
British Combinatorial Newsletter No. 1.

This is the first British Combinatorial Newsletter. It aims to complement the
Bulletin (which will remain a slightly formal record) by giving some additional
information. It will certainly include details of forthcoming BCC events, summaries
of recent movements of people, visitors, etc: it might include records of “outreach”
activities or recent breakthrough results in the subject: it might include a (solved)
combinatorial problem. British Combinatorial Newsletters will be produced at the
start of each academic year (when the movements information is most useful) and will
be archived on the BCB website.

If you have material which you think might be suitable for inclusion, or suggestions
as to how the newsletter should evolve, please contact the Editor, David Penman
(dbpenman@essex.ac.uk). Needless to say, I reserve control of the content.

Forthcoming BCC Meetings.

The 8th OU Winter Meeting in Combinatorics will take place on Wednesday 24th

January 2007 in the Christodoulou Meeting Room (CMR 11) at the OU. The meeting
will start at 10.15 with coffee. The speakers will be Bill Jackson (QMUL), Daniela
Kühn (Birmingham), Imre Leader (Cambridge), John Talbot (UCL) and Vassili
Mavron (Aberystwyth). More details will be available later in the year at
http://puremaths.open.ac.uk/combin/index.htm. Further details from Mike Grannell,
M.J.Grannell@open.ac.uk, or Terry Griggs, T.S.Griggs@open.ac.uk.

The Oxford meeting will be on Wednesday 14th March 2007. The list of speakers has
not yet been finalised, but there will in due course be a link to the meeting page from
http://www.maths.ox.ac.uk/combinatorics/. Limited funds may be available to help
research students attend the meeting: queries to Alex Scott (scott@maths.ox.ac.uk).

What used to be the May Reading one-day meeting will this year be replaced by a
meeting in London. This will involve two days, one at LSE and the other at Queen
Mary. The part of the meeting at Queen Mary will take place on Wednesday 16 May
2007: the LSE day will be Thursday 17 May. Both meetings (especially the LSE one)
aim to honour the contributions made to Combinatorics over the years by Norman
Biggs. Again more details will be announced later: contacts in the meantime are (for
the QMUL day) Anthony Hilton (a.j.w.hilton@reading.ac.uk) and for the LSE day
Graham Brightwell (g.r.brightwell@lse.ac.uk).

The Postgraduate Combinatorial Conference will be at St. Andrews from 6-8 June
2007, and the organizers are Fiona Brunk, Debbie Lockett, Josephine Kusuma and
Vincent Knight. There is a website for the conference at
http://www-circa.mcs.st-and.ac.uk/~pcc2007/
Queries to pcc2007@mcs.st-and.ac.uk.

Finally, you are reminded that the webpage for the 2007 BCC at Reading (local
organiser: Anthony Hilton), from 8th July 2007 to 13th July 2007 is
http://www.personal.rdg.ac.uk/~smx05mj/bcc2007/: and that the 2009 BCC at St.
Andrews (local organiser: Sophie Huczynska) will be from 5-10 July.



Forthcoming Workshops

Criteria for inclusion here include being (a) combinatorial ((very) broadly interpreted)
(b) lasting for a reasonably long period of time (c) not having already started and (d)
having come to the attention of the editor! For forthcoming conferences and shorter
workshops consult http://www.maths.qmul.ac.uk/~pjc/bcc/conferences.html or
http://www.math.uiuc.edu/~west/meetlist.html

Analysis on Graphs and its Applications (Newton Institute, 8 January - 29 June
2007). See http://www.newton.cam.ac.uk/programmes/AGA/ for details. The
organisers are Malcolm Brown, Pavel Exner, Peter Kuchment and Toshikazu Sunada.

Combinatorics and Statistical Mechanics (Newton Institute, 14 January-4 July
2008). See http://www.newton.cam.ac.uk/programmes/CSM/index.html for the
details. The organisers are Peter Cameron, Bill Jackson, Alex Scott, Alan Sokal and
Dave Wagner.

Movements

This section is not more accurate than the information given to me – and may well be
less so! Some of the events mentioned may have taken place some time ago. Events
are in the Mathematics Department (school, faculty,…) unless otherwise indicated.

Bangor: Dr. Neil Rymer has retired.

Cambridge: Ben Green (arithmetic combinatorics: in particular, links between
harmonic analysis, combinatorics and number theory) has taken up the Herschel
Smith Chair of Mathematics.

Glamorgan: Dr. Lesley Hughes (coding theory) has left to take up a post at Ystrad
Mynach College.

Leeds: Robert Marsh has taken up a post in the Department.

Liverpool: (Computer Science): Dr. Christoph Ambuhl (combinatorial algorithms,
networks, scheduling), Prof. Leszek Gasieniec (combinatorics of strings and
sequences, selective families, group testing), Prof. Leslie Goldberg (combinatorial
algorithms, complexity of counting and sampling), Dr. Paul Goldberg (algorithmic
game theory), Dr. Russell Martin (enumerative combinatorics), Dr. Prudence Wong
(combinatorial algorithms, scheduling, packing) and Dr. Michele Zito (algorithms and
complexity, random structures) are all working in the Department.

LSE: Dr. Josef Škokan (quasi-randomness, applications of the regularity lemma,
numbers in Ramsey theory) and Dr. Tugkan Batu (randomized computation,



algorithms on massive data sets, property testing, statistical testing, streaming
algorithms) have taken up Lectureships.

Newcastle: Dr. John Britnell (finite classical groups, cycle index methods for matrix
groups, pairwise generating sets for finite 2-generator groups) and Dr. Alina Vdovina
(geometric group theory, noncommutative geometry, knot theory, Riemannian
geometry) have taken up Lectureships in the Department.

QMUL: Mark Jerrum (computational complexity, probabilistic computation, the
complexity of combinatorial enumeration) has taken up a Professorship.

Stirling: Peter Rowlinson is now an Emeritus Professor.

UCL: Prof. David Preiss has retired.

Forthcoming Combinatorial Visitors

No more accurate than what I’ve been told…..

Bristol: Alex Iosevich (University of Missouri) is visiting from Oct 26-Nov 11 and
will give four post-graduate lectures on "Some problems in harmonic analysis and
incidence combinatorics in finite fields".

Recent Ph.D theses in Combinatorics

Again, this is not more accurate than the information I have received, and “recent”
may not be well-defined.….

University of East Anglia:
Dr. Helen Treacher, title “The reconstruction index of semi-2-regular permutation
groups”. Supervisor Johannes Siemons.

Open University:
Dr. Tony Forbes, title “Configurations and colouring problems in block designs”.
Supervisors: Terry Griggs and Mike Grannell. Examiners: Bridget Webb (OU) and
Anthony Hilton (QMUL).
Dr. Paul Garcia, title “The life and work of Major Percy Alexander MacMahon”.
Supervisor: Robin Wilson (assisted by June Barrow-Green). Examiners Tony Crilly
(Middlesex) and Fred Holroyd (OU).

Call for Volunteers

“Volunteers” (or possibly even volunteers) to take part in the entertainment at the
2007 British Combinatorial Conference are actively sought. Many will remember the
excellent events organised by Donald Preece at previous BCCs. This time I will be
organising the event (those of a sensitive disposition will be relieved to hear that I will



play at most a minor role in the actual entertainment). If you are able and willing to
play/sing/read/dance/whatever, please let me (dbpenman@essex.ac.uk) know.

Kirkman.

Friday 31 March 2006 was the 200th anniversary of the Rev T. P. Kirkman’s birth.
Kirkman was an Anglican clergyman who was Rector of Croft, near Warrington, for
many years. In our context, of course, he is the man who discovered Steiner triple
systems seven years before Steiner did. He also worked in several other parts of
mathematics (including group theory, polyhedra, and knot theory), and eventually
became a Fellow of the Royal Society. You can read a biography of Kirkman on the
St. Andrews History of Maths website:
http://www-history.mcs.st-andrews.ac.uk/Mathematicians/Kirkman.html.
Some suggested further reading can be found at
http://www-history.mcs.st-andrews.ac.uk/history/References/Kirkman.html
including two articles by Norman Biggs and Hazel Perfect.

On the day, Terry Griggs (Open University) gave an interview (from Bratislava) to
BBC Radio Northampton about Kirkman for 10 minutes during the Anna Murby
afternoon programme. He felt that the interview went well and was a fitting
commemoration of Kirkman’s achievements.

Problem.

I first heard this through Peter Winkler: a solution, references to the history of the
problem, and extensions, are at http://www.math.dartmouth.edu/~pw/solutions.pdf.

The names of 100 prisoners are placed in 100 wooden boxes, one name to a box, and
the boxes are lined up on a table in a room. One by one, the prisoners are led into the
room; each may look in at most 50 boxes, but must leave the room exactly as he
found it and is permitted no further communication with the others.
The prisoners have a chance to plot their strategy in advance, and they are going to
need it, because unless every single prisoner finds his own name all will subsequently
be executed. Find a strategy for them which has probability of success exceeding
30%.


