The Crystal Maze - 5 December 2018

As a somewhat quirky quinquagenarian, I readily remember Mr. O'Brien's antics on the infamous TV show of yore, and indeed those of Mr. Tudor-Pole, his successor. 

It was then with some small trepidation that I entered the largely anonymous building that is ‘The Crystal Maze’, North London, this on a cold and sodden Wednesday afternoon in early December 2018.

The visit was organised as part of our Christmas work festivities and we were all to be treated to a slap up meal afterwards (assuming of course we all survived the experience!), at Bill's restaurant next door. 

Usefully, there had been ample information attached to the email received regarding our forthcoming visit prior to our arrival including, a detailed FAQ's section whereby various do's & don'ts were listed. So, no high heels for me then, at least not until the evening...lol!

Our party of 16 was split in two with team Satsuma (ORANGE) and team Mystical (GREEN) being the result.

Team Mystical had been gifted with my presence, and so we set off at a pace to meet and greet our guide through the four zones; Aztec, Medieval, Future and Industrial.

Barty was tall, dark and handsome'ish, with a roguish smile and as we were to latterly discover, a most amiable demeanour. 

He was also clearly a past fan if not pupil of the Richard O'Brien School of presenting (if one such existed!), as he was dressed in a full length Bear skin type coat that vaguely resembled one of Richard’s cast-off’s from the original series. 

As for the challenges themselves, well, I'm certainly not going to spoil the surprise for you and reveal all here besides, that's not the purpose of this review.

Suffice to say that the challenges were indeed, challenging. Not so much for their inherent difficulty, but more so for the excessive stress that accompanied each task as participants were given but 2-3 minutes to complete them.

The icing on the cake however was when the victim, I mean participant, was further informed that failure would result in a LOCK IN – Whoa! Now, if anything is guaranteed to raise the heart rate then that is! 

I should explain, just in case you’re unfamiliar with how the game works. 

Once locked in, a Crystal was required as payment in order to provide release but this then assumes that you have a Crystal to trade. Not always the case if you’re just beginning your journey, not to mention if your compatriots think you’re just not worth rescuing because you’re rubbish! Lol!

Whilst there were many aspects of our visit that properly lived up to expectations, it's also true to say that there were a couple of issues that caused a little consternation amongst those gathered. 

Let's start with the locker/changing area.

Repeated mentions were made within both the conformation email and their FAQ's that participants were likely to get a little hot & sweaty during their visit.

This was not only due to the activity levels expected but also because the Maze itself generally gets a mite warm during the day. It's also worth adding that a number of the online reviews largely mirror those comments.

It was subsequently suggested/recommended, that 'shorts' might be advisable. In which case, never one to contradict great advice, I brought a pair with me, not that I'm ever to be seen in a pair of shorts normally, "not with these feet!" Lol! 

Note: You really have to be of a certain age to understand the significance of that last comment dear reader – RB/Porridge.

Whilst there appeared to be plenty of lockers available, small though that they were, they were all located either side of the main central payments section (till), therefore in full open and public view. 

Consequently, having brought the requisite petit pantaloons as suggested, de-striding (changing) had to be done in full view of all assembled. 

Whilst I tend to be fairly relaxed about such matters, there was no doubt that it was a little inappropriate, if only for those poor souls forced to witness my partial disrobement. 

Even my team Captain, a man who has seen much in his life that necessarily required forgetting, could barely contain his surprise if not bewilderment at my unexpected transmogriforcation. So he didn't and vocalised his feelings accordingly, as is his way bless him!  

Personally, I put it down to a clear case of machismo envy but that insightful observation aside, it was obviously neither ideal nor desirable to have to change there.

Lockers properly belong in changing rooms, not central business areas!

In fairness, I should add that the toilets were close by but in truth, there was little room available in the Gents for such activity so again, hardly ideal!

Unfortunately, for understandable reasons, I was never able to inspect the 'Ladies', as to their suitability for changing so will assume likewise. :-) 

Apart from the poor changing facilities, the main criticism I have regarding my time in N1, concerns the apparent 'frugality', of The Crystal Maze Organisation itself.

By which I really mean the notable absence of any prize, individual or otherwise, for the lucky winning team.

Team 'Mystical' had actually done rather well. We had won 12 Crystals during our time in the four Zones, which represented a very healthy 75% overall success rate.

More's to the point, of the three other teams we were pitted against, we were a clear 3 crystals ahead of our closest rivals, which appeared to bode well for our time in the Dome. 

Barty's best advice for us to win having accumulated the most crystals was simple; "Just don't cheat and get disqualified!" 

As it turned out, it was great advice, thanks' Barty! 

All good then! Well, no actually! 

Whilst we were able to enjoy a full 60 seconds frantically collecting as many Gold wrappers as we could, we were unfortunately unable to collect more than our closet rivals who managed a magnificent 200 grams plus. 

However, as with all great stories, there was an unexpected twist to come...

Mumsy, the omnipotent one, had been carefully watching and crucially, our closest rivals were subsequently disqualified for CHEATING!

Yeah, go-go-go and make some noise for honest team MYSTICAL! LOLOLOL!

However, although we had rightfully been declared the victors, there was sadly nothing but hot air to commemorate the win. As if to compound matters further, the rambunctious and overly theatrical Master of Ceremonies appeared to celebrate that very fact as it was he that drew our attention to the lack of prizes on offer having finally been declared the winners. 

It may sound to some a small point but having endured 16 games in order to achieve the win, I was hugely disappointed that there was sod all but hot air to mark the achievement.

I eventually purchased a large Crystal for £10.00 (half price I was informed), but really, would it have hurt CM to offer the winning team a small Crystal each as a justifiable and suitable prize? I would still have bought the larger version so they wouldn't have ultimately lost out financially. 

Shame on your conspicuous thriftiness Crystal Maze!

In hindsight, I think we were probably lucky to have landed Barty as our guide as it was clear from the off, he was very much on our side and wanted us all to do well. I didn't necessarily get that impression when watching how the other teams interacted with their guides but, I would reasonably accept that I may be mistaken as initial impressions can sometimes be misleading. 

What wasn't misleading however was the poor attitude of one of the other guides. A wannabe Indiana Jones lookalike who barked back at me for simply asking how many gold tokens were required to win.

Now, he may well have been right in suggesting that the question was stupid and why was I asking him anyway? (It seems the team with the greatest number of legal wrappers win, which in hindsight is completely obvious - doh!).

I did proffer the answer that, as I didn't work there and he did, he was therefore more likely to know than I was!

Strangely, he seemed not to appreciate this magnanimous offer of an explanation and continued to bark the same phrase at me; "How should I know?"

In which case, might I cordially suggest that at this historical time of giving, his colleagues group together and purchase a ‘SoH’ graft on his behalf as I think he sorely needs one! 

If they could further stretch their budget to include a handy pocket sized guide on Customer Care & Courtesy, I'm sure that would be hugely appreciated by his next audience.  

Overall, accepting the above caveats, I thoroughly enjoyed the experience that was the Crystal Maze, Angel and am therefore happy to recommend it. 

As always, happy and safe travelling. 

Phil

N.B.

My understanding is that major changes are afoot which will address the locker/changing room issue, primarily as a result of relocating to Central London. As for future prizes, if enough complain then change is likely to occur. Probably...

