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During a recent visit to Arizona and Nevada, my son 
Dom and I visited the Hoover Dam.  It is truly a marvel of 
American ingenuity and determination.  It offers 
inspiration on both individual and communal levels. 
 
During the course of the Hoover Dam Discovery tour, I 
was struck by how many quantitative comparisons were used to describe the size 
characteristics of the dam.  For example, our guide said the volume of water that can be held by 
Lake Mead could bury the entire state of Connecticut in a 10 ft layer of water (my number is 
different, see below).  Being from Connecticut, I was struck with the selection of my state for this 
comparison (fully realizing that as a small state the deeper water depth dimension would be a 
more powerful comparison).  I wondered how much water would cover, say, Texas (see below). 
 
That thinking has led me to compile my own list of quantitative comparisons.  Hope you enjoy 
them. 
 
 

Lake Mead 
Water Capacity 
 
Construction of the Hoover Dam resulted in the creation of Lake Mead, the largest man-made 
lake and reservoir in the United States.  The lake has a capacity of 28,537,000 acre-feet at 
elevation 1221.4, which is the level of the top of the dam’s raised spillway gates.  Based on the 
conversion rate of 326,000 gallons per acre-ft, this translates to 9.3 trillion gallons of water. 
 
Let’s see, that’s equal to the liquid volume contained in 
 

1. 99 trillion 12-oz. bottles of beer (almost like the song!).  You could give every human 
being in the world one six-pack per week for 50 years (a).  If the 99 trillion standing 
bottles were lined up on a wall, the wall would need to be 3.9 billion miles long to hold 
them all (b).   Starting at New York City, that wall of bottles would reach Pluto.  If the 
bottles were laid end to end----------------forget it. 

 
2. 1.52 quadrillion 3” diameter snowballs, which if placed next to each other could 

almost cover the entire area of the US (3,537,441 square miles including Hawaii and 
Alaska) (c).  If the same quantity of snowballs were stacked on top of Connecticut, they 
would reach a height of 154 feet. 

 
3. 186 billion bathtubs could be filled, or every person in the US could take a tub 6 times 

per week for 2 years (d). 
 

4. 5.81 trillion toilet flushes (assuming the current, efficient 1.6 gal toilets), or a week 
worth of trips to the bathroom for every American (assuming 3 trips per day). 

 
5. 19,000 fill-ups of Montreal’s Olympic Stadium. (e) 
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6. a 5/8” garden hose, 111 billion miles long.  That hose would stretch from Southbury 

CT to the sun and back almost 600 times (f). 
 
7. 2 fill-ups per week for 30 years for every car in the US.(g) 
 
8. covering:   Ohio with 1 ft of water 

Texas with 2 inches 
Rhode Island with 29 ft 
New Jersey with 5 ft 
Connecticut with 8 ft 

 

Dam 
Mass 
 
The Hoover Dam was made from 3.25 million cubic yards of concrete.  If you add the concrete 
required for the power plant and appurtenant work, the total reaches 4.36 million cubic yards.   
 
If you took all that concrete, you could 
 

9. Construct 62,285 foundations, for houses with full basements, if the size of the 
footprint is 26 ft x 60 ft (h). 

 
10. Pour a 4 ft wide concrete sidewalk 16,852 miles long (i).  

 
 
 
(a) 9.3e+12 gal/.563 gal per 6-pack = 16.5e+12 6-packs.  Divided by 6.4e+9 humans = 2578 6-

packs/person = 1 6-pack/week for 50 years (52x50=2600). 
(b) 99e+12 bottles x 2.5 in diameter = 248e+12 in/12 in per ft = 20.667e+12 ft. Divided by  5280 ft 

per mi = 3.914e+9 miles 
(c) 16 snowballs per sf; 27.88e+6 sf per sq. mi; 446.1 million snowballs per sq. mi.  Therefore, 1.52 

quadrillion snowballs would cover 3.4 million sq. miles (1.52e+15/446.1e+6  = 3.4e+6).  CT is 
5544 sq. miles, which can hold 2.47 trillion snowballs in one layer (446.1e+6+ x 5.544e+3).  To 
hold all the snowballs. CT would need to hold 615 layers of snowballs (1.52e+15/2.47e+12=615). 
615 layers of snowballs would be 154 ft high (615 layers/4 layers per ft =153.8 ft) 

(d) 9.3e+12 gal /50 gal per tub = 186e+9 bathtubs, divided by 296,496,649 Americans (07/05 est.) 
equals 627 tubbies, which equals 6 per week for 105 weeks (2 years) . 

(e) 9.3e+12 gal = 1.24e+12 cf, divided by 6.6e+7cf (vol.of Olympic Stadium) = 18,787 
(f) in a 5/8” dia hose, 1 lf holds .0159 gallons of water (.00212 cf x 7.48 gal/cf=.0159).  9.3e+12 

gal/.0159 = 585e+12 ft, divided by 5280 ft per mi = 110.8e+9 miles.  Earth to sun 93 million miles, 
110.8e+9/93e+6=1191/2 = 596 round trips. 

(g) 204 million US cars (2003) x 15 gal/car= 3.1 billion gallons to fill all cars once, 
 9.3e+12/3.1e+9=3000 fill-ups per car= 2 per week for 28.85 years  
(h) assumes 10” thick concrete foundation wall 8 ft high, sitting on a 10” deep, 2 ft wide concrete 

footing  (wall + footing =  10 ft x .833 ft /27 cf/cy= .309 cy/lf of foundation.  26’x60’ footprint = 172 
LF x .309 CY/LF = 53 CY.  Basement slab: 58 FT x 24 FT x .33 FT thick /27 CF/CY= 17 CY.  
Walls + footing: 53 + 17 = 70 CY.  4.36e+9 CY/70 CY= 62,285  foundations 

(i) 4 FT wide sidewalk 4 IN thick = 4 FT x .33 FT = 1.32 CF, divided by 27 CF/CY= .049 CY/LF. 
4.36e+9 CY/.049CY/LF= 88.98e+9 LF, divided by 5280 FT/MI = 16,852 MI. 

 


