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Maths on the back of an envelope: Clever ways to (roughly) calculate anything

by Rob Eastaway, pp. 208, £9.99 (hard), ISBN 978-0-00-832458-2, Harper Collins
(2019)

This book is aimed at people who liked maths at school but have done little
maths since. They are interested in estimating quantities, both as a useful skill in
everyday life, but also as a ‘fun and stimulating exercise to keep the brain sharp’
(p. 4). This book shows them how.

The scene is set by first clarifying issues such as precision and accuracy,
variability and sensitivity, using examples such as Olympic dressage scores, blood
temperature and election vote counts. The next section reminds the reader of the basic
arithmetic and percentages they once knew, whilst also providing handy shortcuts,
such as 16% of 25 equals 25% of 16. I liked the innovation of ‘zequals’ to mean
‘calculate to one significant figure’, since it gives a clear way to estimate, for someone
new to the process; the suggested symbol for ‘zequals’, a saw-toothed equals sign,
takes me too long to write — perhaps an elongated  would suit me better.z

Equipped with this knowledge and these tools, the author moves on to estimate
amounts in various contexts: currency, compound interest, distances, imperial-metric
conversion, etc. I liked the mnemonics ‘a litre of water's a pint and three quarters’
and ‘two and a quarter pounds of jam weigh about a kilogram’, and will try to
remember them. The reader is regularly challenged with mini-exercises e.g. estimate
the area of the Atlantic Ocean (p. 60). Later topics in the book include “Can we plant
a trillion trees?” and “How often does a teenager say ‘like’ in one year?”. I checked
with our resident teenager if he felt the latter was a bit of a dig, but he thought it was
fair game — he did point out though that many adults also use ‘like’ a lot!

There are a few minor typos, but I spotted nothing significant: the answers to (b)
on p. 47 and (g) on p. 60 do not match the questions; the answers at the top of p. 35
are to the question “What is maths?” not “What is the difference between maths and
arithmetic?”; (c) on p. 60 seems to draw on knowledge of London's population,
missing from p. 59; and on p. 195 the biggest relative zequals overestimate I thought
should be for .15 × 15

So in summary, a good book for those whose basic maths is a bit rusty, but who
would like to dust it down and start playing with it again, using it to check out the
everyday figures they encounter on the news and in their day-to-day lives.
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