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The intended nontrivial puzzle family

James Tanton’s A 64 Coin Mind-Reading Trick (2020) gives a matching communication puzzle: one person
sees a coin arrangement and a separately chosen target, changes one coin, and lets an accomplice infer the
target from the final arrangement [1]. The eight-position version on this page is the same construction with
three binary digits rather than six.

Why the old wording was incomplete

Asking an accomplice to identify the coin you flipped allows the agreement “always flip the first coin.” The
nontrivial question asks them to identify a target chosen independently of that flip. This is a reconstruction
of the standard encoding variant, not a claim to have recovered the exact wording Philip Thomas originally
heard.

The solution uses overlapping parity checks, closely related to the parity-check structure of Hamming’s
error-correcting codes [2]. The task here is communication by a deliberate flip, not correction of an
uncontrolled error.

Neither source establishes who first invented the coin puzzle itself. Tanton is a documented expositor;
Hamming is credited for the coding-theory work, not for this particular riddle.
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