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Use the clues on the next page to find the Mystery Year.

September 15: Agatha Christie’s Birthday

Mystery Year
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September 15: Agatha Christie’s Birthday 

On September 15 of the Mystery Year, English 
detective novelist and playwright, Agatha Christie, 
was born. She wrote 66 detective novels, 14 short  
story collections, 6 novels (under the name Mary 
Westmacott), and the world’s longest-running play,  
The Mousetrap. Often regarded as the “Queen of 
Mystery,” Christie’s fictional detectives included 
Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple. 

Christie is the best-selling fiction writer of all  time — 
with her novels having sold more than 2 billion copies.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Agatha Christie 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year: 

¡ Detective Miss Marple asked each of three suspects for a statement: 
o Doctor Sheppard claimed that Justice Wargrave committed the crime. 
o Justice Wargrave said that Simon Doyle committed the crime. 
o Simon Doyle said, “I did not do it!” 

Miss Marple knew that one of them committed the crime — and exactly one of them lied!  
The answer choice, (0, 1, or 2), for the one who committed the crime is the 
ones digit of the Mystery Year. 

(0) Justice Wargrave      (1) Doctor Sheppard      (2) Simon Doyle 

¡ Detective Hercule Poirot found this note at the crime scene: 
To find the scoundrel, do the math to follow this path; 
His address is the LCM of the four numbers in the first paragraph. 

Below are the addresses of the suspects.  
(5) 2      (6) 6      (7) 462      (8) 990      (9) 2310       (0) 83160 

The answer choice, (5, 6, 7, 8, 9, or 0), for the LCM (least common 
multiple) is the tens digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ The title of one of Christie’s novels is The Big Four.  
The value of this expression is the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year:  

4  –  

¡ The Mystery Year is the perimeter of a rectangle with one side 500 units 
and another side 55 units less than that.  
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How to Use 
Math History-Mystery Puzzles 
Warm-up Activities for Middle School 

Each puzzle begins with historical information about a particular person or event. The topics 
selected reflect the diverse nature of our society. Students use the clues that follow to determine 
the Mystery Year when the event occurred. In some cases, data needed to solve a clue is 
contained within the historical information. This reinforces what students experience in the real 
world: The data needed to solve a problem may not all appear in the same place. 
The math content of the warm-ups is based on a spiral review of skills. During the early months 
of the school year, they provide important math review skills drawn from Grades 5 and 6. As the 
year progresses, the skills advance to those of Grades 6 and 7 — with an abundance of real-world 
connections related to the contexts of the events. Towards the end of the school year, math skills 
from Grade 8 are included that can also be handled intuitively by students in earlier grades. It 
should be noted that many high-school teachers are using the puzzles with success to provide 
students with important skills review in context. 
Students focus on a number of different math skills and concepts in the same warm-up. The spiral 
review is intended to help students keep their skills sharp. Also, the clues are intended to provide 
day-to-day mathematical variety. So, while students may be studying in unit, on, say, percent, they 
may be solving clues that review fractions or measurement. 
Each clue produces a digit of the Mystery Year. As the clue is solved, students record the digit 
in the box to the right of the clue and into the place-value chart for the Mystery Year at the bottom 
of the first page of the puzzle. The final clue with each puzzle provides a “check” for 
determining the correct Mystery Year. 
Provided with each puzzle are extensive Teacher Notes with Sample Solution Strategies that 
include valuable teacher information that address the following: 

Ø The specific Common Core State Standards for Mathematical Content that are
addressed in the clues. When a clue employs skills that are not directly addressed by a
Standard for Mathematical Content, one or more Standards for Mathematical Practice
are cited.

Ø Step-by-step solutions designed so thoroughly that parents working with students at
home are equipped to help their child. Alternative solution strategies are detailed to
illustrate various paths to the solution.

Ø Math Notes that provide additional mathematical background for the teacher. This
includes various pedagogical insights that include an analysis of related common student
misconceptions with intervention suggestions.

Ø Extensions that allow advanced students to take the content to the next level.
Ø Multicultural Notes to bring to light the contributions from various cultures related to the

discovery / development of the content of the puzzle.
Ø Historical Notes to provide further context for the theme of the puzzle. Often these notes

delve into social justice issues related to the theme of the puzzle. Included are links to
video clips and uplifting quotes.

Even though we do not provide a separate puzzle for each day of a given week, we view the 
puzzles as being daily puzzles because of the extensive activities and extensions that are 
provided with the Teacher Notes that may be used during the other days of the week. 
To download a FREE, more extensive document describing How to Use the puzzles, go to 
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/FREE-How-to-Use-Math-History-Mystery-Puzzles-for-Middle-
School-manual-7037642 
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Teacher Notes and Sample Solution Strategies for September 15 
 
September 15: Agatha Christie’s Birthday 

CCSS:  Students apply logical reasoning to solve the first clue, a focus of  
MP2 (Reason Abstractly and Quantitatively) and MP3 (Construct Viable 
Arguments and Critique the Reasoning of Others). 6.NS.4, 5.OA.1, 7.EE.4.a. 

Mystery Year: 1890	 
¡ The information can be organized into a table. The table shows that Dr. Sheppard accused 

Justice Wargrave of doing it. Justice Wargrave accused Simon Doyle, and Simon Doyle 
denied doing it. 

 Claim Made by Each Suspect 

Dr. Sheppard “Justice Wargrave 
did it.” 

  

Justice Wargrave  “Simon Doyle did it.”  
Simon Doyle   “I did not do it!” 

Dr. Sheppard and Justice Wargrave cannot both be telling the truth because each is 
accusing a different suspect of the crime. Since exactly one person lied, either Dr. 
Sheppard is lying or Justice  Wargrave is lying. This means that Simon Doyle told the 
truth. Since he told the truth, the statement made by Justice Wargrave is false, so he lied. 
Therefore, Dr. Sheppard told the truth when he accused Justice Wargrave of committing 
the crime. The answer choice for Justice Wargrave is 0, so the ones digit of the Mystery 
Year is 0. 

¡ The four numbers in the first paragraph of the text are 15, 66, 14, and 6. One way to find 
the least common multiple (LCM) is to write each number as a product of its prime factors 
(the prime factorization of each number). Then use each factor the greatest number of 
times that it appears in any of the numbers. 

15 = 3 ´ 5 
66 = 2 ´ 3 ´ 11 
14 = 2 ´ 7 
6 = 2 ´ 3 

The factors of the LCM are 2, 3, 5, 7, and 11. None of them appeared more than once in a 
number, so their product is the LCM: 2 ´ 3 ´ 5 ´ 7 ´ 11 = 2,310. The address 2310 is 
answer choice (9), so the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 
Another way to find the LCM is test each of the reasonable answer choices, beginning 
with smallest reasonable choice, to see if it is a multiple of each of the numbers. The first 
such number is answer choice (7), which is 462. But because 15 must be one of the factors 
of the LCM, the LCM must end in 5 or 0. So, 462 must be excluded. The next reasonable 
number is answer choice (8), which is 990. But 14 is not a factor of 990, so 990 must be 
excluded. The next reasonable number is answer choice (9), which is 2310 — which is a 
multiple of all four numbers — and in particular, is the least multiple of all four numbers. 
So, the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 

Math Note: The product of a set of numbers always produces a common multiple of all 
numbers in the set. In this clue, the product of the four numbers is 15 ´ 66 ´ 14 ´ 6 = 
83,160, which is answer choice (0). But to find the least common multiple, you would 
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have to perform a process of “guess, check, and revise” to find the smallest number that 
is a multiple of each of the numbers.  

¡ To evaluate the expression, first work inside the two sets of parentheses. 

 =  

4(1 + 4) – (1 + 11) =  Working inside the parentheses,  = 1;  = 11. 

4(5) – (12) = Add. 
20 – 12 = 8 Multiply and subtract. 

The value of the expression is 8, so the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year is 8. 
¡ If one side of a rectangle is 500 units, and another side is 55 units less than that, then the 

length of the other side is 500 – 55, or 445 units. A formula for the perimeter of a 
rectangle is P = 2  + 2w. So, P  = 2(500) + 2(445) = 1,000 + 890, or 1,890. We already 
know that the digits of the Mystery Year are __ 8 9 0. Because the perimeter of the 
rectangle is 1,890 units, and because we can assume the thousands digit of the Mystery 
Year must be 1, the Mystery Year checks. 

Historical Notes: Agatha Christie’s play, The Mousetrap, ran in London’s West End theater 
from 1952 until it was paused in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although Agatha 
Christie thought that at most the play would run about 8 months, the play ran some 68 years 
— clearly being the longest running show of any kind in the world. It should be noted that 
the play has been presented in 27 languages in 50 countries, and Christie is the most-
translated individual author in the world. 
In 1971, Agatha Christie was appointed Dame Commander of the Most Excellent Order of 
the British Empire (DBE) for her contributions to literature.  

“Everything must be taken into account. If the fact will not fit the theory 
— let the theory go.” 

 — Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot,  
in The Mysterious Affair at Styles 

Math Note: Implementing the above quote is not only helpful in 
solving a mystery, but it is also helpful when one is persevering 
in solving a math problem. If an obvious method to solve a 
problem does not seem to work, “let it go” — and try another 
strategy. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

An early depiction of  
Hercule Poirot, from  

The American Magazine,  
March 1933 
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