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

September 17: Ernie Banks Becomes First Black Player for Chicago Cubs

Mystery Year
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September 17: Ernie Banks, 1st Black to Play for Chicago Cubs 
September 17 of the Mystery Year marks the day when 
Ernie Banks became the first Black player to play for 
the Chicago Cubs. Six years earlier, Jackie Robinson 
broke Major League Baseball’s color barrier by becoming 
the first Black to play for a Major League Baseball team. 

Banks was an incredible person and player. Known as “Mr. 
Cub” and “Mr. Sunshine” (because of his infectious positive 
attitude), he played his entire 19-year career with the 
Cubs. He was selected as an All-Star 11 seasons, was the 
Most Valuable Player (MVP) in the National League twice, 
was inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame, and 
was named to the Major league Baseball All-Century team. 
He was also awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Ernie Banks 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year: 

¡ Ernie Banks’ uniform number was 14. Jackie Robinson’s uniform number was 42.  
How many times as great is 42 than 14? The answer is the ones digit of the 
Mystery Year. 

¡ During one of the seasons when Banks was MVP, he 
hit .313 with 47 home runs. But the Cubs that season 
finished only in 5th place, winning 72 games and 
losing 82 games. Use the formula at right to find the 
Cubs’ win percentage that season. Round to the 
nearest thousandths place.  

   
 

Win percentage = 

 

The digit in the ten-thousandths place of your calculation of the win 
percentage is the tens digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ Banks used to say, “Let’s play 2 today” — meaning he didn’t want to play just  
1 game, he wanted to play 2. He hit 512 home runs during his career. 
How many times must 2 be used as a factor to obtain 512? The answer is 
the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ Use this clue as a check on the Mystery Year:  
Baseball and hot dogs go together. Suppose hot dogs come in packages of 8 each, 
and buns come in packages of 6 each. What is the fewest number of packages you 
must buy of each in order to end up with the same number of hot dogs as buns?   
Divide the number of hot dogs you will buy by the number of packages of 
buns you will buy. Then divide that result by . The sum of the digits in 
that quotient is the sum of the digits in the Mystery Year. 

 
 
 
 

number of games won
total number of games played

1
3

   
 

         
 Thousands Hundreds Tens  Ones 
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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 17 
 
September 17: Ernie Banks Becomes the First Black Player to Play for 

Chicago Cubs 
CCSS: 4.OA.1, 5.NF.1, 6.RP.3, 5.NBT.4, 6.EE.1, 6.NS.4, 5.NF.7. 
Mystery Year: 1953 
¡ Finding how many times as great 42 is than 14 is a multiplicative, or scaling, 

comparison. So, we need to find the missing factor in n ´ 14 = 42. To find the 
missing factor, students may ask, What times 14 = 42? (3). Some students may divide 
42 by 14 to produce 3. Many students will able to solve the clue mentally by simply 
thinking through those operations. Because 42 is 3 times as great as 14, the ones digit 
of the Mystery Year is 3.  

Math Note: A common error for the above problem is that students find the product 
of 14 and 42 because they see the word times. Those students need more work 
analyzing multiplicative situations where they identify which number is being 
multiplied and which is the factor. The following two types of situations come to 
mind. You may want students to act out the problems. 

(1)  David has $5. Karen has 3 times as much. How much does Karen have?  
(3 ´ 5, or $15) 

(2)  Karen has $15. This is 3 times as much as David has. How much does 
David have? (15 ÷ 3, or $5) 

¡ To calculate the Cubs’ win percentage,  insert the number 

of wins in the numerator and the number of total games played in the denominator. 
Then convert the fraction to a decimal by dividing the numerator by the denominator, 
and rounding to the nearest thousandths place. To round to the nearest thousandths 
place, we need to carry out the decimal conversion to the ten-thousandths place.  

0.4675, so the win percentage is 0.468. 

The digit in the ten-thousandths place of the decimal is 5, so the hundreds digit of the 
Mystery Year is 5. 

Extension: Ask: Under what conditions would a team have a win percentage of 
.500? Why? (A team’s win percentage is .500 (read “five hundred”) when it wins as 
many games as it loses. When that occurs, the denominator in the fraction is twice 
the numerator, representing the fact that the team won half of the games it played. 
The decimal representation for half of any nonzero number is 0.5.) 
When a win percentage (or batting average) is reported, a leading 0 is not used. 

¡ Through the strategy of guess, test, and revise, students could determine that when 2 is 
used as a factor 9 times, the product is 512: 2 ´ 2 ´ 2 ´ 2 ´ 2 × 2 ´ 2 ´ 2 ´ 2 = 512. Other 
students may be able to compute the powers of 2 mentally: 29 = 512. The hundreds digit 
of the Mystery Year is 9 because 2 is used as a factor 9 times to produce 512. 

Math Note: When students define exponent, they often imprecisely say, “An 
exponent tells the number of times another number, the base, is multiplied.” There is 
an important difference between the number of times the base is multiplied, and the 
correct language: the number of times the base is used as a factor. In the above clue, 
2 is multiplied 8 times — but it is used as a factor 9 times. 

number of wins
total number of games played

,

72
154

≈
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¡ With hot dogs coming in packages of 8 each, and buns coming in packages of 6 each,  
the fewest number of packages you must buy of each so that you end up with the same 
number of hot dogs as buns is the least common multiple of 6 and 8, which is 24 hot 
dogs and 24 buns. So, you will need to buy 3 packages of hot dogs and 4 packages of 
buns. When 24 is divided by 4 (the number of packages of buns), the result is 6. When 6 
is divided by , the quotient is 18. So, the sum of the digits in the Mystery Year must be 

18. The digits of the Mystery Year found so far are __ 9 5 3. Because it can be assumed 
that the thousands digit of the Mystery Year is 1, the Mystery Year of 1953 checks. 

Watch a hilarious video clip (2:07) from the 1991 movie, Father of the Bride, where George 
Banks (played by Steve Martin) goes on a rant about having to buy buns in packages of 12 
each, and hot dogs in packages of 8 each: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oYIHLUxzRr8 

Historical Notes: Many students are probably somewhat familiar with Jackie Robinson, the 
first African American to play in Major League Baseball (MLB) in the modern era. (There 
were a few exceptions in the 1800s.) Some students may have seen the 2013 movie, 42 
(named after Robinson’s uniform number), which chronicles the story of Jackie Robinson, 
who in 1947 broke the color barrier imposed by MLB. That barrier excluded players of 
Black African descent from MLB and its minor leagues.  
Students (outside of Chicago) are probably less familiar with Ernie Banks, who began his 
career in the Negro Leagues before playing for the Cubs. In this YouTube interview (3:49), 
Banks  talks about his experience with segregation when he traveled from city to city while 
playing professional baseball in the Negro Leagues for the Kansas City Monarchs: 
<https://youtu.be/XvSyWqtL_f4>.  

Banks experienced some racism when he joined the Cubs, and he likely experienced some 
during his career that he didn’t publicly discuss. What is known is that fans quickly took him 
into their hearts based on his charm, enthusiasm for the game, and his performance on the field.  
Ernie Banks displayed eternal optimism during his entire career (and into retirement) — 
despite the fact that during his playing days with the Cubs, his team never appeared in a 
World Series or in any post-season game. Banks passed away on January 23, 2015. This was 
less than one year before his beloved Cubs won the World Series on November 2, 2016 — 
for the first time since 1908 (the subject of the November 2 Math History-Mystery Puzzle). 
For a video clip (0:43) of Ernie Banks hitting his 500th Major-League home 
run, go to https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5GQy3c3Hutg&feature=youtu.be. 

Ernie’s eternal optimism was exemplified by the slogans he would announce at the beginning 
of each season. One thing was for sure: When Ernie Banks delivered his slogan, fans knew 
that baseball was just around the corner. 

“The Cubs are due in sixty-two.” “The Cubs will be heavenly in 67-ly!” 
“The Cubs will be great in 68!” “The Cubs are gonna shine in sixty-nine.” 
“The Cubs will be thunderous in 71-derous!” “The Cubs will be divine in 2009.” 

—Examples of yearly pre-season slogans delivered by Ernie Banks 

On December 16, 2020, Major League Baseball announced that it would incorporate the statistics of 
players who played in the Negro Leagues into the official Major League Baseball statistics. According 
to the New York Post, the move will “correct a longtime oversight in the game’s history and officially 
recognize players and statistics from much of that segregated era. MLB elevated the Negro Leagues to 
major-league status on the centennial of its official origination in 1920 — and now will add stats and 
records of more than 3,400 players from 1920 through 1948 to baseball’s official history.”  
< https://nypost.com/2020/12/16/how-mlbs-negro-leagues-decision-affects-record-book/ > 
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