
 

Bailiwick encounters many urban myths on a day-to-day basis: those stories and “facts” 
that we all know to be true until we actually check them out and find that they are as 
accurate a description of reality as the advertising campaign for King Herod’s baby-sitting 
service! One such myth that crossed Bailiwick’s desk this week is that when lasers were 
first developed their strength was measured depending upon how many razor blades they 
would cut through leading to the non-standard unit of measurement, the Gillette, being 
used to define the power of a laser. A one-Gillette laser could cut through one razor blade, 
a two-Gillette laser through two, and so on. Regardless of whether or not this story is true, 
it sent Bailiwick’s mind down one of its dark, crowded, tortured alleyways of discovery to 
find out whether any other non-standard units of measurement exist. 
 
And there are lots. 
 
Leaving aside the fact that many imperial units of measurement were defined according 
to the length of part of a monarch’s body (hence the name, “imperial”), which varied 
depending upon which king was on the throne at the time, and which bit of his (it was 
usually a man) body he decided to use as his “yardstick”, there is still a huge diversity in 
measuring units out there – indeed there are almost as many as there are things to 
measure, both on the very large scale, and also on the very small. Not only that, but 
sometimes size of the unit of measurement depended upon what you were actually 
measuring. Take, for example, the barrel. 
 
We're used to hearing the barrel as a unit of measurement - typically when crude oil is 
being bought or sold, since the price-per-barrel has an impact on the price of the fuel we 
put into our cars. So we might reasonably expect that a barrel is a fixed unit: that it has a 
definite volume. And it does! Forty-two gallons to be precise, though that's if you are 
using the American gallon which is smaller than the Imperial gallon by about 20%. But  
other things come in barrels too - like beer. And the surprising thing is that a barrel of 
beer has, not 42 but 43 US gallons in it. And that's just for liquid - a barrel containing dry 
goods is only 26 US gallons in volume - that one was defined by the U.S. Congress in 1915! 
 
Some units are words that we use in common parlance without realising that there is a 
definition as to what these units actually are. Look at cookery. Most of us have used the 
plastic spoons that come with some medicines. These spoons normally measure 5ml in 
volume - that's the standard for a teaspoon. An eighth of a teaspoon constitutes a dash, as 
in "a dash of salt". A pinch, on the other hand, is half a dash - or one sixteenth of a 
teaspoon if you want to keep to the same units. And 1/32 of a teaspoon, or a quarter of a 
dash, or half of a pinch, is....a smidgen. 
 



Some units of measurement are simply silly. Most people have heard of the light-year: the 
distance a beam of light travels in a year: approximately 9,460,528,000,000 (9.5 trillion) 
kilometres. This is really useful for measuring large distances, such as how far to the next 
star after the sun, but not so useful for measuring smaller distances. For those you need, 
the beard-second: the length the average male physicist's beard grows in a second. Sadly, 
this particular unit of measurement has faced controversy, because there are two 
definitions for it: some sources claim it is 10 nanometres (0.000000001 metres) whereas 
Google™ believes it to be half that length.  
 
As I type this edition of the Bailiwick, I use my computer keyboard and, just occasionally, 
my computer mouse. Different computer mice have differing levels of sensitivity (mine 
needs to move a fair distance before it registers any movement on the screen). The unit of 
distance you can move a mouse before its movement is detected (about a tenth of a 
millimetre) is defined as the... mickey. Alongside Disney characters, names are a fruitful 
source of unit of measurement. As well as the Hertz, the Watt and the Kelvin (all named 
after people with those names), we have others whose names are derived from people: the 
Amp (after Ampere) and the Volt (Voltaire) and so on. Some units take the name a little 
too literally though.  
 

To illustrate this last point, let's consider the case of Oliver R. Smoot Jnr. Whilst he was a 
student, he measured the Harvard Bridge with himself as the "ruler". Fellow students 
used him as a measuring rule to find out the span of the bridge and found it to be 364.4 
Smoots. Ironically, in 2003 Smoot became the president of the International Organisation 
for Standardisation (ISO) which define such things as the Smoot (which is 170.2 cm - the 
height Oliver Smoot was when he performed his measurement). 
 
The list seemingly goes on. There's the millihelen: a unit of beauty one thousandth that of 
Helen of Troy (whose face could launch a thousand ships); the olf: the amount of smell 
generated by a standard person (defined as a person with a skin area of 1.8 square metres 
who bathes 0.7 times a day and is seated in a comfortable room at a comfortable 
temperature); and the Warhol, a unit of fame (named after Andy who claimed that 
everyone would be world-famous for 15 minutes).  
 
Despite all of these strange and wonderful units of measurement, Bailiwick never found a 
unit for measureing love. People can love each other deeply or simply have affection for 
each other. It seems clear that these two levels of love are not equal, but, as yet, no-one 
appears to have attempted to measure it. The only time that love is quantified (that is, an 
amount is applied to it) is in St. John's gospel, "Greater love has no-one than this, that 
they lay down their life for their friends".  
 
How much love do we have for our family? Our friends? The person we see in the street? 
The drug user who turns up expecting a free handout at the food ministry? Would we be 
prepared to lay down our life for them? 

 
Jesus did. 


