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The history of the abacus runs from the prehistoric era to modern times.
The Greek, and later the Roman, abacus was no more than a convenient, flat
surface III which pebbles™ could be placed. The word in Greek means
a disc or table. The Latin phrase for reckoning acémnts was ‘ponere calculos’
which means ‘to place the pebbles’. From the word for pebbles derive our
words ‘calculate’ and ‘calculus’, a branch of mathematics. ‘

The Roman calculating board was divided into columns™, headed with the

B
letters which were used to designate numbers: M (1000), C(100), X (10) and

I(1}. Into each section could be anything between 1 and 9 pebbles.
But it is difficult to add up 8 or 9 pebbles at a glance, so the intermediate
numbers, 5, 50 and 300, were representec;l by | pebble placed on the line
dividing two sections. These were designated V(5), L{50) and D(500). This
meant that calculations could be worked with 1 pebble representing ,
and 4 singles,
The way in which the Roman calculating board was used is shown in
contemporary illustrations, and the counting pebbles have been discovered on
6archaealogical sites™. There also exist a small number of portable bead

calculators dating from the Roman period, which are now in museums in

London, Paris and Rome. (D are @ enough & small @ in one hand
7

®  to hold @ these devices, and consist of beads that are moved in vertical

slots. The slots are divided into two sections horizontally; in the upper section
is 1 bead for 5; in the lower, 4 beads to be used as singles.

5o both the calculating board and the bead abacus existed in Roman times,
and both continued in use for many centuries. In Europe, the board with
counters was used by government departments and in commerce, and
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eventually had an interesting side-product in the game of shove-halfpenny™,

which must have started to an idle hour in the counting house, and is
still popular in some English inns, Counting hoards are rarely found, but the
counters, known as jettons™ (French jetons) can occur. These were first
imported to Britain from France in the 13th century, and from the 16th to the
[8th were produced for use throughout Europe by craftsmen in Nuremberg.
These tokens are made of brass, and usually have the head of the reigning

monarch™ on one side and the name of the maker on the .

The Roman bead calculator developed into the bead-frame abacus which is

still used in China, Japan, Russia and Poland. A rectangular frame is set with
D

parallel rods or wires, on which beads slide up and down. Chinese abacuses
F— .

have rounded beads on bamboo rods, 2 in the upper section, 5 in the lower.
Japanese examples, which first became common in the 17th century, have
diamond-shaped beads, disposed with | in the upper section and 4 in the

. Russian and Polish abacuses have wooden heads on wire rods,

with 10 on each wire; the two middle ones, 5 and 6, are painted black. As well
9

as examples of Far Eastern and Eastern European abacuses from the 19th and

20th centuries, it is possible to locate examples of bead frames made for teach
G
children in Britain during the Victorian and Edwardian periods.
({8  Gerard L. E. Turner, Scientific Instruments 1500-1900:

An Introduction, 1998)
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The horned toad came to a halt about three feet away and turned its head.
My uncle looked down at the small animal.
Is it poison? he said.
- To eat? I said. Or if it bites you? -
Either way, my uncle said.

I don't think it’s good to eat, I said. 1 think it's harmless. I've caught

many of them. They grow sad in captivity, but never bite. Shall I catch this

one?

orn.

Please do, my uncle said.

I sneaked up on the horned toad, then sprang on it while my uncle looked

Careful, he said. Are you sure it isn't poison?
I've caught many of them, I said.
I took the horned toad to my uncle. He tried not to seem afraid.

1
A lovely little thing, isn't it? he said. His voice was unsteady.

I said.

No, my uncle said. You hold it. T have never before been so close to such

a thing as this. I see it has eyes. [ suppose it can see us.,

I suppose it can, I said. It's looking up at you now.

My uncle looked the horned toad straight in the eye. The horned toad

looked my uncle straight in the eye. For fully half a minute they looked one

another straight in the eye and then the horned toad turned its head aside and

locked down at the ground.

A thousand of them, he said, could kill a man, I suppose.
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They never travel in great numbers, 1 said. You hardly ever see more
than one at a time.

A big one, my uncle said, could probably bite a man to death.

They don't grow big, I said. This is as big as they grow.

They seem to have an awful eye for such creatures, my uncle
said.- Are you sure they don’t mind being picked up?

I suppose they forget all about it the minute you put them down, I said.

Do you really think so? my uncle said.

I don’t think they have very good memories, 1 said.

My uncle straightened up, breathing deeply.

Put the little creature down, he said. Let us not be cruel to the innocent
creations of Almighty God. If it is not poison and grows no larger than a
mouse and does not travel in great numbers and has no memory to speak of,
let the timid little thing return to the earth. Let us be III toward these
small things which live on the earth with us.

Yes, sir, I said.

I placed the horned toad on the ground,

Gently now, my uncle said. Let no harm come to this strange dweller on
my land.

The horned toad scrambled away.

These little things, 1 said, have been living on soil- of this kind for
centuries.

Centuries? my uncle said. Are you sure?

I’'m not sure, I said, but I imagine they have. They're still here, anyway.

My uncle looked around at his land, at the cactus and brush growing out
of it, at the sky overhead.

What have they been eating all this time? he shouted.

III 1 said.

What would you say they've been eating? he said,
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Insects, | guess.

Insects? my uncle shouted. What sort of insects?

Little bugs, most likely, I said. I don't know their names. [ can find out
tomorrow at school.

(it William Saroyan, My Name is Aram, 1937)
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Would you like to lie down?

Would you like to hear it?

Would you like to hold it?

How would you like to eat it?

O e 6 6 6

What would you like to do?
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My uncle sighed with relief.

My uncle stepped on it.

My uncle walked away without a word.

My uncle burst into tears.

GICITI VIS

My uncle picked it up.
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the small animal

the little creature

the timid little thing

this strange dweller
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little bugs
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