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One of my favourite Oxbridge questions was: - How many trailing zeros does 365! have when it is expanded?  

For example: - 13! = 6227020800 which has 2 zeros at the end.  I used it as an early problem for potential 

Oxbridge mathematicians and as a discussion problem for a practice Oxbridge maths interview.  Try for 

yourself – or perhaps just see the solution on the last page of this article. 

 

Recently, I was looking at Which Way did the Bicycle Go?, by Konhauser, Velleman & Wagon.  This wonderful 

book has nearly 200 challenging but interesting problems and their solutions.  The title of the book is another of 

my favourite problems!  Thank you for the gift Russell. 

 

Problem 90 asks: - What is the rightmost non-zero digit of 1,000,000! i.e. the digit just before the trailing zeros.  

It reminded me of the 365! problem above, and it would make a fine follow up question using 365! 

I thought that I would try to solve it . . . 

 

I had a couple of ideas which didn’t work (i.e. I failed!), so I shall use the book’s method. 

 

Firstly, if we want to find the last digit of the product ab, then we need only consider the last digits of a and b.  

For example: the last digit of 1234  9876 = 12,186,984 is the same as the last digit of 4  6 = 24, i.e. 4. 

This is easily seen by considering long multiplication! 

 

It also helps when looking for the last digit of a power. For example: the last digit of 220 = 210  210 = 1024 1024 

is the same as the last digit of 4  4 = 16 which is 6. 

 

When looking for the rightmost non-zero digit, we need to be more careful. 

We shall use a wavy equals sign to denote that a pair of numbers have the same rightmost non-zero digit. 

For example:  123  54300 and 211  8. 

When multiplying numbers, things are tricky if extra trailing zeros arise. 

For example: 2  12 but multiplying by five gives 10 and 60, with different rightmost non-zero digits. 

However, multiplying by 10 is fine, as is multiplying with any non-multiple of 5.  This leads to . . . 

 

Lemma 1 : 

 If 5 is not the rightmost non-zero digit of a, b, or c, then a  b   ac  bc 

 

In maths, a lemma is a like a small theorem.  They appear as preliminary results used in the proof of a main 

theorem or solution of the main problem. 

 

We shall also need a less obvious lemma which we need to prove . . . 

 

Lemma 2 : 

(5n)!  2n  n! 

 

Proof: 

(5n)! = 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17 18  19  20    5n 

 = (1  2  3  4)( 6  7  8  9)( 11  12  13  14)( 16  17 18  19)    {5  10  15  20    5n} 

 = (1  2  3  4)( 6  7  8  9)( 11  12  13  14)( 16  17 18  19)    5n  {1  2  3  4    n} 

 = (1  1  3  4)( 3  7  8  9)( 11  6  13  14)( 8  17 18  19)    10n  n! 

 having taken a factor or 2 out of each pair of round brackets. 

  (1  1  3  4)( 3  7  8  9)( 11  11  13  14)( 13  17 18  19)     n!  ignoring the trailing zeros. 



Now consider the terms in the round brackets at line 3, where there are no numbers ending in a 5. 

1  2  3  4  11  12  13  14  21  22  23  24  . .  .  4,  since we are only considering the last digit, and 

6  7  8  9  16  17  18  19  26  27  28  29  . . .  4 also. 

We shall now take out a factor of 2 from all n terms, leaving each with a value of 2. 

Also, n! cannot end in a 5, so Lemma 1 applies. 

  

Hence,   (5n)!   2n  n!   Q.E.D. 

 

We can now apply this Lemma 2 recursively . . . 

 

365!  273  73! 

 = 273  70!  71  72  73 

  273  70!  6 

  273  214  14!  6 

 = 287  10!  11  12  13  14  6 

  287  10!  4 

  287  22  2!  4 

 = 292  

 = 1623  

  6 , since powers of a number ending in 6 always ends in 6. 

 

Wolfram Alpha give the exact value as: - 

 
Yay!  Its rightmost non-zero digit is indeed 6.        

 

The book Problem 90 asked for the rightmost non-zero digit of 1,000,000! 

This is too big for Wolfram Alpha to display in the online version, as it has 5,565,709 digits. 

Wolfram Mathematica could expand it exactly if it was given enough memory and time! 

 

Alpha does give: 

 

  
 

Its rightmost non-zero digit is 4, as found in the book. 

I wonder how Alpha worked out the other digits?!? 

 

Spoiler alert . . . my solution to the 365! Oxbridge question is given on the next page.  



How many trailing zeros does 365! have when it is expanded? 
 

Trailing zeros are generated when a multiple of 5 is multiplied by an even number. 

 

There are 73 multiples of 5 in the list 1,2,3,4,5,6, . . . ,365  and many more even numbers. 

 

However, 73 is not the correct answer!  (A common error by my students.)  There are more trailing zero . . . 

 

This is because a multiple of 25 contribute a second factors of 5, and there are 14 of them. 

 

Further, 125 multiples each contribute a third factor of 5, which give 2 more. 

 

We have a total or 89 factors of 5 in the prime factorisation of 365! And there are many more factors of 2. 

 

Hence, 365! has 89 trailing zeros. 

 

 


