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			Introduction

			Almost everything

			My four-year-old son loves playing out in the garden. His favourite activity is digging up and inspecting creepy crawlies, especially snails. If he is patient enough, after the initial shock of being uprooted, they will emerge cautiously from the safety of their shells and start to glide over his little hands leaving viscid trails of mucus. Eventually, when he tires of them, he will discard them, somewhat callously, in the compost heap or on the woodpile behind the shed.

			Late last September, after a particularly busy session in which he had unearthed and disposed of five or six large specimens, he came to me as I was sawing up wood for the fire and asked ‘Daddy, how many snails is [sic] there in the garden?’ A deceptively simple question for which I had no good answer. It could have been 100 or it could have been 1000. To be quite honest, he would not have comprehended the difference. Nevertheless, his question piqued an interest in me. How could we figure this out together?

			We decided to conduct an experiment. The next weekend, on Saturday morning, we went out to collect snails. After ten minutes, we had a total of 23 of the gastropods. I took a sharpie from my back pocket and proceeded to place a subtle cross on the back of each one. Once they were all marked up, we tipped up the bucket and released the snails back into the garden.

			A week later we went back out for another round. This time, our ten-minute scavenge brought us just 18 snails. When we inspected them closely we found that three of them had the cross on their shells, while the other 15 were unblemished. This was all the information we needed to make the calculation.

			The idea is as follows: the number of snails we captured on the first day, 23, is a given proportion of the total population of the garden, which we want to get a handle on. If we can work out this proportion then we can scale up the number of snails we caught to find the total population of the garden. So we use a second sample (the one we took the following Saturday). The proportion of marked individuals in this sample, 3/18, should be representative of the proportion of marked individuals in the garden as a whole. When we simplify this proportion, we find that the marked snails make up one in every six individuals in the population at large (you can see this illustrated in Figure 1). Thus we scale up the number of marked individuals caught on the first day, 23, by a factor of 6 to find an estimate for the total number of snails in the garden, which is 138.

			[image: ]

			Figure 1: The ratio (3:18) of the number of snails recaptured (marked OX) to the total number captured on the second day (marked O) should be the same as the ratio (23:138) of the number captured on the first day (marked X) to the total number of snails in the garden (marked and unmarked).

			After finishing this mental calculation I turned to my son, who had been ‘looking after’ the snails we had collected. What did he make of it when I told him that we had roughly 138 snails living in our garden? ‘Daddy,’ he said, looking down at the fragments of shell still clinging to his fingers, ‘I made it dead.’ Make that 137.

			This simple mathematical method, known as capture–recapture, comes from ecology, where it is used to estimate animal population sizes. You can use the technique yourself, by taking two independent samples and comparing the overlap between them. Perhaps you want to estimate the number of raffle tickets that were sold at the local fair or to estimate the attendance at a football match using ticket stubs rather than having to do an arduous head count.

			Capture–recapture is used in serious scientific projects as well. It can, for example, give vital information on the fluctuating numbers of an endangered species. By providing an estimate of the number of fish in a lake,1 it might allow fisheries to determine how many permits to issue. Such is the effectiveness of the technique that its use has evolved beyond ecology to provide accurate estimates on everything from numbers of drug addicts2 in a population to the number of war dead in Kosovo.3 This is the pragmatic power that simple mathematical ideas can wield. These are the sorts of concepts that we will explore throughout this book and that I use routinely in my day job as a mathematical biologist.

			•

			When I tell people I am a mathematical biologist, the reaction I get is usually a polite nodding of the head accompanied by an awkward silence, as if I was about to test them on their recall of the quadratic formula or Pythagoras’ theorem. More than simply being daunted, people struggle to understand how a subject like maths, which they perceive as being abstract, pure and ethereal, can have anything to do with a subject like biology, which is typically thought of as being practical, messy and pragmatic. This artificial dichotomy is often first encountered at school: if you liked science but you weren’t so hot on algebra, then you were pushed down the life sciences route. If, like me, you enjoyed science but you weren’t into cutting dead things up (I fainted once, at the start of a dissection class, when I walked into the lab to see a fish head sitting at my bench space) then you were guided towards the physical sciences. Never the twain shall meet.

			This happened to me. I dropped biology at sixth-form and took A-levels in maths, further maths, physics and chemistry. When it came to university, I had to further streamline my subjects, and felt sad that I had to leave biology behind forever; a subject I thought had incredible power to change lives for the better. I was hugely excited about the opportunity to plunge myself into the world of mathematics, but I couldn’t help worrying that I was taking on a subject that seemed to have very few practical applications. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

			Whilst I plodded through the pure maths we were taught at university, memorising the proof of the intermediate value theorem or the definition of a vector space, I lived for the applied maths courses. I listened to lecturers as they demonstrated the maths that engineers use to build bridges so that they don’t resonate and collapse in the wind, or to design wings that ensure planes don’t fall out of the sky. I learned the quantum mechanics that physicists use to understand the strange goings-on at subatomic scales and the theory of special relativity that explores the strange consequences of the invariance of the speed of light. I took courses explaining the ways in which we use mathematics in chemistry, in finance and in economics. I read about how we use mathematics in sport to enhance the performance of our top athletes and how we use mathematics in the movies to create computer-generated images of scenes that couldn’t exist in reality. In short, I learned that mathematics can be used to describe almost everything.

			In the third year of my degree I was fortunate enough to take a course in mathematical biology. The lecturer was Philip Maini, an engaging Northern Irish professor in his forties. Not only was he the pre-eminent figure in his field (he would later go on to be elected to the Fellowship of the Royal Society), but he clearly loved his subject, and his enthusiasm spread to the students in his lecture theatre.

			More than just mathematical biology, Philip taught me that mathematicians are human beings with feelings, not the one-dimensional automata that they are often portrayed to be. A mathematician is more than just, as the Hungarian probabilist, Alfréd Rényi, once put it, ‘a machine for turning coffee into the­orems’. As I sat in Philip’s office awaiting the start of the interview for a PhD place, I saw, framed on the walls, the numerous rejection letters he had received from the Premier League clubs to whom he had jokingly applied for vacant managerial positions. We ended up talking more about football than we did about maths.

			Crucially at this point in my academic studies, Philip helped me to become fully reacquainted with biology. During my PhD under his supervision, I worked on everything, from understanding the way locusts swarm and how to stop them, to predicting the complex choreography that is the development of the mammalian embryo and the devastating consequences when the steps get out of sync. I built models explaining how birds’ eggs get their beautiful pigmentation patterns and wrote algorithms to track the movement of free-swimming bacteria. I simulated parasites evading our immune systems and modelled the way in which deadly diseases spread through a population. The work I started during my PhD has been the bedrock for the rest of my career. I still work on these fascinating areas of biology, and others, with PhD students of my own, in my current position as an associate professor (senior lecturer) in applied mathematics at the University of Bath.

			•

			As an applied mathematician, I see mathematics as, first and foremost, a practical tool to make sense of our complex world. Mathematical modelling can give us an advantage in everyday situations and it doesn’t have to involve hundreds of tedious equations or lines of computer code to do so. Mathematics, at its most fundamental, is pattern. Every time you look at the world you are building your own model of the patterns you observe. If you spot a motif in the fractal branches of a tree, or in the multi-fold sym­metry of a snowflake, then you are seeing maths. When you tap your foot in time to a piece of music, or when your voice reverberates and resonates as you sing in the shower, you are hearing maths. If you bend a shot into the back of the net or catch a cricket ball on its parabolic trajectory, then you are doing maths. With every new experience, every piece of sensory information, the models you’ve made of your environment are refined, reconfigured and rendered ever more detailed and complex. Building mathematical models, designed to capture our intricate reality, is the best way we have of making sense of the rules that govern the world around us.

			I believe that the simplest, most important models are stories and analogies. The key to exemplifying the influence of the unseen undercurrent of maths is to demonstrate its effects on people’s lives: from the extraordinary to the everyday. When viewed through the correct lens we can start to tease out the hidden mathematical rules that underlie our common experiences.

			The seven chapters of this book explore the true stories of life-changing events in which the application (or misapplication) of mathematics has played a critical role: patients crippled by faulty genes and entrepreneurs bankrupted by faulty algorithms; innocent victims of miscarriages of justice and the unwitting victims of software glitches. We follow stories of investors who have lost fortunes and parents who have lost children, all because of mathematical misunderstanding. We wrestle with ethical dilemmas from screening to statistical subterfuge and examine pertinent societal issues such as political referenda, disease prevention, criminal justice and artificial intelligence. In this book we will see that mathematics has something profound or significant to say on all of these subjects, and more.

			Rather than just pointing out the places in which maths might crop up, throughout these pages I will arm you with simple mathematical rules and tools that can help you in your everyday life: from getting the best seat on the train, to keeping your head when you get an unexpected test result from the doctor. I will suggest simple ways to avoid making numerical mistakes and we will get our hands dirty with newsprint when untangling the figures behind the headlines. We will also get up close and personal with the maths behind consumer genetics and observe maths in action as we highlight the steps we can take to help halt the spread of a deadly disease.

			As you’ll hopefully have worked out by now, this is not a maths book. Nor is it a book for mathematicians. You will not find a single equation in these pages. The point of the book is not to bring back memories of the school mathematics lessons you might have given up years ago. Quite the opposite. If you’ve ever been disenfranchised and made to feel that you can’t take part in mathematics or aren’t good at it, consider this book an emancipation.

			I genuinely believe that maths is for everyone and that we can all appreciate the beautiful mathematics at the heart of the complicated phenomena we experience daily. As we will see in the following chapters, maths is the false alarms that play on our minds and the false confidence that helps us sleep at night; the stories pushed at us on social media and the memes that spread through it. Maths is the loopholes in the law and the needle that closes them; the technology that saves lives and the mistakes that put them at risk; the outbreak of a deadly disease and the strategies to control it. It is the best hope we have of answering the most fundamental questions about the enigmas of the Cosmos and the mysteries of our own species. It leads us on the myriad paths of our lives and lies in wait, just beyond the veil, to stare back at us as we draw our final breaths.

		

	
		
			1

			Thinking Exponentially

			Exploring the Awesome Power and Sobering Limits of Exponential Behaviour

			Darren Caddick is a driving instructor from Caldicot, a small town in South Wales. In 2009 he was approached by a friend with a lucrative offer. By contributing just £3,000 to a local investment syndicate and recruiting two more people to do the same, he would see a return of £23,000 in just a couple of weeks. Initially, thinking it was too good to be true, Caddick resisted the temptation. Eventually though, his friends convinced him that ‘nobody would lose, because the scheme would just keep going and going and going’, so he decided to throw in his lot. He lost everything and, ten years on, is still living with the consequences.

			Unwittingly, Caddick had found himself at the bottom of a pyramid scheme that couldn’t ‘just keep going’. Initiated in 2008, the ‘Give and Take’ scheme ran out of new investors and collapsed in less than a year, but not before sucking in £21 million from over 10,000 investors across the UK, 90% of whom lost their £3,000 stake. Investment schemes that rely on investors recruiting multiple others in order to realise their payout are doomed to failure. The number of new investors needed at each level increases in proportion to the number of people in the scheme. After fifteen rounds of recruitment, there would be over 10,000 people in a pyramid scheme of this sort. Although that sounds like a large number, it was easily achieved by Give and Take. Fifteen rounds further on, however, and one in every seven people on the planet would need to invest to keep the scheme going. This rapid growth phenomenon, which led to an inevitable lack of new recruits and the eventual collapse of the scheme, is known as exponential growth.

			No use crying over spoilt milk

			Something grows exponentially when it increases in proportion to its current size. Imagine, when you open your pint of milk in the morning, a single cell of the bacteria Streptococcus faecalis finds its way into the bottle before you put the lid back on. Strep f. is one of the bacteria responsible for the souring and curdling of milk, but one cell is no big deal, right?4 Maybe it’s more worrying when you find out that, in milk, Strep f. cells can divide to produce two daughter cells every hour.5 At each generation, the number of cells increases in proportion to the current number of cells, so their numbers grow exponentially.

			The curve that describes how an exponentially growing quantity increases is reminiscent of a quarter-pipe ramp used by skaters, skateboarders and BMXers. Initially, the gradient of the ramp is very low – the curve is extremely shallow and gains height only gradually (as you can see from the first curve in Figure 2). After two hours there are four Strep f. cells in your milk and after four hours there are still only 16, which doesn’t sound like too much of a problem. As with the quarter-pipe though, the height of the exponential curve and its steepness rapidly increase. Quantities that grow exponentially might appear to grow slowly at first, but they can take off quickly in a way that seems unexpected. If you leave your milk out on the side for 48 hours, and the exponential increase of Strep f. cells continues, when you come to pouring it on your cereal again there could be almost a thousand trillion cells in the bottle – enough to make your blood curdle, let alone the milk. At this point the cells would outnumber the people on our planet 40,000 to one. Exponential curves are sometimes referred to as ‘J-shaped’ as they almost mimic the letter J’s steep curve. Of course, as the bacteria use up the nutrients in the milk and change its pH, the growth conditions deteriorate and the exponential increase is only sustained for a relatively short period of time. Indeed, in almost every real-world scenario, long-term exponential growth is unsustainable, and in many cases pathological, as the subject of the growth uses up resources in an unviable manner. Sustained exponential growth of cells in the body, for example, is a typical hallmark of cancer.

			[image: ]

			Figure 2: J-shaped exponential growth (left) and decay (right) curves.

			Another example of an exponential curve is a free fall waterslide, so called because the slide is initially so steep that the rider feels the sensation of free fall. This time, as we travel down the slide, we are surfing an exponential decay curve, rather than a growth curve (you can see an example of such a graph in the second image of Figure 2). Exponential decay occurs when a quantity decreases in proportion to its current size. Imagine opening a huge bag of M&Ms, pouring them out onto the table and eating all the sweets that land with the M-side facing upwards. Put the rest back in the bag for tomorrow. The next day, give the bag a shake and pour out the M&Ms. Again, eat the M-up sweets and put the rest back in the bag. Each time you pour the sweets out of the bag you get to eat roughly half of those that remain, irrespective of the number you start with. The number of sweets decreases in proportion to the number left in the bag, leading to exponential decay in the number of sweets. In the same way, the exponential water slide starts high up and almost vertical, so that the height of the rider decreases very rapidly; when we have large numbers of sweets the number we get to eat is also large. But the curve ever-so-gradually gets less and less steep until it is almost horizontal towards the end of the slide; the fewer sweets we have left, the fewer we get to eat each day. Although an individual sweet landing M-up or M-down is random and unforeseeable, the predictable waterslide curve of exponential decay emerges in the number of sweets we have left over time.

			Throughout this chapter we will uncover the hidden connections between exponential behaviour and everyday phenomena: the spread of a disease through a population or a meme through the internet; the rapid growth of an embryo or the all-too-slow growth of money in our bank accounts; the way in which we perceive time and even the explosion of a nuclear bomb. As we progress we will carefully unearth the full tragedy of the Give and Take pyramid scheme. The stories of the people whose money was sucked in and swallowed serve to illustrate just how important it is to be able to think exponentially, which in turn will help us anticipate the sometimes surprising pace of change in the modern world.

			A matter of great interest

			On the all-too-rare occasions when I get to make a deposit into my bank account, I take solace from the fact that no matter how little I have in there, it is always growing exponentially. Indeed, a bank account is one place where there are genuinely no limitations on exponential growth, at least on paper. Provided that the interest is compounded (i.e. interest is added to our initial amount and earns interest itself) then the total amount in the account increases in proportion to its current size – the hallmark of exponential growth. As Benjamin Franklin put it: ‘Money makes money, and the money that money makes, makes more money.’ If you could wait long enough, even the smallest investment would become a fortune. But don’t go and lock up your rainy-day fund just yet. If you invested £100 at 1% per year it would take you over 900 years to become a millionaire. Although exponential growth is often associated with rapid increases, if the rate of growth and the initial investment are small, exponential growth can feel very slow indeed.

			The flip side of this is that, because you are charged a fixed rate of interest on the outstanding amount (often at a large rate), debts on credit cards can also grow exponentially. As with mortgages, the earlier you pay your credit cards off and the more you pay early on, the less you end up paying overall, as exponential growth never gets a chance to take off.

			•

			Paying off mortgages and sorting out other debts was one of the main reasons given by victims of the Give and Take scheme for getting involved in the first place. The temptation of quick and easy money to reduce financial pressures was too much for many to resist, despite the nagging suspicion that something wasn’t quite right. As Caddick admits, ‘The old adage of “If something looks too good to be true, then it probably is” is really, really true here.’

			The scheme’s initiators, pensioners Laura Fox and Carol Chalmers, had been friends since their days at a Catholic convent school. The pair, both pillars of their local community – one vice-president of her local Rotary club, the other a well-respected grandmother – knew exactly what they were doing when they set up their fraudulent investment scheme. Give and Take was cleverly designed to ensnare potential investors, whilst hiding the pitfalls. Unlike the traditional two-level pyramid scheme, in which the person at the top of the chain takes money directly from the investors they have recruited, Give and Take operated as a four-level ‘aeroplane’ scheme. In an aeroplane scheme, the person at the top of the chain is known as the ‘pilot’. The pilot recruits two ‘co-pilots’, who each recruit two ‘crew members’, who finally each recruit two ‘passengers’. In Fox and Chalmers’ scheme, once the hierarchy of fifteen people was complete, the eight passengers paid their £3,000 to the organisers, who passed a huge £23,000 payout to the initial investor with £1,000 skimmed off the top. Part of this money was donated to charity, with letters of thanks from the likes of the NSPCC adding legitimacy to the scheme. Part was kept by the organisers to ensure the continued smooth operation of the scheme.

			Having received their payout, the pilot then drops out of the scheme and the two co-pilots are promoted to pilot, awaiting the recruitment of eight new passengers at the bottom of their trees. Aeroplane schemes are particularly seductive for investors, as new participants need only recruit two other people in order to multiply their investment by a factor of 8 (although, of course, these two are required to recruit two more and so on). Other, flatter, schemes require far more recruitment effort per individual for the same returns. The steep four-level structure of Give and Take meant that crew members never took money directly from the passengers they recruited. Since new recruits are likely to be friends and relatives of the crew members, this ensures that money never travels directly between close acquaintances. This separation of the passengers from the pilots, whose payouts they fund, renders recruitment easier and reprisals less likely, making for a more attractive investment opportunity and thus facilitating the recruitment of thousands of investors to the scheme.

			In the same way, many investors in the Give and Take pyramid scheme were given the confidence to invest by stories of successful payouts that had been made previously, and in some cases, even witnessing these payouts at first hand. The scheme’s organisers, Fox and Chalmers, hosted lavish private parties at the Somerset hotel owned by Chalmers. Flyers handed out at the parties included pictures of the scheme’s members, sprawled on cash-covered beds or waving fists of fifty-pound notes at the camera. To each of these parties the organisers also invited some of the scheme’s ‘brides’ – those people (mainly women) who had made it to the position of pilot of their pyramid cell and were due to receive their payouts. The brides would be asked a series of four simple questions such as ‘What part of Pinocchio grows when he lies?’ in front of an audience of 200 to 300 potential investors.

			This ‘quiz’ aspect of the scheme was supposed to exploit a loophole in the law, which Fox and Chalmers believed allowed for such investments if an element of ‘skill’ was involved. In mobile-phone footage of one such event, Fox can be heard shouting ‘We are gambling in our own homes and that’s what makes it legal.’ She was wrong. Miles Bennet, the lawyer prosecuting the case, explained, ‘The quiz was so easy that there were never any people in the payout position who didn’t get their money. They could even get a friend or a committee member to help with the questions and the committee knew what the answers were!’

			This didn’t stop Fox and Chalmers using these prize-giving parties as inoculants in their low-tech viral marketing campaign. Upon seeing the brides presented with their £23,000 cheques, many of the invited guests would invest and encourage their friends and family to do the same, forming the pyramid beneath them. Providing each new investor passed the baton to two or more others, the scheme would continue indefinitely. When Fox and Chalmers started the scheme, back in the spring of 2008, they were the only two pilots. By recruiting friends to invest and indeed help organise the scheme, the pair quickly brought four more people on board. These four recruited eight more and then 16 and so on. This exponential doubling of the numbers of new recruits in the scheme closely mimics the doubling of the number of cells in a growing embryo.

			The exponential embryo

			When my wife was pregnant with our first child we were obsessed, like many first-time parents-to-be, by trying to find out what was going on inside my wife’s midriff. We borrowed an ultrasound heart monitor in order to listen in to our baby’s heartbeat; we signed up for clinical trials in order to get extra scans; and we read website after website describing what was going on with our daughter as she grew and continued to make my wife sick on a daily basis. Amongst our ‘favourites’ were the ‘How big is your baby?’-type websites, which compare, for each week of gestation, the size of an unborn baby to a common fruit, vegetable or other appropriately sized foodstuff. They give substance to prospective parents’ unborn foetuses with epigrams such as ‘Weighing about one and a half ounces and measuring about three and a half inches, your little angel is roughly the size of a lemon’ or ‘Your precious little turnip now weighs about five ounces and is approximately five inches long from head to bottom’.

			What really struck me about these websites’ comparisons was how quickly the sizes changed from week to week. At week four, your baby is roughly the size of a poppy seed, but by week five, she has ballooned to the size of a sesame seed! This represents an increase in volume of roughly 16 times over the course of a week.

			Perhaps, though, this rapid increase in size shouldn’t be so surprising. When the egg is initially fertilised by the sperm, the resulting zygote undergoes sequential rounds of cell division, called ‘cleavage’, which allow the number of cells in the developing embryo to increase rapidly. First, it divides into two. Eight hours later these two further subdivide into four and, after eight more hours, four become eight, which soon turn into 16, and so on – just like the number of new investors at each level of the pyramid scheme. Subsequent divisions occur almost synchronously every eight hours. Thus, the number of cells grows in proportion to the quantity of cells comprising the embryo at a given moment in time: the more cells there are, the more new cells are created at the subsequent division. In this case, since each cell creates exactly one daughter cell at each division event, the factor by which the number of cells in the embryo increases is two; in other words, the size of the embryo doubles every generation.

			During human gestation the period in which the embryo grows exponentially is, thankfully, relatively short. If the embryo were to carry on growing at the same exponential rate for the whole pregnancy, the 840 synchronous cell divisions would result in a super-baby comprising roughly 10253 cells. To put that into context, if every atom in the universe were itself a copy of our universe then the total number of atoms in all these universes would be roughly equivalent to the number of super-baby’s cells. Naturally, cell division becomes less rapid as more complex events in the life of the embryo are choreographed. In reality the number of cells comprising an average new-born baby can be approximated at a relatively modest two trillion. This number of cells could be achieved in fewer than 41 synchronous division events.

			The destroyer of worlds

			Exponential growth is vital for the rapid expansion in the number of cells necessary for the creation of a new life. However, it was also the astonishing and terrifying power of exponential growth that led nuclear physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer to proclaim ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.’ This growth was not the growth of cells, nor even of individual organisms, but of energy created by the splitting of atomic nuclei.

			During the Second World War, Oppenheimer was the head of the Los Alamos laboratory where the Manhattan Project – to develop the atomic bomb – was based. The splitting of the nucleus (tightly bound protons and neutrons) of a heavy atom into smaller con­stitutive parts had been discovered by German chemists in 1938. It was named ‘nuclear fission’ in analogy to the binary fission, or splitting, of one living cell into two, as occurs to such great effect in the developing embryo. Fission was found either to occur naturally, as the radioactive decay of unstable chemical isotopes, or to be induced artificially by bombarding the nucleus of one atom with subatomic particles in a so-called ‘nuclear reaction’. In either case, the splitting of the nucleus into two smaller nuclei, or fission products, was concurrent with the release of large amounts of energy in the form of electromagnetic radiation, as well as the energy associated with the movement of the fission products. It was quickly recognised that these moving fission products, created by a first nuclear reaction, could be used to impact on further nuclei, splitting more atoms and releasing yet more energy: a so-called ‘nuclear chain reaction’. If each nuclear fission produced, on average, more than one product that could be used to split subsequent atoms, then, in theory, each fission could trigger multiple other splitting events. Continuing this process, the number of reaction events would increase exponentially, producing energy on an unprecedented scale. If a material could be found that would permit this unchecked nuclear chain reaction, the exponential increase in energy emitted over the short timescale of the reactions would potentially allow such a fissile material to be weaponised.

			In April 1939, on the eve of the outbreak of war across Europe, French physicist Frédéric Joliot-Curie (son-in-law of Marie and Pierre and also a Nobel Prize winner in collaboration with his wife), made a crucial discovery. He published in the journal Nature evidence that, upon fission caused by a single neutron, atoms of the uranium isotope, U-235, emitted on average 3.5 (later revised down to 2.5) high energy neutrons.6 This was precisely the material required to drive the exponentially growing chain of nuclear reactions. The ‘race for the bomb’ was on.

			With Nobel Prize winner Werner Heisenberg and other celebrated German physicists working for the Nazis’ parallel bomb project, Oppenheimer knew he had his work cut out at Los Alamos. His main challenge was to create the conditions that would facilitate an exponentially growing nuclear chain reaction allowing the almost instantaneous release of the huge amounts of energy required for an atom bomb. To produce this self-sustaining and sufficiently rapid chain reaction, he needed to ensure that enough of the neutrons emitted by a fissioning U-235 atom were reabsorbed by the nuclei of other U-235 atoms, causing them to split in turn. He found that, in naturally occurring uranium, too many of the emitted neutrons are absorbed by U-238 atoms (the other significant isotope, which makes up 99.3% of naturally occurring uranium)7 meaning that any chain reaction dies out exponentially instead of growing. In order to produce an exponentially growing chain reaction, Oppenheimer needed to refine extremely pure U-235 by removing as much of the U-238 in the ore as possible.

			These considerations gave rise to the idea of the so-called critical mass of the fissile material. The critical mass of uranium is the amount of material required to generate a self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. It depends on a variety of factors. Perhaps most crucial is the purity of the U-235. Even with 20% U-235 (compared to the naturally occurring 0.7%), the critical mass is still over 400 kilograms, making high purity essential for a feasible bomb. Even when he had refined sufficiently pure uranium to achieve supercriticality, Oppenheimer was left with the challenge of the delivery of the bomb itself. Clearly he couldn’t just package up a critical mass of uranium in a bomb and hope it didn’t explode. A single, naturally occurring, decay in the material would trigger the chain reaction and initiate the exponential explosion.

			With the spectre of the Nazi bomb-developers constantly at their backs, Oppenheimer and his team came up with a hastily developed idea for the delivery of the atomic bomb. The ‘gun-type’ method involved firing one subcritical mass of uranium into another, using conventional explosives, to create a single supercritical mass. The chain reaction would then be kicked off by a spontaneous fission event emitting the initiating neutrons. The separation of the two subcritical masses ensured that the bomb would not detonate until required. The high levels of uranium enrichment achieved (around 80%) meant that only 20 to 25 kilograms were required for criticality. But Oppenheimer couldn’t risk the failure of his project ceding the advantage to his German rivals, so he insisted on much larger quantities.

			In the event, by the time enough pure uranium was finally ready, the war in Europe was already over. However, the war in the Pacific region raged on, with Japan showing little sign of surrender despite significant military disadvantages. Understanding that a land invasion of Japan would significantly increase the Americans’ already heavy casualties, General Leslie Groves, director of the Manhattan Project, issued the directive authorising the use of the atomic bomb on Japan as soon as weather conditions permitted.

			After several days of poor weather, caused by the tail end of a typhoon, on the 6th of August 1945 the sun rose in blue skies above Hiroshima. At 07:09 in the morning an American plane was spotted in the skies above Hiroshima and the air-raid warning sounded loudly across the city. Seventeen-year-old Akiko Takakura had recently taken up a job as a bank clerk. On her way to work as the siren sounded, she took refuge with other commuters in the public air-raid shelters strategically positioned around the city.

			Air-raid warnings were not an uncommon experience in Hiroshima; the city was a strategic military base, housing the headquarters of Japan’s Second General Army. So far, though, Hiroshima had largely been spared from the fire-bombing that rained down on so many other Japanese cities. Little did Akiko and her fellow commuters know that Hiroshima was being artificially preserved in order that the Americans might measure the full scale of the destruction caused by their new weapon.

			At half past seven the all-clear was sounded. The B-29 flying overhead was nothing more sinister than a weather plane. As Akiko emerged from her air-raid shelter, along with many of the others, she breathed a sigh of relief: there would be no air-raid this morning.

			Unbeknownst to Akiko and Hiroshima’s other citizens, as they continued on their journeys to work, the B-29 radioed in reports of clear skies above Hiroshima to the Enola Gay – the plane carrying the gun-type fission bomb known as the ‘Little Boy’. As children made their way to school and workers continued on their everyday routines, heading for offices and factories, Akiko arrived at the bank in central Hiroshima where she worked. Female clerks were supposed to arrive 30 minutes before the men in order to clean their offices ready for the day to begin, so by ten past eight Akiko was already inside the largely empty building and hard at work.

			At 08:14, the cross-hairs of the T-shaped Aioi Bridge came into the sights of Colonel Paul Tibbets, piloting the Enola Gay. The 4400-kilogram Little Boy was released and began its 6-mile descent towards Hiroshima. After free-falling for around 45 seconds, the bomb was triggered at a height of about a mile above the ground. One subcritical mass of uranium was fired into another, creating a supercritical mass ready to explode. Almost instantaneously the spontaneous fissioning of an atom released neutrons, at least one of which was absorbed by a U-235 atom. This atom in turn fissioned and released more neutrons, which were absorbed in their turn by more atoms. The process rapidly accelerated, leading to an exponentially growing chain reaction and the simultaneous release of huge amounts of energy.

			As she wiped the desktops of her male colleagues, Akiko looked out of her window and saw a bright white flash, like a strip of burning magnesium. What she couldn’t know was that exponential growth had allowed the bomb to release energy equivalent to 30 million sticks of dynamite in an instant. The bomb’s temperature increased to several million degrees, hotter than the surface of the sun. A tenth of a second later, ionising radiation reached the ground, causing devastating radiological damage to all living creatures exposed to it. A second further on and a fireball, 300 metres across and with a temperature of thousands of degrees Celsius, ballooned above the city. Eye witnesses describe the sun rising for a second time over Hiroshima that day. The blast wave, travelling at the speed of sound, levelled buildings across the city, throwing Akiko across the room and knocking her unconscious. Infrared radiation burned exposed skin for miles in every direction. People on the ground close to the bomb’s hypocentre were instantly vaporised or charred to cinders.

			Akiko was sheltered from the worst of the bomb’s blast by the bank’s earthquake-proof building. When she regained consciousness, she staggered out onto the street. As she emerged, she found that the clear blue morning skies had gone. The second sun over Hiroshima had set almost as quickly as it had risen. The streets were dark and choked with dust and smoke. Bodies lay where they had fallen for as far as the eye could see. At only 260 metres away, Akiko was one of the closest to the hypocentre of the bomb to survive the terrible exponential blast.

			The bomb itself and the resulting firestorms that spread across the city are estimated to have killed around 70,000 people, 50,000 of whom were civilians. The majority of the city’s buildings were also completely destroyed. Oppenheimer’s prophetic musings had come true. The justification for the bombings of both Hiroshima and, three days later, Nagasaki, in the context of ending the Second World War are still debated to this day.

			The nuclear option

			Whatever the rights and wrongs of the atomic bomb itself, the greater understanding of the exponential chain reactions caused by nuclear fission that was developed as part of the Manhattan Project gave us the technology required to generate clean, safe, low-carbon energy through nuclear power. One kilogram of U-235 can release roughly three million times more energy than burning the same amount of coal.8 Despite evidence to the contrary, nuclear energy suffers from a poor reputation for safety and environmental impact. In part, exponential growth is to blame.

			On the evening of the 25th of April 1986, Alexander Akimov checked in for the night shift at the power plant in which he was shift supervisor. An experiment designed to stress-test the cooling pump system was due to get underway in a couple of hours. As he initiated the experiment, he could have been forgiven for thinking how lucky he was – at a time when the Soviet Union was collapsing and 20% of its citizens were living in poverty – to have a stable job at the Chernobyl nuclear power station.

			At around 11 p.m., in order to reduce the power output to around 20% of normal operating capacity for the purposes of the test, Akimov remotely inserted a number of control rods between the uranium fuel rods in the reactor core. The control rods acted to absorb some of the neutrons released by atomic fission, so that these neutrons couldn’t cause too many other atoms to split. This put a break on the rapid growth of the chain reaction that would be allowed to run exponentially out of control in a nuclear bomb. However, Akimov accidentally inserted too many rods, causing the power output of the plant to drop significantly. He knew that this would cause reactor poisoning – the creation of material, like the control rods, that would further slow the reactor and decrease the temperature, which would lead to more poisoning and further cooling in a self-reinforcing feedback loop. Panicking now, he overrode the safety systems, placing over 90% of the control rods under manual supervision and removing them from the core in order to prevent the debilitating total shutdown of the reactor.

			As he watched the needles on the indicator gauges rise as the power output slowly increased, Akimov’s heart-rate gradually returned to normal. Having averted the crisis, he moved to the next stage of the test, shutting down the pumps. Unbeknownst to Akimov, back-up systems were not pumping coolant water as fast as they should have been. Although initially undetectable, the slow-flowing coolant water had vaporised, impairing its ability both to absorb neutrons and to reduce the heat of the core. Increased heat and power output led to more water flash-boiling into steam, allowing more power to be produced: another, altogether more deadly positive feedback loop. The few remaining control rods that Akimov did not have under his manual supervision were automatically reinserted in order to rein in the increased heat generation, but they weren’t enough. Upon realising the power output was increasing too rapidly, Akimov pressed the emergency shutdown button designed to insert all the control rods and power down the core, but it was too late. As the rods plunged into the reactor they caused a short but significant spike in power output leading to an overheated core, fracturing some of the fuel rods and blocking further insertion of the control rods. As the heat energy rose exponentially, the power output increased to over ten times the usual operating level. Coolant water rapidly turned to steam, causing two massive pressure explosions, destroying the core and spreading the fissile radioactive material far and wide.

			Refusing to believe reports of the core’s explosion, Akimov relayed incorrect information about the reactor’s state, delaying vital containment efforts. Upon eventually realising the full extent of the destruction, he worked, unprotected, with his crew to pump water into the shattered reactor. As they worked, crew members received doses of 200 grays per hour. A typical fatal dose is around ten grays, meaning that these unprotected workers received fatal doses in less than five minutes. Akimov died two weeks after the accident from acute radiation poisoning.

			The official Soviet death toll from the Chernobyl disaster was just 31, although some estimates, including individuals involved in the large-scale clean-up, are significantly higher. This is not to mention the deaths caused by the dispersal of radioactive material outside the immediate vicinity of the power plant. A fire that ignited in the shattered reactor core burned for nine days. The fire drew into the atmosphere hundreds of times more radioactive material than had been released during the bombing of Hiroshima, causing widespread environmental consequences for almost all of Europe.9

			On the weekend of the 2nd of May 1986, for example, unseason­ably heavy rainfall lashed the highlands of the UK. Contained within the falling rain droplets were the radioactive products of the fallout from the explosion – strontium-90, caesium-137 and iodine-131. In total, around 1% of the radiation released from the Chernobyl reactor fell on the UK. These radio-isotopes were absorbed by the soil, incorporated by the growing grass and then eaten by the sheep that grazed the land. The result – radioactive meat.

			The Ministry of Agriculture immediately placed restrictions on the sale and movement of sheep in the affected areas, with implications for nearly 9000 farms and over four million sheep. Lake District sheep farmer, David Elwood, struggled to believe was what happening. The cloud carrying the invisible, almost undetectable, radio-isotopes cast a long shadow over his livelihood. Every time he wanted to sell sheep he had to isolate them and call in a government inspector to check their radiation levels. Each time the inspectors came they would tell him restrictions would only last another year or so. Elwood lived under this cloud for over 25 years until the restrictions were finally lifted in 2012.

			It should, however, have been much easier for the government to inform Elwood and other farmers when radiation levels would be safe enough for them to sell their sheep freely. Radiation levels are remarkably predictable, thanks to the phenomenon of exponential decay.

			The science of dating

			Exponential decay, in direct analogy to exponential growth, describes any quantity that decreases with a rate proportional to its current value – remember the reduction in the number of M&Ms each day and the waterslide curve that described their decline. Exponential decay describes phenomena as diverse as the elimination of drugs in the body10 and the rate of decrease of the head on a pint of beer.11 In particular, it does an excellent job of describing the rate at which the levels of radiation emitted by a radioactive substance decrease over time.12

			Unstable atoms of radioactive materials will spontaneously emit energy in the form of radiation, even without an external trigger, in a process known as radioactive decay. At the level of an individual atom, the decay process is random – quantum theory implies that it is impossible to predict when a given atom will decay. However, at the level of a material comprising huge numbers of atoms, the decrease in radioactivity is a predictable exponential decay. The number of atoms decreases in proportion to the number remaining. Each atom decays independently of the others. The rate of decay can be characterised by the half-life of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/AW_02.jpg
SIZE

TIME

SIZE

TIME





OEBPS/image/AW_01.png
i o s G gy B ‘
“‘m mm“

@ ﬂm *‘“mﬂ





OEBPS/image/9781787475427.jpg
‘Exquisitely interesting and delightfully readable’
IAN MCEWAN

‘An exciting new voice in the world of science communication’
MARCUS DU SAUTOY






