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THErenowned cosmogonist Professor Bignumska, lecturing on the
future of the universe, hadjust stated that in about a billion years, according
to her calculations, the earth would fall into the sun in a fiery death. In the
back of the auditorium a tremulous voice piped up: "Excuse me, Professor,
but h-h-how long did you say it would be?" Professor Bignumska calmly
replied, "About a billion years." A sigh ofrelief was heard. "Whew! For a
minute there, I thought you'd said a million years."

John F. Kennedy enjoyed relating the following anecdote about a famous
French soldier, Marshal Lyautey. One day the marshal asked his gardener
to plant a row of trees of a certain rare variety in his garden the next
morning. The gardener said he would gladly do so, but he cautioned the
marshal that trees of this size take a century to grow to full size. "In that
case," replied Lyautey, "plant them this afternoon."

In both of these stories, a time in the distant future is related to a time
closer at hand in a startling manner. In the second story, we think to
ourselves: Over a century, what possible difference could a day make? And
yet we are charmed by the marshal's sense of urgency. Every day counts, he
seems to be saying, and particularly so when there are thousands and
thousands of them. I have always loved this story, but the other one, when
I first heard it a few thousand days ago, struck me as uproarious. The idea
that one could take such large numbers so personally, that one could sense
doomsday so much more clearly if it were a mere million years away rather
than a far-off billion years-hilarious! Who could possibly have such a
gut-level reaction to the difference between two huge numbers?

Recently, though, there have been some even funnier big-number "jokes"
in newspaper headlines-jokes such as "Defense spending over the next
four years will be $1 trillion" or "Defense Department overrun over the next
four years estimated at $750 billion". The only thing that worries me about
these jokes is that their humor probably goes unnoticed by the average
citizen. It would be a pity to allow such mirth-provoking notions to be
appreciated only by a select few, so I decided it would be a good idea to
devote some space to the requisite background knowledge, which also
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