The Power of Compounding

Back in the days of King Arthur and the Knights of the Roundtable, a peasant man heroically saved a child from being run over by a wild horse. The king, with great admiration for the peasant’s bravery, told him that he would grant him any request of his choosing. 

The peasant thought for a while. Knowing the King’s fondness for the game of chess, and not wanting to appear too greedy, the peasant asked that a chessboard be brought out. He placed a single grain of wheat on the first square. 

“Your Majesty”, he began, “My request is modest. I only ask that tomorrow at this time you place two grains of wheat on the second square of this chessboard, to be followed by four grains on the third square the following day, eight the day after, and so forth until we have used up all 64 squares on the board.”

The King chuckled to himself, thinking that the peasant had wasted a rare opportunity by asking for so little. Surely someone with more education could have come up with a more substantial request. 

“I agree,” said the King. “And if I fail to live up to my commitment, I will grant you a third of my entire kingdom.”

Was the King able to live up to his agreement?

To calculate how many grains of wheat should be placed just on the last square of the chessboard, we must raise 2 to the 64th power (2)64 = 16 quintillion grains of wheat.

This is more wheat than was harvested in the entire U.S. last year.

Clearly, the King could not keep his commitment, and the uneducated peasant received a third of the kingdom.

