Boffins play the

numbers game

SCIENTISTS have dis-
covered a brand new
prime number — but £
have found no real use
for it.

The number is two
muitiplied by itself
756,839 times minus one
and can only be divided
by itself and one.

The new discoveries
were found accidental-
ly when scientists were
making a routine test of
Harwell’'s CRAY-2 Su-
percomputer. :

Michael Schomberg,
Harwell’s computing
manager said: “Al-
though these large num-
bers offer little benefit -
to society today, they do
have a curiosity value.”

Pictured above are the
Harwell team with their |
new number of reams
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OMPUTER scientists at
Harwell have discov-
ered the largest prime
number so far. The discovery
is of no use, but has delighted
the scientists. _. ;

“A prime’ nnmber 'is one
which can be divided only by
itself and one. The latest
prime number — known,
technically, as Mersenne -

has 227,832 digits — -
ﬁma as many ‘as the
previous record-breaker. ;-

The number, stunning in
its inconsequence except for
nm%ﬁeians, i:'grotothe
756 power us one.
This “means the “figure two
should be multiplied by itself
756,839 times, then snbtmct
one. i % ;

- Scientists “at the Atomic
Energy Authority technology
laboratory in Oxfordshire

it while conduct-
ingarouﬁnetatonaCra -2
supercomputer with ,,four %
eentralpmmors:@%i: i
~Another reason for their

GA pert‘ect “number is’ equal "
to ‘the sum of its factors (six - .
ualsthesnmofl,Zand3 -
and . is therefore “a “perfect =
number). There ‘weré previ-
ously only 31 known perfect -
has. 455,660 digits Tory ot

455, i
printed in the Guardian,
would occupy 14 pages. £} -
{A spokeswoman for ‘Har-
well tg:sterday ,confirmed -

"

discovery had abso- -
lntelynosigniﬁmneeoreom— s -
mercial use, except to delight .

mathematicians and chal-.
lenge supercomputers. .+ -
*““As computers become
more and more sophisticated .
the chances of finding new .
prime numbers and similarly *
relatively useless things, as
well as wonderful and useful
lnerenses," she said
ca onsly o
“The maths people are g0
| | ing to be happy. It really is
i goodf:]!i;hem 'l'ht:zrgtboefus .
are re. not go. on
suchahigh” .. -3
It is not likely to be the end
of the story. Some 2,500 years
ago the Greek geometer Eu-
-| clid proved there is an infi-
nite number of prime num-
bers. Watch this space. ;-

sis S F k. = S




2., L

" “day to the Irish Department of the
Marine, one of the 175 passengers
alleged there had been a signifi-
cant list in the ship at Jam, over an

French authontxes rcportedly
found several “minor deficien-
cies” on the ferry but none suffi-
cient to detainit. ., . .. . .

Scientists find

BRITISH scientists yesterday
made a world-beating break-
through in mathematics that is of
absolutely no use to anyone.

A team at the Atomic Energy
Authority’s Harwell Laboratories
in Oxfordshire have found the
largest known prime number and
a new perfect number. Mathema-
ticians everywhere are expected to
spill their coffee at the news, but
the discovery is of virtually no
practical use, the scientists con-
ceded. !

A prime number can be divided
exactly only by itself and 1 — for
example, 3, 5 or 11. The new prime
number has 227,832 digits, and is

2756851 _ the result of multiply-

ing 2 by itself 756,839 times, then
subtracting one from the total.
The second discovery, is of a
perfect number — only the 32nd
found so far. A perfect number is -
equal to the sum of its factors. Six
is the first perfect number,
reached by adding one to two to
three (1, 2 and'3 are factors of 6).
Michael Schomberg, Harwell’s

computing manager, said ancient

mythology dictates that perfect s

numbers are so-called precisely :

. becatise ‘the first is sxx, and God
created the Universe in six days.

“The “new perfect number 1_s :
455 663 dlgits long and is achedv

) A
figures
By Susan Watts
Technology Correspondent

by multiplying 2 by itself 756,839
times, then subtracting one from
the total, then multiplying the re-
sult once again by 2 multiplied by
itself 756,839 times. -

The team found the numbers —
new world records to be entered in
the Guinness Book of Records —
using a Cray-2 supercomputer.
This is usually employed for less
frivolous activites such as sophisti-
cated computer modelling of the
King’s Cross fire disaster. ‘

During
the team tests that the computer is
functioning correctly by running a
routine program, one of whose
functions is to search for pnme
numbers 4

‘Mr Schomberg said several
"‘hundred computers around the

,world are ‘probably running this

program, so the discovery was

.something of a fluke. Nevertheless

he said the team was “very excited

-at having come out with what 5a
- new world recor

+: He "said that a‘lthough pnme

numbers with a few hundred digits

- ‘are used in cxyptography andcom- "
‘puter ‘security codes this large 2 -

,number is of zo pracncal use.
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its rare idle moments,
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