The 45-Hour Flight

A New Way to Feel the Scale of the Universe

You already know the feeling. You are somewhere over the Pacific, or Siberia, or the
vast red interior of Australia. Hours have passed. You look out the window and the
landscape below is still scrolling past — endless, featureless, barely changed. Deserts,
plains, ice sheets. The sheer, almost oppressive scale of the Earth slowly registers in

your body in a way that no map ever quite manages.

Now hold that feeling. Because we are going to use it.

The Scale Problem

Popular science has long wrestled with how to make cosmic scale feel real. We are

told that if the Sun were a basketball, the Earth would be a pea. We are shown "zoom



out" animations on YouTube. Carl Sagan held up a photograph of Earth as a pale
blue dot in a sunbeam. These are noble efforts, and some — Sagan's especially —

achieve genuine emotional power.

But there is a problem. A basketball and a pea are both sitting on a table in front of
you. You can hold them. The vast emptiness between them — scaled to the solar

system — simply does not register. The numbers are too large to feel.

What we need is not a bigger number. We need a bigger feeling. And most of us, if we

have ever taken a long-haul flight, already have one stored in our memory.

The Analogy

The Earth's circumference is approximately 40,000 kilometres. A jumbo jet cruises
at roughly 900 km/h. A non-stop flight around the entire planet would therefore
take about 45 hours.

Now imagine that flight. Not as an abstract fact, but as a lived experience — the
meals, the bad films, the restless sleep, the endless hours staring at the moving map,
the window views shifting from city lights to black ocean to mountain ranges to

desert. 45 hours of that. The full circumference of the Earth, felt in the body.

Here is the scale model: if the entire journey — all 40,000 kilometres, all 45 hours —
represents the diameter of the observable universe, what does everything else

become?

The Numbers

The observable universe is approximately 93 billion light years across. The Milky
Way — our galaxy — is about 100,000 light years in diameter. Scaled to our 40,000

km flight, the ratio works out as follows:

The Milky Way galaxy would be approximately 43 metres across.

Forty-three metres. The length of a modest house and garden. On a 45-hour flight,

you would pass over it in less than two seconds.



Our solar system, out to the edge of the Oort Cloud, would be approximately 0.43
millimetres — roughly the width of a few human hairs. Invisible from your window.
About the size of this full stop.

Earth itself? An atom.

What This Feels Like

Imagine looking outside your window approximately every ten minutes on a long
flight. A new view. A new landscape. A new stretch of incomprehensible emptiness
rolling slowly beneath you. In our scale model, each of those ten-minute windows
represents a slice of universe containing, on average, around seven billion galaxies.

Each galaxy with hundreds of billions of stars. Each star — potentially — with worlds.
And they scroll past like the Sahara. Slowly. Boringly. Endlessly.

When you fly over Siberia, you occasionally see a single light in all that darkness — a
remote settlement, a few lives being lived in the vast emptiness. It makes you catch
your breath, just slightly. The universe, in this model, is 45 hours of that feeling. And

somewhere in each dark stretch, there may be their own single lights.

Why It Matters

There is a cognitive shift that astronauts describe after seeing the Earth from space
— a sudden, irreversible change in perspective that researchers have called the
Overview Effect. Borders look arbitrary. Conflicts look absurd. Our fragile planet

looks unutterably precious.

Most of us will never go to space. But we can think carefully. And careful thinking —
the right analogy applied to a feeling you already carry — can produce something

close to that same shift.

The universe is not merely large in the way that a big number is large. It is large in
the way that staring out of a plane window for 45 hours is large — a vastness that
settles into you slowly, hour by hour, view by view, until something quietly

recalibrates.



Everything humanity has ever done — every war, every civilisation, every act of
cruelty and every act of love — took place on something that, in this model, would

not show up as a speck of dust within those vast landscapes.
The reasonable response to that, it seems to me, is not despair. It is the opposite.

We are extraordinarily, improbably here. On a beautiful rock. For a very short time.
Hurtling through a silence so vast it cannot be measured except by imagining the

longest journey you have ever taken, and then realising it would not even register.

We might as well be kind to each other. And enjoy the view.

Scale reference
Observable universe = 40,000 km (one circumnavigation flight, ~45 hours)
Milky Way galaxy = 43 metres (passes in under 2 seconds at cruising speed)
Solar system (Oort Cloud) = 0.43 mm (a full stop)
Earth = 0.58 nanometres (an atom)



