
TH I S IS S U E’S PU Z Z L E S

Puzzle 1. An airplane has exactly 80 pas-
senger seats. Eighty passengers are in a sin-
gle line to get on board, and each has a re-
served assigned seat. Each passenger gets
on one at a time to select his or her
seat. However, the first passenger does not
look at the assigned seat number and ran-
domly selects a seat on the plane. There-
after, each passenger takes his or her as-
signed seat—if it is already taken, the
passenger selects at random another unoc-
cupied seat. What is the probability that the
last passenger on board will be able to sit in
his/her originally assigned seat?

Puzzle 2. The two confused and confus-
ing travelers. This puzzle has the same
conditions as the previous puzzle. How-

ever, on this flight, the first two passen-
gers on line each randomly select an un-
occupied seat, disregarding their reserved
seat numbers. Thereafter, each passenger
takes his or her assigned seat—if it is al-
ready taken, he/she randomly selects an-
other unoccupied seat.  Again, what is the
probability that the last person on board
will get his/her originally assigned seat?   

Please submit the answers via e-mail
to PuzZzles@aol.com or by mail to c/o
Puzzles, 17 Ravine Rd., Great Neck, NY
11023. No solution is required. Please
submit your answer as soon as possible
to make the solvers list.

AN S W E R TO LA S T IS S U E’S PU Z Z L E S

1. Cave problem. 4 people are in a treach-
erous cave and need to get to the other

side. They can travel at most 2 at a time
but need the sole flashlight to make their
journey across the narrow path. They
know the flashlight has only 12 hours of
power. They are aware that all of them
travel at different speeds: one travels ei-
ther way in 1 hour; another takes 2 hours;
another takes 4 hours; and another takes
5 hours.

How do they do it?

The answer is: 1 & 2 go (2 hours); 1
returns (1 hour); 4 & 5 go (5 hours); 2 re-
turns (2 hours); 1 & 2 go (2 hours). (There
is a second similar solution.) 

2.  Penny for your thoughts random gen-
erator. You are taking a difficult exami-
nation. At one point you decide your best
strategy is to take a purely random guess
between two alternative choices. You
reach in your pocket and pull out a penny,
but you suspect that this is most likely a
biased coin. Can you derive a good strat-
egy to use to determine a 50/50 random
selection using this coin?

Note that, though not indicated, this
problem assumed that succesive coin toss-
es are independent.

This problem generated very interest-
ing solutions that I would like to briefly
discuss. Several readers suggested that
since you do not know the direction of
bias of the coin, then regardless of your
guess of a specific outcome [and using
such as a choice], the outcome would be
random. The problem with that solution
is that it assumes that there is a 50/50
chance of bias either way. Another ap-
proach was that by taking a random 50/50
guess—of the coin’s outcome, one is able
to ensure a random result despite the
coin’s bias. This would work, but the
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problem here is how to attain the 50/50
guess—for if such was humanly attain-
able, then no coin would be necessary. A
few readers cleverly suggested using the
coin’s date as a basis for decision—but
here again there is the problem of possi-
ble coin bias. 

As for the correct solution:
This is obtainable by basically equalizing
the coin’s bias by using the coin itself. The
simplest solution is: Decide in advance
that one choice will be heads/tails and the
other tails/heads. Flip twice. Disregard
heads/heads or tails/ tails. The chance of
heads/tails will equal the chance of
tails/heads. The probability of each of these
events occurring is p(1–p), where p is the
probability of a heads.

So, next time you need to flip a coin,
perhaps you should flip twice—or twice
again, or. . . .
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