Chapter 9:The |15 Puzzle

Gem Puzzle
Manufactured by Matthias Rice
December 1879 (Boston)

1o solve the puzzle, you must first dump the fifteen pieces out, then randomly place them
back in the box and slide them around until they are in “regular order”.

When people proceeded to try to put the blocks in numerical order, something mysterious
happened. They became fascinated with the puzzle, and could not put it down or stop trying

to solve it.
The 15 Puzzle, Jerry Slocum
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The Craze of 1880

In less than twenty-four hours every house in Beacon street contained at least one;

In less than a week the puzzles were to be bought at every store and any stall, and in less than
a month it controlled the hour in banks and barrooms, legislation halls and gambling houses,
hotels and horsecars, everywhere in short.

March 17, 1880, Boston Daily Advertiser

Salesmen left samples against the wishes of shop owners, who did not believe it would sell.
But it did, better than any puzzle before.

To the minds of the Bostonians there was something more than a mere puzzle in the game: it
was a mathematical study, and its solution a science.
Feb 27, 1880 , The New York Sun

People became infatuated with the puzzle and ludicrous tales are told of shopkeepers
who neglected to open their stores; of a distinguished clergyman who stood under a
street lamp all through a wintery nigh trying to recall the way he had performed the

feat.

The mysterious feature of the puzzle is that no one seems to be able to recall the
sequence of moves whereby they feel sure they succeeded in solving the puzzle.

Pilots are said to have wrecked their ships, engineers rush their trains past stations
and businesses generally became demoralized.

A famous Baltimore editor tells us how he went for his noon lunch and was
discovered by his frantic staff long past midnight pushing little pieces of pie around
on a plate!

Worcester Evening Gazette

January 24, 1880
Set of teeth, “the best”.

January 29, 1880
teeth + $100

February 13, 1880
teeth+ $100+ $1000
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Theorem 9.1.1 — Solvability Criteria for 15-Puzzle - Part 1. A permutation  of the 15-puzzle
which fixes 16, is solvable if and only if it is even: i.e. & € Ays.
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Theorem 9.1.2 — Solvability Criteria for 15-Puzzle - Part 2. A permutation of the 15-puzzle
is solvable if and only if the parity of the permutation is the same as the parity of the location of
the empty space.
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