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Richard Quest

How a loud Brit with scary teeth became the model for what a TV newsman should be.

THE FIRST THING THAT HITS YOU, LIKE A SPLASH OF
ice waterin the face, is the voice. Packed with those elon-
gated vowel sounds the British are $o good at, it crows
aboutthe DowJones and the NikkeiIndexwith the grav-
elly fervor of a king beckoning knights to crusade. Next
you notice the jawbone: fit for an ass, according to one
of his less kind critics. And those teeth, giant alabaster
slabs that provide a robust demonstration that British
dentistryis making progress. 9 Then, while you are still
absorbing the sights and soundsof Richard Quest, he'll
dive headfirstinto one of his routines. Reporting on the
floods that deyastated parts of the Midwest in 1993, he
bobbed down the main street of Davenport, lowa, ina
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rowboat. “This used to be aroad!” he brayed. “Now
it’s row, row, row your boat!” For a story about a
woman who smuggled her boyfriend across the
Italian border in her luggage, Quest climbed into
a trunk and pulled down the lid. Then there was
the segment about the Royal Opera House selling
its costumes, which ended with Quest flouncing
down a staircase in a fairy outfit, merrily flapping
hiswings. “Stunning bad taste on my part,” he says.
“The boss was very upset.”

“We told him not to do it again,” Rena Golden,
head of CNN International, confirms.

But if CNN has had second thoughts about
plucking Quest from the BBCin 2001, it hasn’tbeen
evident to viewers at home. The network has cast
him as everything from a business correspondent
with a goof factor to a serious newsman who an-
chored coverage of the pope’s funeral. This year
has seen him leapfrog to the front of the anchor
queue as host of his own show, called, in a stroke
of ego-boosting genius, Quest. (“I think that was
my idea,” he says.) Each episode is constructed
around a single topic—comedy and beauty were
early entries—and packaged with celebrity guests
and “Questy-isms,” his name (again) for segments
that feature him bathing in the glory of his own
eccentricity. His performative brand of reporting
defies everything we’ve come to expect from news
anchors, who used Hurricane Katrina to explore
their capacities for I-feel-your-pain emo-journal-
ism. Questlaughs at himself but has yet to cry,and
this may be his greatest gift to his audience.

WHEN I ARRIVE AT SOHO HOUSE, THE PERSIS-
tently fashionable media watering hole in London
where Quest has agreed to meet for lunch, he’s
posing for a photo with a trio of beaming Nigerian
businessmen. “You wouldn’t believe how big he
isin Asia and Africa,” Golden had told me. It’s pre-
cisely his brazen, gesticulatory on-air presence that
has made him so recognizable overseas. CNN’s is a
muted voice in the U.K., however, and Quest, still
decked outin the trademark gray suitand suspend-
ershe wore onthe morning’s broadcast, barely gets
the once-over from his own countrymen.

After settling down at our table, Quest, who'’s
43, explains that he learned to leverage his per-
sonality years before he found journalism. Born
in Liverpool, the grandchild of Russian Jewish
immigrants, Quest trained as a barrister—one of
the bewigged lawyers who perform for British
juries. “I've always understood that there has to
be an element of showmanship about the whole
thing,” he says. “I'm not sure I'd call it a style. I
firmly believe that you can’t put something on.

When you're on air, it is an exaggerated version of
what you are really like.”

Quest soon found that TV news suited his fidg-
ety soul better than the legal system did. He spent
12 years covering Wall Street for the BBC, filing dis-
patches on hard-news stories like the Ivan Boesky
case and the demise of Drexel Burnham Lambert.
(To this day, he retains an ability to ad-lib intelli-
gently without a teleprompter, a boast not every
anchor can make.) At the same time, he was culti-
vating his reputation for eccentric delivery.

“We did a program on international trade from
Denver, Colorado, when the Gy turnedinto the G8—
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an important summit,” recalls Paddy 0’Connell,
the BBC newsman who produced the segment.
“It began with him in a horse-drawn carriage and
ended with him on a mechanical rodeo bull lifting
his hat and saying ‘That’s allllll from Denver!’ Our
bossatthetime dared to suggest to us thatit might
be a bit busy.”

Ahelp-wanted ad in the Guardianled to the job at
CNN. His new employers were so delighted to land
him that they put up a billboard with an image of
his equine grin right outside the BBC’s headquar-
ters in West London. For a man who’d felt under-
appreciated for years, it was a satisfying kiss-off
to jealous ex-colleagues: “Some of them clearly
thought, ‘Christ, CNN could have had anybody.
Why’d they pick him?"”

Quest’sbosseshavealwaysknownthathestands
out from his well-groomed counterparts. A broad-
cast risk-taker, he’s prone to pushing the barriers
of good taste. “Shut up, Quest,” his producers bark
into the earpiece on such occasions. Quest is un-
daunted. Embarrassment is not a word that crops up

ofteninhis conversations. “He’slearned not to take
himself seriously,” 0’Connell says. “But he always
takes the material very seriously. It’s precisely be-
cause he respects the material so much that he gets
away with slapping a giant cowboy hat onit.”
Resistance can be strong from people who just
don’t get him, however. All through lunch, he
can’t stop fiddling with his BlackBerry, scanning
messages from fans and detractors alike. “Some
of them are offensive,” he says. “‘Please remove
Mr. Quest from my screen.’ That was one. ‘Sir, your
black polka-dot tie doesn’t match your pin-striped
suit.” This is a lovely one: ‘Please tell the skinny
Limey bastard who wears the glasses to stop smok-
ing dope before the show.” People write such rude
things. They keep writing to me. ‘Richard’s coffee
cup is way over in his co-anchor’s desk space!””
Inanimpressive display of self-flagellation, Quest
not onlyreads all the e-mails that come to CNN with
his name on the subject line but also answers them.

Vision QUesT: THe newsman repPorTep on an eco-
nomic summiIT WHILe riDING @ mecHanicaL BULL.

“PLEASE TELL THE
SKINNY LIMEY
BASTARD TO STOP
SMOKING DOPE
BEFORE THE SHOW.,"
ONE VIEWER WROTE.

“And it hurts!” he says. “I think the ones who hate
me are shocked that I write. One wrote back to me,
brilliantly. He said, ‘Dear Mr. Quest, youareaclassact
toreply.Istill can’t stand you.””

He will also tell you that his supporters can be
every bit as vocal. When an early episode of Quest
wentoff withoutasingle Questy-ism, his fans nois-
ily complained. “Ifelt like saying, ‘What the hell do
youwant?’” he shouts. His arms wave like pythons
fighting their way out of a burlap sack. “Idon’t have
to crack walnuts with my teeth every time!”

Asthehost ofhis ownshow, Quest mingles with
the likes of George Clooney, Bono, and Angelina
Jolie, which seems to impress even him.

“Hey, I have spent 20 years to get here! I rather
like being recognized! I'm damned if I'm going to
be‘Oh, woeis me!”” He strikes amelodramatic pose
with hand on forehead. “Sorryifthat sounds awful,
but I've worked bloody hard.”

And with that, Richard Quest disappears down
an escalator into London’s subway system. No one
looks in his direction. m
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