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A decade of 'Wait'-ing

On anniversary, cast of NPR quiz show weighs in on secret of success

By Robert K. Elder

The Chicago Tribune

June 16, 2008

Public radio's irreverent news quiz "Wait, Wait...Don't Tell Me" celebrated its 10th anniversary over the weekend. The show has become a pop culture phenomenon for National Public Radio and Chicago Public Radio—WBEZ-FM 91.5's highest-rated homegrown production, heard by 2.6 million listeners weekly on 450 stations.

At a party at the Adler Planetarium last Friday, we took the chance to ask the show's roster of personalities: "To what do you attribute the show's longevity?"

Tom Bodett, author: It's obvious. It's not a very well-kept secret that [executive producer] Doug Berman has compromising photos of the entire NPR programming staff in a vault in Switzerland. It used to just be in Gary, but then the show got successful and he bought a better vault. But that's exactly why. Do you think it'd go 10 years on its merits?

Carl Kasell, official judge, score keeper and occasional impressionist: My being a part of it. Being an NPR icon. No. The real reason: We didn't give up. It was not a very good show at the beginning. And Doug [Berman] stayed with it and everybody working on it ... all of the sudden, the show started to take off. Stations that said they would never carry the show, carry it now.

Roy Blount Jr., humorist: Unlike the Bush administration, we've never had a Scott McClellan, [someone] who came out and revealed how we've deceived the American public for so long. And the truth is: All those famous people who are supposedly on the show are Carl. Carl can do almost anybody. So it saves a lot of trouble ... we don't have to call the actual person up. If anybody ever exposed that, the show would be dead. So please don't.

Peter Sagal, host: It's just that public radio, for so long, had been so staid and boring and self-serious that whether or not they knew it, the time was right for a bunch of guys to behave like idiots. ... The king becomes the fool, the fool becomes the king. That's us, for one hour a week. One hour a week, for 10 years.

Amy Dickinson, Tribune advice columnist: I think it's the sexual chemistry between the panelists, the host and Carl. Especially when you go to a live show. You could sort of cut it with a knife. People are fanning themselves, they have to leave early. 

P.J. O'Rourke, political satirist: The whole thing with this stuff is tone. All humor is tone. And it's difficult to strike the right tone. NPR has a tendency to drift off into slightly-pleased-with-oneself snarkiness.

Paula Poundstone, comedian: Current events. They just keep happening. We've been on 10 years. ... [People] keep tuning in, hoping that we have the answers. And then, when they discover we don't, they say: "Let's try again next week. Maybe during pledge week."

Adam Felber, writer/performer: First and foremost: the electromagnetic spectrum. Without the constancy of FM waves, there would be no "Wait, Wait…Don't Tell Me." It's all about the spectrum.

Kyrie O'Connor, journalist: Carl and Peter's ineffable hotness. It just burns through the radio. 

Charlie Pierce, journalist: We're a really good show and we work really hard. ... Because of the limitless reservoir of essential American lunacy, we'll always have an audience.

Paul Provenza, comedian/director: I'm a newcomer to the show, the newest member of the family. And I think that's why the show has been so successful, 'cause I just got here. It's my late arrival. 

Roxanne Roberts, journalist: Hubris. Going from presidents of the United States down to stupid criminals, all somehow believing they can get away with something. When people do stupid things, and the more powerful those people are, it's comedy. It's good radio. 
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