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My First Research Experience

Hugo J. Woerdeman

My first exposure to mathematical research was under the supervision of Profes-
sor Leonid (“Leonia”) Lerer during the academic year 1984–1985. From the very
beginning we had a very amicable relationship, and what will always stand out
in my memory is his consistently calm and friendly demeanor. Leonia was always
encouraging, and he never lost his patience, even during the slow periods. He also
managed to enjoy life to the fullest – among other things, he savored the fresh
Dutch raw herring during lunch. It was a great environment for me to enter this
completely new endeavor. I learned about resultants of analytic functions, singular
integral operators, and many other things I had never heard of, and was expected
to generalize the scalar case to the matrix case. So I learned about realizations,
Jordan triples, matrix factorizations, and a lot of other good stuff. So, how did we
manage to make a breakthrough? At some point Leonia encouraged me to work
through a specific example, and I remember generating pages and pages of com-
putations with matrices that very quickly became quite large. And then at some
point things clicked: I could see the big picture and focus in all those pages of
scribbles on the steps where something real had happened. And the rest is history
as they say, as after a year of hard work we were able to put two papers together
resulting in my first two publications.

So on this occasion of your 70th birthday, Leonia, I would like to thank
you very much for the excellent guidance you gave me during my initial research
experience, and for the many years of friendship that followed. I will never forget
the way my first mathematical breakthrough came about, and it has been a guide
for me ever since. Thank you!
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