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When the
numbers
add up right

HOW TO
CONTACT US

WE S AY
The Echo’s viewpoint

Time the FAI was
brought to heel

YOU S AY
City hero
was well
honour ed

TA L K I N G HEAD

Robert O’Shea comes
up with an

interesting theorem
on mathemathics

PHONE WRITE E-MAIL THE LAST WORD
“Why is it drug addicts and
computer afficionados are both
called users?”

Clifford Stoll

THE Football Association of Ireland
holds a very special privilege.

It is the organisation which sends out
the players in the green jerseys to
represent this country in soccer
internationals.

The Irish soccer team is our most
popular international team, so the FAI
enjoys a very special trust on behalf of
the nation.

The Association also has a duty
of stewardship over the game of
soccer at all levels in Ireland, from

schoolboys soccer up to League of
Ireland.

All of this gives the affairs of the FAI a
great relevance and importance to the
general public.

That’s why there has been quite a bit
of concern about some of the goings-on
at the FAI in recent times.

Last week’s resignation of Chief
Executive Fran Rooney was the latest
in a chain of worrying events in the
association.

Now the FAI don’t seem keen to

advertise their two top job vacancies,
for Chief Executive and Finance
Director, for open competition.

Sports Minister John O’Donoghue,
whose job it is to represent the

interests of the taxpayer, has, quite
rightly, suggested these should be
advertised. Indeed he’s pointed out the
government has contributed many
millions of euros to the FAI and that
they might not be inclined to continue
unless the Association raise their
game.

The ordinary members of the FAI
need to overrule any cliques or vested
interests at the top of the Association
and opt for openness and transpar-
e n c y.

BRAINY: Cork mathematician George Boole — not as boring
as he looks.
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● I WAS very pleased with Áilín
Quinlan’s comments in her column
‘Right to Remember Mayor Mac-
Swiney’. I am pleased to inform you
that our branch of Comhaltas
Ceoltóirí Éireann in co-operation with
the Cork County Board of Comhaltas
and the Loft will be honouring Ter-
ence MacSwiney and other heroes of
Cork in a pageant to be staged in
2005 as part of the City of Culture.

Lena Ó Sé,
Tory Top Road,

Ballyphehane, Cork

● WHY did the Cork councillors not
agree with the Cork people who
voted for the new bridge to be called
the Roy Keane Bridge — one month
ago, he topped the poll. Some of
those councillors aren’t even house-
hold names in Cork. Some won’t be
there next term. Roy Keane is
famous, all over the world. We have
enough Shandon — Shandon Bell,
Shandon Steeple, Shandon Street,
Shandon Lane.

Paddy Martin,
Barrack Street, Cork

● I AM trying to contact people who
were involved in Operation Sham-
rock during the 1940s. After the
Second World War, Ireland opened
its doors to German and French chil-
dren who were experiencing depriva-
tion and hardship in their home coun-
tries. The Irish Red Cross, through
Operation Shamrock, brought more
than 400 of these children to Ireland.
They were fostered with Irish famil-
ies, receiving good food and care, for
several years and them most of them
returned to their homeland.

I would like to hear from anyone
who was fostered in Ireland,
members of families who fostered
them and any aid workers involved in
Operation Shamrock.

I am undertaking research on the
topic and hope to write about my
findings. I can be contacted at:

Dianna Trimble, 59 Raw Road,
Derrycullion, Brookeborough, Co.

Fermanagh BT94 4GH, Northern
Ireland. My email address is dian-

netrimble(at)yahoo.co.uk.

Evening Echo, Academy Street,
Cork or 89 O’Connell Street, Lim-
erick.

echo.ed@eecho.ie

T HERE is a sort of de-
flation involved in
teaching maths. The
problem isn’t the sub-

ject’s difficulty as much as
the way that it is presented
to students.

So argued Tim Gowers, the
Professor of Mathematics at
Cambridge University, at the
annual Hamilton Lecture in
D u bl i n .

When I read this in a news-
paper two weeks ago, pained
memories of primary school
came back.

I had been pretty good at
maths until the tail-end of my
time there when my class
were delivered unto a partic-
ular teacher.

For those final two years a
spattering of Irish was
taught, the French Revolu-
tion may have been men-
tioned once, but the emphas-
is was definitely on maths.

Those two years broke me
and I was lost to maths for a
long time, thoroughly de-
flated by the experience.

Considering I wasn’t too
bad at the subject, I can only
imagine what those not as
well versed as me were going
through during those les-
sons. Most of them coped, like
all primary schoolchildren,
by imitating fart noises at
irregular intervals.

What Professor Rouse was
saying though is that a lot of

the time students are just
given theorems, shown how
to do get a solution through
working them, but are not
told how or why these theor-
ems came about.

The cosine of the hypo-
tenuse. What happened to
apples and oranges?

Having coasted along on
the pass maths train in sec-
ondary school (much of the
time spent looking out the
windows), I now actually find
myself interested in maths
once more.

One day, as the mind was
idling, it struck me that while
I had done hundreds of sums
involving logarithms, I actu-
ally had no idea what a logar-
ithm was.

So for the past year I’ve
regularly borrowed maths
books from libraries.

If you had told me five
years ago that I would be
doing this I’d have said you
were a couple of integers
short of a number line.

But what I’ve discovered is
that the professor is right,
most of the interesting stuff
is left out of maths’ lessons,
and, if taught right, the sub-

ject can be interesting, stimu-
l at i n g .

We all have a theorem
inside us; it’s just bad teach-
ing that leaves it unstirred.

Ireland was home to two of
the most important mathem-
aticians in history, yet this
was not mentioned once in
my whole school career.

William Rowan Hamilton
(the aforementioned
Hamilton lecture is named
after him) is one; the other is
our own George Boole — the
first Professor of Mathemat-
ics at UCC in the 1850s.

Hamilton developed the al-
gebraic theory of
quaternions. In a famous
moment in mathematical his-
tory he was walking under
Brougham bridge in Dublin
when he came up with the
theory and he scratched it on
the underside of the wall.

Boole came up with an al-
gebra of logic called Boolean
algebra which now finds ap-
plication in computer con-
struction, switching circuits
and elsewhere.

So, algebra, perhaps the
most hated of all strands of
mathematical teaching, and

two of our boys were respons-
ible for vast chunks of it.

(Algebra was invented by
the Persians. They decided
that if you didn’t know ex-
actly what a number is, you
just called it ‘X’ and this
would help solve the prob-
lem. One major problem that
it solved, according to Amer-
ican journalist Dave Barry,
was when Persians got home
to their wives after the pub,
they could confuse her by
answering “I had X beers.”
Unfortunately, as Barry ex-
plains, they got in big trouble
when the Romans took
o v e r. )

It didn’t end well for
Hamilton and Boole.
Hamilton spent the last third
of his life struggling with al-
coholism, while Boole, in
contrast to his life, had a
thoroughly illogical death:

A professor walks for two
miles in drenching rain to his
college. He spends the day
giving lectures in wet
clothes. When he arrives
home with a feverish cold
and is put to bed, his wife
decides that the remedy
should resemble the cure.

How many buckets of
water must she throw over
him before he dies?

Let one bucket = X.
Sad, stupid, but true.
Last Tuesday, the Profess-

or of Mathematics at UCC
Des MacHale delivered a lec-
ture in Boole III lecture
theatre on The Laws of
Thought to celebrate 150
years since its publication.

It was Boole’s major work,
and was to have a profound
effect on logic, mathematics,
computation, electronics,
probability and other areas.

After the lecture I had to
pay a visit to the toilet. It was
while sitting in Boole cubicle
No. 3 that I had an epiphany
— I formulated my theorem.

I reached into my pocket
and took out my pen, found
some space amid the graffiti
on the toilet door and
scribbled it down: xn(2) +
(3 apples)yn = zn + 2.

I almost had the bloody
thing solved too but an inap-
propriate noise from Boole
cubicle No. 2 brought those
primary school doubts flood-
ing back and the answer was
lost forever.
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