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Peter Pappas in Swarthmore, PA at Vassar & Yale Avenues

Meeting Carl Faith Twice in my Life


Twenty-five years ago I was a graduate student, working on my thesis when I first met Carl Faith at a weekend-conference in New Haven. I believe the conference was in honor of Jacobson’s retirement. One evening a group of us went to dinner in New Haven, including Carl Faith and Walter Feit. The dinner, as I recall, went along the lines of any typical dinner at a conference. As a student, I simply sat, ate, and listened to others recount stories of mathematicians and friends they had known over the years. As dinner wound down, Carl Faith decided he would walk back to where he was staying. I was asked by Walter Feit to “walk along with Professor Faith to make sure he didn’t get lost.” I knew the streets well, and where he was going would take about 12 minutes to walk. Introductions were made, and Carl Faith and I walked on into New Haven.


Then things got interesting. Carl Faith asked me what I was working on, and I told him that I was trying to adapt results of Arens-Kaplansky, in order to find specific representations of all commutative, countably generated semi-primitive group algebras as rings of continuous functions. I knew the representations were there but that these representations would involve functions taking restricted values on (possibly infinitely many) distinguished closed sets. Describing these closed sets would then allow me to describe the isomorphism types of these algebras via Stone Duality applied to the underlying Boolean algebra of idempotents and corresponding distinguished ideals. While I cannot recall the exact details of our conversation, I do recall vividly that Carl Faith carried with him a very large multi-colored umbrella that he used as a walking stick. As we walked through the silent streets of New Haven, I distinctly remember the sound of his “walking stick” hitting the pavement with its upbeat regularity, and every once and awhile would slam into the pavement when my walking partner would become excited over some mathematical result I thought I could prove. For me, this was a moment in time I will never forget. Carl Faith was the first important mathematician from outside my comfortable surroundings who found my mathematics interesting and who encouraged me to find those representations. A trip that should have taken 12 minutes lasted well over an hour. For this now-grown mathematician, that trip forever stands out as one of the truly inspirational moments of my career!


Fast-forward twenty five years. I am Professor of Mathematics at Vassar College, and have managed to secure visiting positions for two extremely talented young ring theorists, Alex Diesl and Tom Dorsey, who have just graduated from UC Berkeley. It was they who told me of the conference in Ohio in honor of Carl Faith and Barbara Osofsky. When I heard the name “Carl Faith” I recalled the story and I believe it was Alex who said “You should totally go to this conference.” So I went, and on the first day I passed Carl Faith in the hall. Looking at my name-badge he beamed and said hello to me but admitted that he didn’t quite recall when we had met before. I told him it was a long time ago. He then said, “Good to see you” in his ever friendly manner and we each walked on to other talks. Later in the conference I had occasion to sit at his table for lunch but did not recall our walk through New Haven. Rather we somehow got on the subject of my being of Greek descent. All of my relatives are unlike most Greeks, namely we are “fair-skinned” and that our ancestors come from an area of Sparta where such skin color and premature white hair is prevalent. Carl took delight in this story!


Fast forward to the night of the banquet to honor Carl Faith and Barbara Osofsky. Wonderful stories were told publicly by some of their closest professional friends. One couldn’t help but be touched by the moment.


But speaking of “moments”--the organizers decided to hand out door prizes. At some point my name was called and my table (situated way in the back) erupted. I saw at the podium a big umbrella and asked if I might receive this as my “prize”. Holding the umbrella 


Peter’s umbrella
brought back that night in New Haven in a flash, flooding my mind, and it was at that point I found myself (with an out-of-body experience) proceeding to the microphone detailing “the walk” taken twenty-five years ago between two mathematicians. I tried to give Carl my door prize, but he wouldn’t have it. It was mine and he wanted me to have it.

        Mathematicians like Carl Faith are rare. Individuals like Carl Faith are even rarer. Thank you, Carl--I enjoyed the walk.

Carl: 

       Thank you, Peter, for the compliment, but according to the Genome Project, we are all sui generis!  I too enjoyed the walk punctuating your comments with the big umbrella!

