered. Interestingly, nobody sees a check until 3-4 months after the broadcast date! Mine arrived in April, about 7 months after the shows were recorded. Of course, you have to include it on your tax return as earnings, and the state of California gets a slice even if you don’t live there.
Toward the end of the first game, I didn’t feel I had a chance of winning – we contestants had had a hard time figuring out what responses were wanted in some of the categories, although one seemed to handle it best – so I bet a large amount in Final Jeopardy, figuring I didn’t have much to lose. It was a huge shock to find that although the answer came to me easily, the other two weren’t so fortunate. Yikes! What a fantastic feeling to be named champion! I really, really hoped to win again when we went back the next week to record the subsequent show, just to feel the first one hadn’t been a fluke. It didn’t turn out that way, but the disappointment was only fleeting. So many talented people pass through that experience and wham, their dream is over without even one win. I’ll always feel happy and immensely lucky to have been a participant at all.
Bill and I invited a group of friends and neighbors to see the first show, on New Year’s Eve, without telling them the outcome – you’re really supposed to keep a lid on it except for closest friends and family. About 4:30pm I was whipping up foods in the kitchen when the phone rang and, to my astonishment, the caller was Bob Garmise! The program had already aired in the Eastern time zone and, since he had access to contact information, he got right on the horn. That was when it all started to seem real!


