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Floyd’s Knob 
 
For some reason, students think a vacation 
begins on the last day of school before the 
vacation. On Friday is always difficult to get 
them motivated. If it is the Friday before Spring 
break, students will typically say upon entering 
the class “let’s not do any work today.” And 
while I would never say this to the class, I 
usually felt the same way.  We all needed a break. 
 
But I would rarely stop teaching, because I was afraid of getting behind schedule, and secretly I was afraid that 
an administrator would walk into the class and see the class doing nothing. So when I would take a break from 
the mundane classwork, I always tried to do so while still have the students engaged in thinking. 
 
I had a traditional problem that I would always do the Wednesday before Thanksgiving.  I would teach 15 
minutes and then give this entertaining puzzle, which would engage the students for 30 minutes and beyond. It 
worked in any level of class. 
 
The problem concerned a town called Floyd’s Knob, Indiana. Floyd’s Knob is a 
real place (although it is spectacularly unmemorable – I’ve been there!).  Robert 
Abbott, author of Abbott’s New Card Games, 1963, wrote an imaginary story 
about Floyd’s Knob that accompanies this puzzle. I didn’t find the story 
interesting so I changed it (if Abbott could write fiction, so could I!). So I started 
with this commentary. 
 

If you were traveling from the Philadelphia to Florida, you probably would 
go down Interstate route 95.  But prior to route 95, people would have to 
travel local state roads. Many of them would travel through small towns, 
especially in the south.  Drivers would be traveling at 50 mph and all of a 
sudden there were signs to slow to 25 mph as they traveled through the small towns, which 
frequently were nothing more than a gas station and convenience store. There would be one 
traffic light, which would suddenly turn red. And there were deputies who were lying in wait 
for a driver to break a rule, and take them to the local courthouse where they would have to pay 
an exorbitant fee or face a night in jail.  (Many TV shows and movies have been written with 
this premise).  The towns would make a great deal of money this way. 
 
But then Interstate 95 was built and most of the through traffic would disappear. The only 
people going through the towns were locals. And the extra money in the town’s coffers would 
dry up. Floyd’s Knob, Indiana was such a town. It wasn’t near route 95, but near Interstates 
265 and 84 that ate up most of the drivers who normally would be forced to travel through 
Floyd’s Knob. 
 
The town lost thousands of dollars a month because there were not enough drivers going 
through town who would break the law.  One day, the town’s church burned down.  This was a 
town in the Bible Belt, and they needed to rebuild the church. So the chief of police came up 
with an idea. He decided to change the traffic patterns in the town, making it difficult to 
traverse the town.   
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He erected a profusion of signs establishing numerous one-way streets and confusing 
restrictions on turns.  The goal was to make it practically impossible to get through the town 
without breaking a law. For several days, he would hire on a bunch of deputies who would stop 
all drivers breaking the law, fine them heavily, and in a week, he would have all the money the 
town would need to erect a new church. 

 
Below is a puzzle based on the Floyd’s Knob story:  
 

 
 
The rules are as follows:  
 

• You must begin at Start and end at Finish. 
• You must follow the arrows. You may turn in a given direction only when there is curved line in that 

direction with an arrow at the end of it, and you may go straight only when there is a straight line to follow 
with an arrow at the end of it. 

• No turns may be made by backing the car around a corner. 
• No U-turns may be made. 

  
So at the first intersection, there are two choices: go north or go straight. You cannot go south because 
there is no curved line pointing south. If you go straight, at the next intersection, you can south or go 
straight. True, there is a curved line going north, but there is no arrow pointing north. 

 
It is important to tell the students that it is possible to get through the town and there is no trick (like going 
outside the maze). 
 
I gave a copy of the maze to each student (and to save paper), I put 6 of them on a page and had the same on the 
back. That page is available at the end of this document. Feel free to print it. 
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I offered students extra credit (although I didn’t tell them how much), but most students didn’t need the 
incentive. I invited students to raise their hand when they get the solution, which I requested to be printed 
darkly on one of the mazes. Many raised their hand within the first minute. But I was always able to find their 
error quickly as they made an illegal turn.  It always was amusing when a student raised his/her hand numerous 
times and each time, I pointed out the error, with the student sighing and going back to work. 
 
I liked to time it so that the students had about 15 minutes to work on it in class. Typically, in that time, maybe 
one or two students will have solved it and all the other students look enviously at them although no one ever 
asked to see the solution. They wanted to solve it themselves.  I don’t know that in some 30 years, I have ever 
had a student solve it in fewer than 5 minutes. 
 
The bell rang but most students didn’t move. They wanted more time. I invited them to take it home, show it to 
their parents and friends. I always had lots more printed mazes available for them to take. 
 
One year, I was called into the principal’s office after giving this problem. It seems that the physics teacher that 
many of the students had right after my class had complained that during his class, students were doing nothing 
but working on the problem. He complained that this seemed to happen every Thanksgiving and wanted me to 
stop giving the problem. Thankfully, the principal handled this diplomatically and said he would “talk with 
me.” We shared quite a laugh over it. 
 
Typically, the Monday after Thanksgiving, many students came in with the correct solution. Whether they 
solved it on their own or got help, I didn’t know. I’d give them a point of extra credit, which affected grades 
almost not at all. But they were happy. 
 
The problem is quite instructive. Many students believe the problem is unsolvable. It is not. But there is only 
one solution (unless you count going around in circles to get to the same place). The solution is interesting in 
that you have to bypass the Finish intersection first. Students who think out the solution rather than just use a 
random series of trial and error, reason that the only way to get to the Finish is to travel the entire bottom street 
to the east.  They also reason that there is no way to get down to this street from the 2nd to the bottom street.  So 
the best way to solve the puzzle is to work the maze backwards.  It is a terrific problem in logic. 
 
This problem has always been a favorite of mine and students enjoy it. It is neat that you can give this to the 
lowest level math class or the smartest Advanced Placement Calculus class and they will all get equal pleasure 
from it. When students get the “Aha!” moment and see the solution, their smile for their accomplishment will 
light up the classroom. 
 
Years after I gave this problem to a class, I received a letter from a former student.  He told me how this 
problem changed his relationship with his father. He couldn’t solve the problem in class, took it home, and his 
father saw it and immediately tried it.  Together they worked to solve it and it opened up a small line of 
communication and fun together that had been missing for so long.  The fact that he could point to this problem 
as a turning point in their relation made me realize how little things you do or say in a class can have such an 
impact, even years later. 
 
I hope you give the Floyd’s Knob problem to your classes. They’ll love it and it makes teaching that day before 
a holiday something to which you’ll look forward. 
 
The solution is on the last page. 
 
 
  



www.mastermathmentor.com -    - Stu Schwartz 4 

            
 
 

            
 
 

            
 



www.mastermathmentor.com -    - Stu Schwartz 5 

 
Solution:  To drive through Floyd’s Knob without a traffic violation, take the following directions at each 
successive intersection (the latters stand for North, South, East, West): 
 

E-E-S-S-E-N-N-N-E-S-W-S-E-S-S-W-W-W-W-N-N-E-S-W-S-E-E-E-E-N-E. 
 
 

 
 
Want to make a comment?  Send me an email at Divinginmmm@gmail.com. 
 

 
 


