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Pythagoras just couldn’t help poking his
nose into places. Sometimes, his curiosity got
him in trouble, but sometimes it paid off.
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One day, Pythagoras sat in the shade of an old
olive tree. He could see the harbor and the sparkling
blue sea around the island where he lived.
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Nearby, two workmen were building a temple.
They began to argue. “This ladder is too short to
reach the roof,” Pepros grumbled.

“That’s not possible,” said Saltos. “The wall is
12 feet tall, so I made the ladder 12 feet long.”

Pepros roared, “The ladder only reaches the
roof when it is flat against the wall, and then
no one can climb it! This is as bad as the
columns on the porch!”

Pythagoras poked his head out from
behind the tree. “What’s wrong with =
the columns?” he asked.

Pepros frowned.
“It’s that pesky i,
Pythagoras again. \v.\

“Stop bothering us!
At this rate, we’ll never

' ”

finish the temple!







m leaving , 1 want yo
with me, son. One day you will command
‘my merchant ships, and you have
much to learn.”

Through a mouthful of bread and olives, Pythagoras
asked, “Father, you always sail to Rhodes first and then to
Crete. Why don’t you just sail straight from here to Crete?
It would be a lot faster.”




i T, As they salled along the coast
i i | Pythagoras said,

i W entwaitto SR
| see Alexandria! R
% I hear they have great
i " buildings there. I might
!;‘ i ! want to be a builder

“But, son, you are going to be a merchant,” his
father said. “The life of a merchant is exciting. You
get to sail to faraway places.” He put an arm around
Pythagoras’s shoulders, “You just have to look at it

] ' ! someday.” f from the right angle.”

Soon they were sailing into the port of Alexandria,
the capital city of Egypt. Pythagoras marveled at the
great lighthouse that stood proudly against the sky.
“Saltos and Pepros should see this!” he exclaimed.




At the dock, a man greeted them. “I am the builder
Neferheperhersekeper, but people call me Nef.
I'm here for the tiles.”

Pythagoras was excited to meet a real builder.
“Have you built anything around here?” he asked.

Nef nodded. “As a matter of fact, I helped to build
the lighthouse.”

“How did you get the base so straight?” Pythagoras
asked, thinking of the crooked columns back at home.
“You must be a master builder.”
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Nef let Pythagoras hold the rope. Pythagoras made

some triangles, but none had the right angle. “How long
do you make each side?” he asked.

“Oh, I've shown you too much already,” chuckled
Nef, as he took back his rope. “Why don’t you run
along now?”




| Just then Pythagoras’s father called him. “Carry this crate
' of tiles, son. Nef and I will carry the rest.”

“I would carry them,” Nef sighed, “but I've hurt my

| thumb so I can’t. Yow’ll have to make two trips.”

When they got to the house Nef was building, he said,
“While you get the rest of the tiles, I'll get the money I owe

you.” Grumbling, Pythagoras’s father headed back
to the ship.

Nef patted Pythagoras on the Vhead. “Be a good boy
and watch these tiles for me,” he said as he disappeared
into the house. “And don’t touch anything!”
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A Pythagoras looked around the sunny courtyard. my
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In the middle stood a statue base made of stone. g
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He took some tiles out of the crate just to see . m:
how they would look around the base. “I can put | 3
them back quickly,” he thought. |
I He made a row of three red tiles along one side
7 of the statue base. He added two more rows of red |
tiles, making a square. | ' |
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“Some of these crates have blue tiles,”
Pythagoras said. Soon red and blue tiles were
scattered everywhere. ‘

Pythagoras made a square of blue tiles and
a big square of red and blue tiles.

He was admiring his work when he noticed, }
“This statue base is a right triangle! Its sides are
3, 4, and 5 tiles long.”

He counted the tiles. “Strange,” he thought.
“The 9 tiles in the red square plus the 16 tiles in
the blue square equal 25 tiles. There are exactly i
25 tiles in the big red and blue square!” |

Suddenly a voice demanded, “What do you
think you are doing?”




The next day, Pythagoras and his father set sail for home.
To pass the time, Pythagoras drew a picture of the tile squares
he had made.

“The square with 3 tiles on each side had 9 tiles, the one
with 4 on each side had 16 tiles, and the one with 5 on each
side had 25 tiles.

“So, in a square, the length of a side, times itself, is the
number of tiles in the whole square. I'll call it ‘squaring’ when
I multiply a number by itself. Three times three is three

29

squared. I'll write it 3°.

123 1234 12345
1 1 1
2 2 2
3 3 3
32 _ g i L
¥2 - 16 5

5% o 2%
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Pythagoras drew a new picture. “Three squared plus
four squared equals five squared,” he said to himself.

“I wonder if the squares on the sides of other right
triangles add up the same way?” he thought.
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When he got to the unfinished temple, Saltos and Pepros

were not there. The ladder was on the ground where Pepros
had thrown it.

“That ladder would be easy to climb if the bottom were
about five feet from the wall,” Pythagoras thought. “Pepros
said that the wall is 12 feet high.”

He drew a triangle in the dirt and wrote 5%+ 122- ?
25 + 144 = 169
169=13x13

“That’s it! The ladder needs to be 13 feet long.”
He fixed the ladder and headed home.

At home, Pythagoras got out a map. He looked at it closely.
“I wonder . . .” he said to himself.




Saltos shook his head, “No! He made our ladder the perfect
length. We will be able to finish the roof now.”

Pepros added, “Then all we’ll have to do is fix the crooked
bases of the columns.”

“Maybe I can help,” Pythagoras offered. “Use my rope to
make right angles. If you use a right angle to make the bases
straight, the columns will stand straight.”

Saltos laughed. “Great! Now we can finish the temple on
time. You're welcome to stop by and help us any time you like.”
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- Pythagoras’s father said, “Son, on second thought, maybe
~should tell me about the distance to Crete.”

Pythagoras explained, “Our island, Samos, forms a right triangle
with Rhodes and Crete. If I call the sides of the triangle
a, b, and c, I can use my right triangle pattern a® + b° = ¢’
to figure out the distance from here to Crete.”

a?+b?=c’
i Lo

19,391 + 21904 = ¢?
84,295 = ¢?

“To find ¢, the distance between here and Crete, I had
to find what number multiplied by itself equals 34,225.

“I already knew 148” equals 21,904. That’s too small.
“I tried 200, but 200" equals 40,000. That’s too big.
“I tried 180, and 180* equals 32,400. That’s close!

“Then, I tried 185 times 185. That's exactly 34,225.
So, the distance from our island to Crete is 185 miles.”
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“Pythagoras, y
in record time,

Pythagoras looked u
“You were right, too. I j
how to look at things from
the right angle.”

Everyone was amazed.
Pythagoras’s father clapped
him on the back. “Good
thinking, son! You’ll make
a fine merchant someday.”

Pythagoras’s mother said gently, “Perhaps
he can use his quick mind for other things.”

His father nodded. “Son, with your
clear thinking, you could be a general,

a senator, a teacher, or anything you want.
It’s your choice.”

Pythagoras smiled. He hoped to do
great things in the future.



Historical Note

Pythagoras (pie-THAG-uh-rus) was born on the
Greek island of Samos around 569 BcE. The actual
events of his childhood are unknown. He founded a
school in southern Italy after traveling in Egypt and
the Middle East. He was a philosopher, musician,
and astronomer, but he is most remembered as a
mathematician. His most famous discovery is what
we now call the Pythagorean Theorem:
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a2+ b= ¢2
when a and b are two legs of a right triangle,
and c is the side opposite the right angle.




