
Featured Video N°12 

John Carpenter (Game-show contestant) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N3hSHUV4iXE&feature=youtu.be&noredirect=1 

 

LIFE 

 

John Carpenter became the first millionaire on the United States version of the game show 

Who Wants to Be a Millionaire on November 19th, 1999. He held the record for the largest 

single win in United States game show history, until it was broken by Rahim Oberholtzer who 

won $1.12 million on another U.S. quiz show, Twenty One. Carpenter was also the first top prize 

winner among all international versions of the Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? series.  

 

Carpenter is from Hamden, Connecticut. In 1986, he enrolled at Rutgers University and 

graduated in 1990 with a degree in economics. His first job was working with Domino's Pizza. 

During his job, he was robbed at gunpoint while delivering an order. In January 1991, he joined 

the U.S. Internal Revenue Service after completing government exams and tests. In November 

1996, Carpenter met his future wife, Debbie Wong, who was studying for a Master's degree at 

Southern Connecticut State University and worked as a manager of a Fleet Bank branch in New 

Haven. They married in August 1998. At the time of his appearance on Millionaire, he was 

31 years old. When he revealed his profession as an IRS officer on Millionaire, Carpenter was 

playfully booed by the audience.  

THE SHOW 

Carpenter proceeded to reach the final question without using any of his lifelines. The $1 

million question was, "Which of these U.S. Presidents appeared on the television series 'Laugh-

In'?", with the choices being A) Lyndon Johnson, B) Richard Nixon, C) Jimmy Carter, and D) 

Gerald Ford.  

Carpenter used his Phone-A-Friend lifeline to call his father (Tom), and had the following 

conversation:  

Regis Philbin: ...John, you've got thirty seconds, starts right now. 

John: Uh...Hi, Dad. 

Tom: Hi! 

John: Um...I don't really need your help; I just wanted to let you know that I'm gonna win the 

million dollars... 

(crowd laughs, then starts cheering) 

John: (with 8 seconds remaining) Because the U.S. President that appeared on 'Laugh-In' is 

Richard Nixon...and that's my final answer. 
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Regis: Well, my gosh. What can I say except: Debbie [Carpenter's wife], you're going to Paris, 

and this is the final answer heard all around the world, he's won a million dollars! 

(crowd cheers wildly) 

Carpenter later explained, "I thought I'd look so cocky if I didn't use any lifelines, so I faked it." 

He said that the only question that had flustered him was one which asked for the location of 

the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. Carpenter eventually remembered that the film Tombstone 

included the gunfight, and he replied correctly with the answer 'Tombstone, Arizona'.  

While taking a vacation after his win, Carpenter considered quitting his job with the IRS, but 

eventually decided against it. He explained to Kiplinger's Personal Finance that "after the taxes, 

it's not change-your-life kind of money if you want to eat every day". 

Exactly a year after his victory, Judith Keppel became the first £1 million winner of the UK 

version of the show. 

 

TASKS  

 

a) Write a full transcript of the conversation (given above). 

b) Apart from good general knowledge, what qualities do you think are required to be a 

successful game-show contestant? 

c) Why are Game-shows such a popular form of entertainment? 
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