Erdos did his doctoral work in 1934 at Budapest under L eopold Fejér, concerning the
primes between nand 2n In 1934 hew ent to Canbridge, and in 1938- 39 he produced major
results at Princeton’s Institute for A dvanced Study, notably workingw ithM arc Kac and A u-
rel W intner to found probabilistic number theory, major work w ith Paul Turan on approxi-
mation theory, andw ithW itold Hurew iczon dimension theory.

It appears that the itinerant life of Erdos began w hen his fellow ship at the Institutew as
not continued after 1939 In 1954, the terrible days of M cCarthyisn and anti- Communist
hysteria raged in the U nited States Erdosw as denied entry to theU. S for nine years
From 1964 till her death in 1971 Erdosmother travelledw ith him all around theworld in his
m eanderings

Sometmespeop le have thew rong idea that all papersby Erdosare short ones But there
was, for exanple, the hugepaper in 1965 of more than 100 pages inw hich Erdos, Rado and
Hajnal founded partition calculus

Paul Erdos seem s to have had a collection of methods he devised that he used over and
over to lve variousproblans Such was the case in his 1975work w ith John Selfridge to
prove that the product of two or more consecutive integers cannot be an n- th power. One of
hismajor contributions in mathematicsw as to show the pow er of probabilistic m ethods

Erdosw rote more than fifty joint papersw ith A ndrds Hajnal on transfinite combina-
torics, and nearly fifty with A ndréds Sarkozi

Paul Erdoswas a child prodigy, having discovered negative numbers when he was
around four yearsof age! He loved to talk to children, whom he referred to as epsilons, ask-
ing people hemet how many epsilons they had He had a sharp sense of humor and referred
to God as the ‘U Itimate Fascist. W hen amathamatician ceased to be creative and produc-
tive, Erdoswould say that that peronwas ‘dead’, andw hen they died in the usual sense he
would say that the person ‘left us. In this sense, then, since Erdos never ceased to be cre-
ative, he has not died, he has just left us He joked that in Heaven therewould be a great
dream book w hich would have the olutions of all problem s and proofsof all theorans
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Paul Erdos, eminent adviser of our M RE since %
our founding in 1981 passed avay after a massive '
heart attack on 20 September 1996 w hile attending b
a meeting at the Banach Center in Warsaw. His
passing is an enornous loss to mathematicsworld-
w ide For over sixty years he poured out his life in
ome 1500 papers , perhaps 500 being coauthored
w ith other mathematicians |

Erdosw as an itinerant mathem tician, going ev- :

eryw here in the world, but seldom staying in any
oneplacemorn than afev daysor aweek Hewould arrive and announce that his brainw as
open Studentsand teacherswould cluster around him and discuss difficult problem s, and of-
ten Erods, with his keen insight,would proffer ssome hint that would enable his listener to
olve aproblen that had remained intractable until that moment

He devoted his entire life to mathamatics, having virtually no material possessions save
the clothes on his back and a fev necessities carried in a valise His hosts along the way
would attend to hismeals and see that he had necessary clothing Except for the bare neces
sities of his life, any money that cane hisway in his travelsw as rurned over to help others
(and for many years hismother) , and notably money w as frequently offered as a rav ard for
the lution of mathematical problem sw hose difficulty he graded in anounts from a doller
to, |think,US 5,000 0Q

Paul w alked asmuch aspossible, did not snokeor drink, and there are stories about his
running up and dow n ten flightsof stairsin a hoels not too many years ago just for the love
of the exercise This Spartan lifestyle certainly had sonething to dow ith his unusually excel-
lent health

It seem s certain that his chief interest w as in combinatorial number theory. He did ma-
jorwork in this area, but al® in geometry, probability, set theory, complecx analysis, grop
theory, probability, etc He made major contributions to Ran sey theory, graph theory, D io-
phantine analysis, additive number theory, and primenumber theory.

* Received Dec 31, 1996
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In 1948 Erdos and A tle Selberg,w hile at the Institute for A dvance Study, Princeton, N.
J , attractedworldw ide attentionw hen they found a - called ‘elenentary’proof of theprine
number theoream that 1(x), the number of primes from 2 to x is asymtotic to x/log x. This
had been conjectured by Gauss and L egendre circa 1790- 1800, and w as first proved rigor-
ously. To give a (long)proof w ithout making any gppeal to complex analysisw as a ramarkan-
le achievanent | remanber that a story current at that timew as that selberg had developed
an estintion formula to attact a clam of D irihlet that there are infinitely many primes in the
sepuence difined by An = an+ b,where ged(a, b)= 1,n=1,2,3, ,Dirichlet'sclam was, of
course, an extension of the ancient theoran of Euclid that there are infinitely many primes in
the natural number sepuence The story had it that Erdos sav that Selberg’s idea could be
used to prove the prime number theorem, and that they each w ent off andw rote up apaper
giving the proof. But Erods and Selbergw ere difficult reading for the averagem ethem atician,
and | believe the first fairly good exposition of their ideaw as given shortly thereafter by 3 G
V an der Corput,whose paperwas in French

| think that Paul Erdosw asin onew ay very much like G H. Hardy,w how as renarkable
for olving exanely difficult indivdual mathan atocal problen s Hardy is supposed to have re-
marked that the difference betw een the kind of mathematics done at Princeton and at Cam-
bridge, was that at Princeton they revel in abstract generalities, digging snall superfical
holes all over the place, w hereas at Cambridge they drill a hole straight dow n to the cnter of

the earth and solve a single problem . Erdos lectured over and over on certain problem s that

he feltwere mprotant, and the unassuming title of a typical presentation by Erdosw hen he
visited a university might be just'Some problan s in number theory’. In these talks hewould
go back to these problans, giving an update on their status, often with new hints for their
olution Over aperiod of tmemany of the problan swere lved

Young and old mathematicians all over theworld loved to meet him since the result of a
sessionw ith Erdoswould usually lead to a joint paper. If youw rote apaperw ith Erods then
you would have Erods number 1 If someone else thenw rote apaperw ith you, then that per-
nwould have Erdos number 2; etc It iscurious that 0 many thousandsof personshave Er-
dos number and snall number at that! Erdos visited M organtow n, in W est V irginia three
times and once | counted at least three dozen people atW estV irginiaU niversity w ho had Er-
dos numbers less than or epual to 7 He visted China for several times, his influence has cer-
tainly been felt in China aswell as everyw here in theworld Hewas a true Citizen of the
World

Iw ill always remenbermy first meetingw ith Erdos | showed him aproblan about di-
viorsof binomial coefficients and he gaveme a detailed hint A t each subsequent meeting he
has ended the conversation w ith the remark that* | gave you a hint last time ” W ell, until |
can redlve thematter with hishint, my Erdos number w ill have to renain equal to 2
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