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WHEN THE WORLD'S
"WRONGEST" MATHEMAITICIAN
WAS ARRESTED IN KITCHENER

by Jeffrey Shallit

Jellrey Shallit is a professor emeritus in the Faculty of Mathematics at the University
of Waterloo. Help with research on this article came from Lauren Simon at the Kitchener
Public Library’s Grace Schmidt Room of Local History.

Polish-Jewish mathematician Samuel Isaak Krieger (1903-1943) was a mental
calculating genius ... that much is true. Portly and already balding at 25, he didn't
seem like an impressive figure at first. But he could multiply 30-digit numbers
in his head, extract root numbers of even larger figures and compute logarithms
with ease.

Leaving his shtetl in Plonsk, Poland, he arrived in the United States in 1928
with high hopes: he would sell the rights to his mental calculating methods — a
million-dollar price tag was often mentioned — to industry, financial firms and
schools. In the process, arithmetic all over the world would be transformed.

HFE'S MATHEMATICAL
GENIUS

Samuel I. Krieger Was Expelled
From School As A Boy For
Arithmetic Failures. Recently
He Astonished Columbia Uni-

s versity By His Mathematical

Ability  0Wide waniy

Baltimore Sun, May 27, 1928
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Sometimes Krieger called himself “Professor”; at other times he said he was the
“King of Logarithms.” He liked to wave around a recommendation letter, written
in German and signed by the great Albert Einstein himself, supposedly certifying
him as a mathematical genius. His talks at major universities were sometimes
attended by prominent mathematicians. His future looked bright.

But things did not work out as planned.

For 15 years (1928-1943), Samuel Krieger toured North America, giving
demonstrations of his abilities in dozens of cities.

He married twice and even taught his first wife his methods so that she, too,
became a proficient mental calculator. He arranged safe passage from Germany
for his mother and two sisters before the worst atrocities of the Holocaust and
brought them to the United States to live with him in Buffalo.

But despite his achievements he would also become the world’s “wrongest”
mathematician, making one astonishing claim after another — all of which turned
out to be ... well, wrong.

He forced FEinstein to waste time answering questions about the
recommendation letter.

His first wife successfully filed for an annulment, claiming Krieger had falsely
promised he would start a school of higher mathematics.

And, somehow, in a local twist to his story, Samuel Isaak Krieger got himself
arrested in Kitchener, Ontario.

Practitioners of mental arithmetic as good as Samuel Krieger are rare, but —
as shown in a book by Yale political scientist Steven B. Smith on the subject —
only a few are also great mathematicians. The difference between arithmetic and
mathematics is perhaps difficult to explain to the layman.

Roughly speaking, mathematicians are interested in statements that are true
about large classes of things (for example, prime numbers), while mental calculators
use their excellent memory and some simple tricks to do basic arithmetic in their
heads. Mental arithmetic skill usually doesn't translate to mathematical skill, as
Krieger showed in wrong claim after wrong claim.

[n 1934, Krieger announced that N = 2 to the 257" power, minus 1 (a 78-digit
number) is prime.* If true, this would have confirmed a famous conjecture of a
17®century French friar, Marin Mersenne. This claim got Krieger attention in
dozens of newspapers around the world and even a mention in Time magazine.
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Prof. Kriegner Requires Seconds

Instead Of Years To Solve
Mathematical Problems

Arithmetls for the schonl hoay and
bigher mathemaljey for the coliege
siwddent is no longer &8 hug hear when
the formulse invented hy Prof

Hamuel fsaac Erisger of Hamburg

Unlverally, are employed, sccording

|t the professar hilmself, whea areived

in the cliy aver the weekend and in
teads to ectare o Twin City in
dustiial, educstiopal gnd financial
institutions in the coming fortnight.

Prof Krieger solves mathematical
problems in u few seconds  which

| grdinarily take the hest professors

years and yrars Posaihly the great-
e=! tiibute pald fa this mathematical

| genius, the King of Logarithma,” 18

the statement! by Prof. Alhert Elp-
siein of Berlin, Germany, with whom
Prof Krieger 18 8 Foworker, Eln
strin termps him the  genersl  of
mathematics of the worid and mein
tains that no mechanieal deviee can
defsat him in ealrulating Hgares

Prof Krieger {3 in his 27th year, |

Byt hasz the appearance of & man
much oider. being stou! and incilped
1o baldness {1 dizseavered bis eal
rulating ormulae three Years 8K0
anid has lectured 0t Columbia, e

U Giy and Toronto  Unlversities ad.

dressing bath the sclentists on the
fsculty wnd sindepts. The Borhonne
University ‘st Paris ;;‘)?ré}!‘,’t*‘ff a
bk of  his  formulae  and

ft weas there that the test |

which shoyld ronvince the world

wss made [u thres minules DE EAVE

rorrect answer {containing

which withauyt the use of logarithms
igkes 'he hest o

matiss 24 yrars 10

ark aut

*

Kitchener Daily Record October 28, 1929

+10 791 {igsres) ta a problem

essors of mathe |

e

MONDAY, NOV. 4, 1920

-Mathematical

Wizard Tells

His Formulae

| Addresses And Amazes Collegiate

Sh:dcnts; Some Childeen
Grasped His System Par-
tially At Least

————

Mathematical formulae and arith
metical squations flew thick and fast |
8! the K-W collegiate this morning |

|| ‘when Professor 8. |, Krieger of Ham

burg University, Germany, explained
his unigue methods of calculating to

- the student body, "“The genera! of

mathematics™, as Einsteln has term.
td him, demonstrated the principals
of his system on a blackbrard In the ||
collegiate assembly hall before the |
hundreds of pupils who, while admit
ting the professor to be & wisard

with figures, were quite unpreparved ||

fo expinin how he could doa problem

| I a few seconds for which they would ||

take at least ten minutes

In spite of the fact that {t was te be |

primarily an explanation of his sys.
tem, the lecture was more a startilng |
show. Professor Krieger proved.to ||
have so many formulae, probleme, |
gquestions and “short cuts™ at  his |
command that fn the short space of
10 minutes he could not hope to tm
part all to his youthtul audience. e
placed formulae upoy the Hlackboard
from which they were copled by the
students,

Nol & few of the chiliren under
stoad Professor  Krieger's  stinpler

gvsloms and solunteered answers (o

somé of the problems. They  ap
plauded lustily when he ecams forth
with his formulae tor telling the day
aof the week on which any date has
fallen since the vear (200 A D
When explained  the problem was
seen to be comparatively simple

Kitchener Daily Record November 4, 1929
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Even at the time, though, mathematicians knew Kriegers claim was wrong;
the number N had been proved not to be a prime by the American mathematician
D.H. Lehmer in 1931.

Today, we also know that N is divisible by 535006138814359, so it cannot
be prime.

Another Krieger claim involved French mathematician Pierre de Fermat’s
last theorem, a conjecture stated in 1637 but only resolved in 1994 by British
mathematician Andrew Wiles. It says that there are no three positive integers A,
B, C, and an integer n>2 such that A to the power n plus B to the power n equals
C to the power n.?

[n 1938, Krieger made headlines again by claiming he had a counterexample
to Fermat: namely, A = 1324, B = 731, C = 1961, and n was said to be a number
“less than 20.” An intrepid reporter quickly showed Krieger he could not be
right, because any power of A must end in 4 or 6, and any power of B and C must
endin 1 ... adding together a number that ends in 4 or 6 with one that ends in 1
gives a number that ends in 5 or 7, not 1. But Krieger was not swayed.

Krieger also claimed that his study of the Bible showed that planet Earth was
1.728 billion years old. We now know, from geology and physics, that the Earth
is actually 4.54 billion years old.

Krieger visited Canada in 1929, lecturing and performing mental calculations
in Toronto, Windsor and other Ontario cities. In a typical performance he would
ask an audience member to suggest two numbers, and, for example given
18446744073709551616 and 36893488147419103232, multiply them in
his head and answer 680564733841876926926749214863536422912 in 30
seconds. A tongue-in-cheek sportswriter’s note in the Windsor Star, November 30,
1929 suggested that Krieger should calculate the batting averages of the Windsor
Bulldogs baseball team.

In one performance at the University of Toronto, Krieger’s demonstration was
witnessed by John Charles Fields, who endowed the Fields Medal, mathematics’
highest award.

According to the Kitchener Daily Record, Krieger gave one lecture at the
Winter Garden, home of a German club at 33 King Street East in Kitchener on
November 14, 1929 and another at Kitchener-Waterloo Collegiate.*

And it was in Kitchener that he ended up in jail.

No, it wasn’t for a mathematical crime like dividing by zero. When Krieger

p— () -




entered Canada, he was a Polish citizen and only allowed to stay in the country
for a few months. A bondsman put up money to ensure his compliance with
Canadian immigration law. When Krieger didn’t show up for a mandatory hearing
in Montreal, a warrant was issued by the immigration authorities in Ottawa and
he was arrested on Tuesday November 19, 1929 by Kitchener police.

It was all a simple mistake, Krieger insisted, and after a couple of nights
he was released with firm instructions that he had to leave Canada by February
1930.” He did, and eventually took up residence in the United States, living for a
time in Chicago, Buffalo and Hollywood.

Krieger never got that million
dollars for his calculati hods.
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not called him ‘a mathematical genius’....”” And in another letter, in July 1944,
Einstein wrote:

Mr. Krieger was some kind of impostor who used my name without any
justification. My only connection with him was that he visited me in Berlin to
ask me some favors.?

Perhaps sensing that mental arithmetic would not be the road to riches that
he had imagined, Krieger began thinking about how to improve mechanical
caleulators. Tn a newspaper article, he spoke of a new kind of computing device
that “will be of handy pocket size” and “make any man who possesses it a
mathematical wizard.” He even submitted a patent for an improved calculator

in 1942.
But this scheme never came to fruition.

Krieger died in 1943 in New York City. His mental arithmetic never caught
on. A year after his death, US patent 2,362,702 for a faster calculating machine
was finally granted to him. It was never used by industry.

Krieger’s dreams of rapid calculations were achieved by others in the form of
our modern digital computers and hand-held devices. I wonder what he would
think of them if he were still alive today.

Notes

A number is considered prime if it is divisible only by itself and 1.

An integer is any number, either positive or negative, including zero. It can never be a

fraction, decimal or per cent.

3 “Puzzler ready to shock world’ by disproving Fermat’s theorem,” New York Times,

February 22, 1938, p. 23.

4 Kitchener Daily Record, November 14, 1929. A small advertisement said: “Don't fail to see this
mathematical genius and sensation of two continents. Open for everybody.” Sadly no account
of the lecture appears in subsequent issues of the Daily Record.

5  From the Jewish Daily Bulletin, November 27, 1929:

“Extension of time until February 20, 1930 in which Prof. Samuel Isaak Krieger, noted
Polish-Jewish mathematician, may remain in Canada, was granted on representations
made to the Hon. Robert Forke, Minister of Immigration and Colonization. In making this
statement Mr. Forke announced that there will be no further extension of time granted to
Professor Krieger in the future.”

6  Letter from Einstein to Wayne Dewess, September 25, 1942, available at:
https://ein-web.adlibhosting.com/aea/Details/archive/110040765 (accessed February 2, 2024).

7 Letter from Finstein to Carrol Muccia, June 9, 1944, available at:
https://ein-web.adlibhosting.com/aea/Details/archive/11004076 (accessed February 2, 2024).

8  Letter from Einstein to E. R. Stark, July 21, 1944, available at:
https://ein-web.adlibhosting.com/aea/Details/archive/ 110040770 (accessed February 2, 2024).

9 “Mathematical robot offered to business,” Buffalo Evening News, July 20, 1935, p. 4.
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