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According to an historical marker in the town, Zanesville was founded by Colonel Ebenezer Zane, a pioneer who blazed a trail so that others could follow. It is surely appropriate that we are here in Zanesville to honour two other pioneers Carl Faith and Barbara Osofsky also pioneers who have blazed a trail for us to follow.

Now, Barbara, I have not had a chance to tell you this but a few weeks ago I was phoned by a rather strange man who said he was phoning from Los Angeles. It was difficult to make out what he was saying perhaps because he was phoning from California and everyone knows no-one speaks English there. It almost sounded as if he was speaking with a big fat cigar planted firmly between his teeth. When I eventually worked out what he was trying to tell me I realised that he was talking about making a film about the Osofsky-Smith Theorem. I was really awfully pleased – “Wow! That’s really something!” I thought. Somehow he and his associates had heard about our theorem and thought it would make a great movie.

There had already been discussions about the proposed film. What they had in mind was a blockbuster. Ewan Macgregor was to play me (I thought they might have gone for someone better looking) and Tom Cruise was to play your husband Abe (not a bad likeness!). However they were having a problem finding someone to play you. They had thought of Julia Roberts, Cameron Diaz and various others but none of them was suitable because none of them was much good at math. These film makers had come to the conclusion that you would have to play yourself. They asked me if I thought 5 million dollars was a suitable fee and, being Scottish, I asked for six. “OK”, the guy said. So that was a good start!

They intended to shoot the film at Rutgers, Glasgow and Afghanistan. “Afghanistan?” I exclaimed. “Why Afghanistan?” “Well”, the guy said, “there is a subplot you see. A group of terrorists are trying to capture this incredibly intelligent American lady mathematician in order to hold her to ransom and bring the US government to its knees.” “Hold on a minute,” I said, “The Osofsky-Smith Theorem is a pretty good theorem with a lot of applications to Module Theory.” “Yeah, no doubt”, he said, “but people don’t go to the movies to see math. They go to see people being blown up.”

He went on, “She doesn’t need to be able to act” (it is a Hollywood blockbuster after all I thought to myself) “but she needs to be able to ride a motorbike.” “A motorbike, why a motorbike?” I asked. “Because,” he said, “there is this scene where she has to ride down a mountain side in Afghanistan at top speed with terrorists shooting at her from every side. Do you think she could cope with that?” “For Barbara Osofsky”, I said, “I think that would be a piece of cake!”
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