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“At the October 1903 meeting of the
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American Mathematical Society, the Amer-
ican mathematician Frank Nelson Cole had
a paper on the program with the some-
what unassuming title ‘On the Factoriza-
tion of Large Numbers.” When called upon
to speak, Cole walked to a board and, say-
ing nothing, proceeded to raise the integer
2 to the 67th power; then he carefully sub-
tracted 1 from the resulting number and
let the figure stand. Without a word he
moved to a clean part of the board and

multiplied, longhand, the product
193,707,721 x 761,838,257, 287.

The two calculations agreed. The story
goes that, for the first and only time on
record, this venerable body rose to give
the presenter of a paper a standing ova-
tion. Cole took his seat without having
uttered a word, and no one bothered to
ask him a question. (Later, he confided
to a friend that it took him 20 years of
Sunday afternoons to find the factors of
Mgz.)”
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