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B. A good thing, or we’d never be able to carry it. Of course it’ll
be just our luck to find out the message is getting interesting,
right when we come to the broken place.

A. Here we are. I'll go pick some dates and fruit for supper while
you work out the translation. Too bad languages aren’t my
thing, or I'd try to help you.

B. Okay, Alice, I've got it. There are a few doubtful places, a cou-
ple signs I don’t recognize; you know, maybe some obsolete word
forms. Overall I think I know what it says, though I don’t know
what it means. Here’s a fairly literal translation:

In the beginning, everything was void, and J. H. W. H.
Conway began to create numbers. Conway said, “Let
there be two rules which bring forth all numbers large
and small. This shall be the first rule: Every number
corresponds to two sets of previously created numbers,
such that no member of the left set is greater than or
equal to any member of the right set. And the second rule
shall be this: One number is less than or equal to another
number if and only if no member of the first number’s left
set is greater than or equal to the second number, and no
member of the second number’s right set is less than or
equal to the first number.” And Conway examined these
two rules he had made, and behold! They were very good.

And the first number was created from the void left set
and the void right set. Conway called this number “zero,”
and said that it shall be a sign to separate positive num-
bers from negative numbers. Conway proved that zero was
less than or equal to zero, and he saw that it was good.
And the evening and the morning were the day of zero.
On the next day, two more numbers were created, one
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. True. I’ve got this mad urge to get up before a class and present

our results: Theorem, proof, lemma, remark. I’d make it so
slick, nobody would be able to guess how we did it, and every-
one would be so impressed.

. Or bored.
. Yes, there’s that. I guess the excitement and the beauty comes

in the discovery, not the hearing.

. But it is beautiful. And I enjoyed hearing your discoveries al-

most as much as making my own. So what’s the real difference?

. I guess you'’re right, at that. I was able to really appreciate

what you did, because I had already been struggling with the
same problem myself.

. It was dull before, because we weren’t involved at all; we were

just being told to absorb what somebody else did, and for all we
knew there was nothing special about it.

. From now on whenever I read a math book, I’m going to try to

figure out by myself how everything was done, before looking at
the solution. Even if I don’t figure it out, I think I’ll be able to
see the beauty of a proof then.

. And I think we should also try to guess what theorems are com-

ing up; or at least, to figure out how and why anybody would
try to prove such theorems in the first place. We should imagine
ourselves in the discoverer’s place. The creative part is really
more interesting than the deductive part. Instead of concen-
trating just on finding good answers to questions, it’s more im-
portant to learn how to find good questions!

You’ve got something there. I wish our teachers would give us
problems like, “Find something interesting about z,” instead of
“Prove z.”

. Exactly. But teachers are so conservative, they’d be afraid of

scaring off the “grind” type of students who obediently and
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mechanically do all the homework. Besides, they wouldn’t like
the extra work of grading the answers to nondirected questions.

The traditional way is to put off all creative aspects until the
last part of graduate school. For seventeen or more years, stu-
dents are taught examsmanship; then suddenly after passing
enough exams in graduate school they’re told to do something
original.

Right. I doubt if many of the really original students have stuck
around that long.

Oh, I don’t know, maybe they’re original enough to find a way
to enjoy the system. Like putting themselves into the subject, as
we were saying. That would make the traditional college courses
tolerable, maybe even fun.

You always were an optimist. I'm afraid you’re painting too rosy
a picture. But look, the rain has stopped. Let’s lug this rock
back to camp and see what it says.
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