
  

ust look ing at it , you can t help bu t feel a li t t le sor ry 
for the digit 1. There it is, sk inny, scrawny, and 

naked, a vu lnerable wisp of a character made with a 
qu ick and thought less stroke of a pencil; a waif of a 
number left to hold its own against the robust remain-
ing numerals, l ike a minnow in a school of jumbo cat-
fish.  

If formed with too faint a line or squashed against 
its neighbor , 1 can easily be over looked, a mere 
crumb hidden on a plate of giant cook ies. Oh, ooops, 
didn t see that one there. Sorry. On those old green 
and white ledger sheets, the emaciated figure often 
seamlessly blends in to the page s regimented lines, 
virtually disappearing from sight, a figure camouflaged 
against its will.  

This skeletal numeral has none of the heft of a 4, 
which can be as wide and squatty as a sumo wrest ler . 
An 8 has curves and bounce, a roly-poly clown of a 
number that begs to have two eyes and a smile in-
ser ted into at least one of its beach ball halves. Two 
is probably the most versatile of the digit family: it can 
be tall and regal with an elegant profile, plain and 
simple as a Shaker table, or dolled up with cur licues 
and squ iggles like a bur lesque dancer . While 7 is 
simple in statu re, it has a haught iness that the mea-
ger 1 can only hope to imitate, a bony mutt in a 
pack of regal greyhounds.  

Even when speak ing the var ious numerals aloud, 

poor 1 just sor t of apologet ically plops from the lips, 
eager to get lost in the anonymity of the words that 
follow. Or else it rolls ou t of the mouth and lands with 
a gent le thud, l ike a potato on a soft piece of ground. 
There is no command, no presence to it ; cer tain ly not 
the punch as when you vocalize a hear ty six that 
reverberates from the diaphragm. Slicing through the 
air with a rapier edge that would make a drill sergeant 
smile, 5 can be as acerbic as bat tery acid. Three, 
though technically on ly one syllable in length, is so 
flexible and whimsical it can be drawn ou t to two or 
more when allowed to stretch to its fu ll playfu lness 
(th ink of rhyming with Whheeeee!! ). Bu t not so 
one, droning, du ll one.

  

And when mull ing over the digits, consider the 
mathemat ical woes of th is mere st ick : it is vir tually 
power less, impotent in so many ar ithmet ic exercises. 
Two has the clou t to cu t a number in half when divi-

sion by it is per formed. And a 4 has the muscle to 
dissect another into quar ters! Bu t division by lowly 1 
isn t even cause for a blink of an eye: the numerator 
retains its fu ll ident ity, undaunted and unadu lterated 
by th is twiggy denominator . If applying division s more 
generous opposite, mu lt iplicat ion, it doesn t take 
much contemplat ion to reach the conclusion that if 
given a choice of all the digits to mu lt iply, say, the 
number of squash you ll harvest th is season by, 1 
wou ld be your last choice other than the bloated 0, 
which has the supremacy of reducing any digit to a 
clone of itself. Hmmm. Palt ry 1.

  

So why don t we just exile 1 and its anorect ic 
cousin, the lower case L, from our tablets and key-
boards? It cer tain ly wou ld save us the confusion of 
mixing these two beanpole characters up, avoiding 
embarrassing mistakes. Let s face it , 9 has no close 
k in in the alphabet to baffle us. And when was the 
last t ime 5 flummoxed you by masquerading as a 
let ter? If 4 and H shou ld befuddle you , don t blame 
it on the innocent number; seek just ice, instead, from 
the au thor with the poor penmanship! Bu t 1 and l 
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