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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

 

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


INTRODUCTION

‘God made the integers; all else is the work of man.’

Leopold Kronecker

‘When a mathematical or philosophical author writes with a misty profundity, he is talking nonsense.’

Alfred North Whitehead

Mathematics isn’t just about knowing your times tables and logarithmic laws. Its history is full of stories and characters, legends and parables – and I’ve done my best to bring them to life.

The course of the history of maths is as convoluted and intricate as a complicated historical novel: heroes being exiled (I lost count of the number of mathematicians who left Europe in the 1930s), ferocious feuds (there’s a real humdinger between Newton and Liebniz), atrocious skulduggery (did Évariste Galois meet his end as the result of a deceitful plot?), and moments of revelation (one of which led Sir William Rowan Hamilton to vandalise the nearest bridge).

Just like a novel borrows ideas and themes from oral history and older texts, Cracking Mathematics owes a great deal to the many people who have taught me, shared their favourite stories, and pointed me at puzzles, games and paradoxes. I’m especially grateful to:
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Sir Isaac Newton, scientist, alchemist mathematician and feuder.
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Évariste Galois met his doom in a duel as a result of atrocious skulduggery.



▪ T.K. Briggs, Officer for Long Curly Hair (and Education) at Bletchley Park for showing me how an Enigma machine works, and for checking my working;

▪ Josie Damen-Lane, for showing me that quaternions had actual proper uses;

▪ Henriette Finsterbusch, for being the person I imagine I’m talking to if I can’t explain something;

▪ Dave Gale, my Wrong, But Useful podcast co-host, for convincingly pretending to like statistics so that we can squabble about them;

▪ Adam Goucher, for pointing me at his elliptic curve nomogram;

▪ Samuel Hansen, podcast genius and Abel Prize nominee, for smoothing the path for opinionated and unreliable histories of maths with his series Relatively Prime (relprime.com).

▪ Sally Maltby, for getting me to think about the Poincaré disk;

▪ Chris Maslanka, whose puzzles were (and remain) a key part of my mathematical education;

▪ Barney Maunder-Taylor for telling me to tell stories so that this isn’t a rubbish book. I’ve tried;

▪ John O’Connor and Ed Robertson, who got me interested in the history of mathematics and will presumably shake their heads at my many errors and misconceptions, as they always did with my exam scripts;

▪ Matt Parker and Colin Wright for starting MathsJam and giving me the chance to meet amazing mathematicians;

▪ Christian Perfect-Lawson, Katie Steckles and Peter Rowlett, for starting The Aperiodical and giving me the chance to write about amazing mathematicians;

▪ Brian Rodrigues and Phil Stonehouse, teachers whose main lesson was that the tangents were more interesting than the curves;

▪ Hugo Rowland and the other students who patiently listened to my excited rambling about Difference Engines and approximating π;

▪ Martin Stellar, for taking me to the Alhambra to see the Escher exhibition. I can’t wait to go back!
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Enigma Code Machine from the Second World War.
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Alhambra, Granada, Spain, well worth a visit or two!



I consider myself lucky to have an extremely supportive family:

I owe a debt of thanks to my uncle Bill Beveridge, for telling me the Lorenz story at an impressionable age, and telling me to read Gödel, Escher, Bach; I plan to do the same one day for my sons, Bill Beveridge Russ and Frederick Andrew Russ.

I’m grateful to my partner, Laura, whose descent into the Wiki-vortex prompted the question “Have you ever heard of the Scottish Café?” I hadn’t. (Oh, and for her unflagging support and encouragement. That also helped.) Her mother, Nicky, looked after said young Bill for much of the time I was writing this, turning it from an impossible project to just a difficult one.

I’m also thankful, as always, to my parents (Linda Hendren and Ken Beveridge) and my brother (Stuart Beveridge), for cheering me on and mocking me whenever I grumble.
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A goose is integral to the story of the mathematicians who frequented the Scottish Café.
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The White Rabbit from Alice in Wonderland, probably the most popular maths book of all time.
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