
The Power of One 
(or, A Skinny Digit)  

J u s t look in g a t it , you ca n t h elp bu t feel a lit t le 
s or ry for th e d igit 1 . Th ere it is , s k in n y, 

s cra wn y, a n d n a ked , a vu ln era b le wis p of a ch a r -
a cter m a de with a qu ick a n d th ou gh t les s s t rok e of 
a pen cil; a wa if of a n u m ber left to h old it s own 
against the robust remaining numerals, like a min-
now in a school of jumbo catfish.  

If form ed with too fa in t a lin e or s qu a s h ed a ga in s t 
it s n eigh b or , 1 ca n ea s ily b e over looked , a m ere 
cru m b h idd en on a p la te of gia n t cook ies . Oh , 
ooop s , d idn t s ee th a t on e th ere. Sor ry. On th os e 
old green a n d wh ite led ger s h eets , th e em a cia ted 
figu re often s ea m les s ly b len ds in to th e pa ge s regi-
m en ted lin es , vir tu a lly d is a ppea r in g from s igh t , a 
figure camouflaged against its will.  

Th is s keleta l n u m era l h a s n on e of th e h eft of a 4 , 
wh ich ca n be a s wide a n d s qu a t ty a s a s u m o wres -
t ler . An 8 h a s cu rves a n d bou n ce, a roly-poly 
clown of a n u m ber th a t begs to h a ve two eyes a n d 
a s m ile in s er ted in to a t lea s t on e of it s bea ch ba ll 
h a lves . Two is p roba b ly th e m os t vers a t ile of th e 
d igit fa m ily: it ca n be ta ll a n d rega l with a n elega n t 
p rofile, p la in a n d s im p le a s a Sh a ker ta b le, or 
dolled u p with cu r licu es a n d s qu iggles lik e a bu r -
les qu e da n cer . Wh ile 7 is s im p le in s ta tu re, it h a s 
a h a u gh t in es s th a t th e m ea ger 1 ca n on ly h ope to 
im ita te, on e bein g a bon y m u tt in a pa ck of rega l 
greyhounds.  

Even wh en s pea k in g th e va r iou s n u m era ls a lou d , 
poor 1 ju s t s or t of a pologet ica lly p lops from th e 
lips, eager to get lost in the anonymity of the words 
th a t follow. Or els e it rolls ou t of th e m ou th a n d 
la n ds with a gen t le th u d , like a p ota to on a s oft 
p iece of grou n d . Th ere is n o com m a n d , n o p res -
en ce to it ; cer ta in ly n ot th e pu n ch a s wh en you 
voca lize a h ea r ty s ix th a t reverbera tes from th e 
d ia ph ra gm . Slicin g th rou gh th e a ir with a ra p ier 
edge th a t wou ld m a ke a d r ill s ergea n t s m ile, 5 
ca n be a s a cerb ic a s ba t tery a cid . Th ree, th ou gh 
technically only one syllable in length, is so flexible 
a n d wh im s ica l it ca n be d ra wn ou t to two or m ore 
wh en a llowed to s t retch to its fu ll p la yfu ln es s 
(th in k of rh ym in g with Wh h eeeee!! ). Bu t n ot s o 
on e, d ron in g, du ll on e.

  

An d wh en m u llin g over th e d igit s , con s id er th e 
mathematical woes of this mere stick: it is virtually 
power les s , im poten t in s o m a n y a r ith m et ic exer -
cis es . Two h a s th e clou t to cu t a n u m ber in h a lf 
wh en d ivis ion by it is p er form ed . An d a 4 h a s th e 
m u s cle to d is s ect a n oth er in to qu a r ters ! Bu t d ivi-
s ion b y lowly 1 is n t even ca u s e for a b lin k of a n 
eye: th e n u m era tor reta in s its fu ll iden t ity, u n -

da u n ted a n d u n a du ltera ted by th is twiggy den om i-
n a tor . If a pp lyin g d ivis ion s m ore gen erou s op p o-
s ite, m u lt ip lica t ion , it does n t ta ke m u ch con tem -
p la t ion to rea ch th e con clu s ion th a t if given a 
ch oice of a ll th e d igits to m u lt ip ly, s a y, th e n u m ber 
of s qu a s h you ll h a rves t th is s ea s on b y, 1 wou ld 
be you r last ch oice oth er th a n th e b loa ted 0 , 
which has the supremacy of reducing any digit to a 
clon e of it s elf. Hm m m . Pa lt ry 1 .

  

So wh y don t we ju s t exile 1 a n d its a n orect ic 
cou s in , th e lower ca s e L, from ou r ta b lets a n d 
keyb oa rds ? It cer ta in ly wou ld s a ve u s th e con fu -
s ion of m ixin g th es e two bea n p ole ch a ra cters u p , 
a void in g em ba rra s s in g m is ta kes . Let s fa ce it , 9 
h a s n o clos e k in in th e a lph a b et to b a ffle u s . An d 
wh en wa s th e la s t t im e 5 flu m m oxed you b y m a s -
qu era d in g a s a let ter? If 4 a n d H s h ou ld befu d -
d le you , don t b la m e it on th e in n ocen t n u m ber ; 
s eek ju s t ice, in s tea d , from th e a u th or with th e 
poor pen m a n s h ip ! Bu t 1 a n d l a re a twos om e of 
pes k y t r ick s ters ju s t wa it in g to t r ip you u p , a pa ir 
of devilish twins.  

Bu t before we ba n is h th e s or ry 1 to be bu r ied 
a lon g with s u ch ou tda ted detr itu s a s rota ry tele-
ph on es a n d qu ill pen s , I m u s t ru s h to its d efen s e. 
Beca u s e wh ile 1 a lon e m igh t n ot a lwa ys b e a s 
im pres s ive a s a th ir ty-pou n d wa term elon on a 
ninety-degree day, every so often it bucks the trend 
a n d s ta n d s ta ll, a pon d eros a p in e in th e p ra ir ie of 
digits. And put a couple or a few together, and they 
ca n vib ra te, com e a live, ta ke on a life of th eir own . 
Wa it ! Th e on es a re n o lon ger th e wh im py k ids on 
th e b lock a t th e m ercy of th e oth er b u llyin g h iero-
glyph s . Ra lly th a t 1 p lu s 1 p lu s 1 p lu s 1 p lu s .. 
An d s u dden ly th ere s a vita lity a n d s t ren gth h ere-
tofore u n recogn ized . On e h a s b ra wn ; on e h a s 
s wa y; it s n o lon ger a with ered lea f s wep t a lon g in 
the frenzied current of a spring stream.  

Ea ch of u s , on ou r own a n d in tea m in g u p , ca n 
m a ke a d ifferen ce in th e lives of oth ers be th a t 
th rou gh volu n teer work , ra is in g m on ey for a ca u s e 
or orga n iza t ion we believe in , becom in g in volved in 
ou r com m u n ity, or by s u ppor t in g ou r loca l fa rm s , 
farmers, and regional economy.   

At t im es bein g a s lu m py, in con s p icu ou s 1 that 
s ym b olic, u n a s s u m in g d igit is a p p ropr ia te. On 
th e oth er h a n d , th ere a re occa s ion s wh en a pp lyin g 
th e m eta p h or ica l b old key is in order , a n d we 
alone or in con cer t with oth ers wh o h a ve a d op ted 
th is fon t ca n h old ou r own a n d s ta n d s t ron g 
amidst the characters in the text of our lives.  




