The whiz kid who beat Harper

It was 1978, and the future PM was battling brainiac in Reach for the Top

By STEVE BUFFERY, QMI AGENCY

TORONTO - This is the kind of brain my buddy Dino Zincone has.

Dino was home in Texas in February 2006 when he read online that Canada had elected a new prime minister, Stephen Harper.

Dino knew the name, not from a TV debate or from Harper's previous time on Parliament Hill.

He remembered a guy named Stephen Harper who played on Etobicoke, Ont.'s, Richview Collegiate's Reach for the Top team, back in 1978.

That's the year our high school, Vincent Massey Collegiate, played Richview in Reach for the Top -- the television quiz show, matching high school students in a contest of knowledge and "quick recall."

The Richview game was the first in the Etobicoke fight. Vincent Massey, led by Dino, went on to win the national championship in Charlottetown that year.

But Dino remembers every game vividly and the names of virtually all the opposing players, even though the games were played 33 years ago and the Massey team faced dozens of kids.

When the Conservatives won the federal election in '06, with Stephen Harper as their leader, Dino remembered the kid by that name.

"I ran to my computer to confirm it was him, via Wikipedia," Dino said from his home in Seguin, Tex., where he practises family medicine.

"I saw the year of birth, 1959, and high school Richview (and knew it was him)."

Unfortunately, the CBC has taped over the Richview-Massey game -- Harper's introduction to the mass media -- but audio of the contest still exists and, well, let's just say Harper didn't embarrass himself.

He was, in fact, Richview's best player.

But against my pal Dino, nobody on any team did very well.

Dino was a whiz, a regular guy with an amazing mind.

When Massey later played Etobicoke Collegiate, Dino scored 370 points.

The entire Etobicoke team scored 180. (Massey won 405-180.)

In that game, the host, Jan Tennant, asked some math questions.

Dino answered the first three easily. The fourth began: "Twenty-five squared ... "

Before Tennant completed the equation, Dino rang his buzzer and answered "49." He was correct.

"Now, how would you anticipate that?" an incredulous Tennant asked, while Massey supporters chanted Dino's name. (Myself included.)

Dino said he saw a pattern. Miss Tennant wasn't aware there was a pattern.

Our school never won much of anything, except for brawls in the stands at football and hockey games.

In fact, brawls were almost a daily part of school life at Vincent Massey.

My former gym teacher and wrestling coach Larry Fedosoff, who later recruited me to coach the wrestling team at West Humber C.I. in Rexdale, said he could never figure out how such a quiet, middle-class Etobicoke neighbourhood spawned so many "nuts" (myself, Sun sports writer Rob Longley and Rogers Sportsnet reporter Barry Davis excluded, of course).

Given that, it was a bit surprising that the school always seemed to do well in Reach for the Top, a competition you might think would be dominated by "upper-class" or private schools. Massey was the first school to win the national championship, back in 1966, and the first school to win it twice (1978).

It wouldn't be fair to say Dino won the title single-handedly. The three other players -- Jim Rogers, Rachel Fernandez and John Egan -- contributed in a significant way. But, clearly, the competition has not seen many players, before or since, like my pal Dino.

Once, Dino missed a couple of art questions and was furious. The following week he spent his lunch break in the school library, studying art. After that, he was practically an expert. Elaine Singleton, one of the Massey coaches, suggested that Dino had almost "memorized the almanac."

Against the future PM and his team, Dino managed 28 correct answers, for 270 points, as Massey won the game, 445-160. Dino scored 110 more points than the entire Richview foursome.

Harper got nine questions right, for 80 points. Indeed, the future PM was no slouch in the brains department, graduating in 1978 with an impressive 94.7% mark.

Dino, however, graduated from Vincent Massey with the highest score ever recorded in Ontario up until that time -- an amazing 99.7%. The fact that he sometimes hung around dopes like me surely had to be for some scientific experiment or something, perhaps a 1970s spin on Pygmalion.

"By George, Buff's got it! By George, he's got it!"

In 2008, when Harper attended his high school reunion, he was teased by reporters about his outstanding graduating mark. Harper downplayed his academic achievements, volunteering that he and his Reach for the Top teammates got "slaughtered" (this is from the CBC blog) by a "toughie named Dino Zacconi."

A couple of things stand out in the Massey-Richview game: A teenaged Harper sounds remarkably like he does now. And there's another familiar name on the Richview team, Pulitzer-winning journalist Paul Watson, now of The Toronto Star.

Harper answered the most questions for Richview, but what's interesting is some of the answers he got correct and some he got wrong, and the fact that he generated a few laughs without intending to. Sort of like when he speaks French.

He correctly answered a question matching food with the province of its origin.

Tennant asked: Where does Pile of Bones Turkey originate? Harper answered Saskatchewan, prompting for whatever reason, laughs from the audience. But he answered incorrectly "Nova Scotia" to the question: Which province does Malpeque oyster stew originate? (P.E.I. is the correct answer.)

Early in the game, Tennant asked this multiple choice question: "Churchill Falls in central Labrador is one of the largest sources of electrical energy in Canada with a capacity of over 5,000 megawatts. What is the height of the waterfall? 245 feet? 345 feet ...?"

Jim Rogers of Vincent Massey, who, like Dino, became a doctor, rung in and answered "345 feet." Incorrect.

"I'll complete it (for Richview)," said Tennant. "The third is 445 feet. So it's either 245 -- it's not 345 -- or 445."

At which point Harper buzzed in and answered: "445 feet".

"No, it's 245 feet," answered Tennant, as the audience (obviously all young Liberals) laughed. Harper had a 50-50 chance of getting it right and didn't and the audience found that amusing.

Harper can't seem to win with Churchill Falls. More than three decades after that game, the PM is in hot water in Quebec for proposing a $4-billion loan to finance a hydroelectric development at Lower Churchill.

But another correct answer for the future PM came during the team scramble portion of the show. Harper, who has been an unwavering supporter of Israel while prime minister, was asked the name of the food which sustained the Israelites during their 40 years of wandering through the wilderness.

He correctly answered manna (from heaven). In the category of calenders, he also answered "Muslim calender" correctly, so he certainly wasn't one dimensional in his religious acumen.

In October '06, after the election, Dino's sister, Lisa, mailed Harper's office a copy of the audio tape of the Richview-Massey game.

She later received a call from someone at the PMO's office asking for contact information for Dino.

In January 2007, Harper called his old Reach for the Top rival and the two chatted.

Harper told Dino that, just a couple of months prior, he was at his computer and thought to himself, "I wonder what became of Dino Zincone?"

"He said he searched the Massey website but couldn't find out much about me," said Dino, "and the very next day got the tape (from my sister)."

I last saw Dino at our high school reunion a couple of years ago. Prior to that, I hadn't seen him in years. The previous time, in fact, was at a friend's wedding reception sometime in the 1980s.

We were sitting at a big table when Dino strolled up and casually started examining my already thinning scalp.

"You know," he said solemnly, "I can prescribe something for this."

Everyone broke out laughing.

I have a history of blushing, but I guarantee you nobody has ever turned as red as I did at that moment.

"Thanks, Dr. Jerk," I replied.

A few seconds later, I laughed, too.

Dino meant well. He was just being a good doctor. That's what he does. He helps people. Just like Harper ... I guess.
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