PAGE  
1

            
   Significant Encounters XII

       

        Wedding Sagas 
                       Philip J. Davis    


To Michael O. whose son Matthew's wedding on the Island of Bornholm evoked memories. 


                                      I


               A Wedding on Bornholm 


Bornholm is a Danish Island in the Baltic Sea, south of Sweden, north of Poland and rather at a distance from Copenhagen.  At the water's edge to the north it has high cliffs. During WWII, Bornholm was occupied by the Germans and the anniversary of its release from occupation is celebrated locally. 


Matthew, who works in Brussels, found a bride who, though born in the Ukraine, grew up in Germany and had only a USSR birth certificate. As I understand it, though it seems incredible to me, due to lack of proper documentation, the only place that Matthew and his bride could find in which their wedding could take place was on the island of Bornholm. Civilization, it would appear, maintains its shape by binding itself in red tape. 

Though I was reasonably informed about Denmark (as you will shortly read), I knew nothing about Bornholm. I rushed to Google for information and images, and among the pictures that came up, besides the landscape, the houses in the Capital City Renne, was a picture of Crown Prince Frederik and Crown Princess Mary of Denmark on a visit to Bornholm for one of the island's Memorial Occasions. Beautiful Princess Mary, wearing a large fashionable hat, looked absolutely regal. This picture set off a long chain of reminiscences that I shall now relate. 

                                            II


               John Donaldson and Family 


In the Spring of 1969, I received a letter from Prof. David Elliott              of the University of Tasmania, inviting me to come to Hobart (the Capital) in January 1970 to give a series of lectures at the Summer Conference of the Australian Mathematical Society. Since my adventures and conversations in Hobart have all been preserved for posterity
  there is no need for me to retell  them here. In brief, the trip, my talks went well, I made numerous friends among the Australian mathematicians,  and subsequently  I  visited Hobart once or twice more. 


But I omitted one thing in writing up these  visits.  On a later trip together with my wife, Hadassah, in the mid '70's,   I met a  Ph.D. aspirant in my sort of mathematics, John Donaldson, a young man , born in Scotland. Donaldson invited us to his house near Sandy Bay for a cookout  and there we met his wife, Henrietta, and his four children:  three girls and a boy. Donaldson was very proud of his Scottish background  and I ribbed him by asking whether he traced his ancestry back to Robert the Bruce.   

During my stay in Hobart, I talked mathematics with Donaldson, encouraged him in the direction he proposed for his Doctoral Dissertation, perhaps even gave him a couple of hints as to fruitful direction that he might pursue. I kept in touch both with Elliott and Donaldson. John sent me a  bound copy of his thesis. In the years that followed, Donaldson rose in the University ranks to  head of department and other high administrative positions.  
                                                  III

                                 A Boo Boo In Budapest 


Some years passed.  In 1988, I was invited to give a lecture in the International Congress on Mathematical Education (ICME)  in Budapest, Hungary.  My talk was scheduled for 10:00 AM of a certain day in the middle of the conference week. On the morning of my talk, jet lag having worn off completely, I was up early, breakfasted, and at 9:00 AM, passed by the Office of the Rektor Magnificus (one of the few words in Hungarian I could translate. I  took my seat  in one of several lecture rooms  of the Technical University to  listen to an announced talk that interested me. 


Ten O'clock passed, and I had forgotten my own talk. Five after ten: "where is Davis?"  My friend and colleague Reuben Hersh, formed search committee of one. He found me and dragged me to the proper podium where a friendly audience was waiting with the classical bated breath  My available time for talking was now reduced to fifteen minutes. Samuel Johnson remarked that experiencing  a crisis concentrates the mind marvelously. With my mind concentrated marvelously, I confronted  the reduction of time, rose to it, and said what I had to say tersely , forcefully and electrically  (Or so I was told later.)   What I had to say related to  the relationship between mathematics and society and this had not often before been said in public. 

One person in the audience who later told me this was Bernhelm Booss, Professor of Mathematics in the University of Roskilde, Denmark. In my words, he detected a sympathetic soul, and this sympathy translated into firm friendship and the first of my many subsequent visits to Denmark.      




    IV 


                       "My"  Denmark 


Over the years, I've gotten to know rather a bit about Denmark. I've travelled in the country from Copenhagen to Aalborg; made friends with many Danes including the Chief Rabbi. I've lived on Nyhavn near the Kongens Nytov. I've eaten acres of smorrebrod, and dozens of frikadeller. For lunch I've sat in candle-lit restaurants ordering a forretter med laks. I tried Akvavit once, and since it sent me through the ceiling, I've eschewed it ever after. I've visited Tivoli  and watched puppet shows there. I've watched a street-actor dressed as Hans Christian Andersen read stories to a circle of children sitting on the sidewalk. I've bought stuff in the Illums  Bolinghus  on the Stroget. I've been invited to buy a share of a windmill in the vicinity of Sk ǿrping. I've said hello to the great statue of Helger Dansker in Hamlet's  Helsingor. I'm really quite fond of the Country. 

The Danish language ? What with their famous glottal stop, the spoken language is impossible to comprehend. However, with a bit of English, German, Scottish and Anglo-Saxon at your disposal, you can probably make out what the headlines of the Berlingske Tidende are saying. 

 I learned about the Danes, their history, literature and legends. I learned the superstitions of the Faroe Islands, seen a movie of the "Hidden People" in nearby Iceland. Taking pen in hand, I wrote a fairy tale a la Andersen and a fantasy a la  the Danish Sagas (as yet unpublished) complete with trolls, wise-women , night-horses and other remarkable creatures. I had Thomas Gray, my literary Philosopher Cat,  meet  Mewsli, the Royal Cat of Denmark in the Palace of Queen Margrethe II . I wrote up all of this and more 
 and since you can read the delightful story of the conversations with the Kongekat, there is no reason for me to retell it here. 





V


       A Fateful Meeting and its Sequel 


The Summer Olympics of the year 2000 was held in Sydney, Australia. As I understand the story, Mary Donaldson, John Donaldson's youngest daughter, a very presentable, very bright  and knowledgeable Aussie with a university degree in law and economics. was taken on to be a guide to VIP visitors to the games. 

One of the VIP's chanced to be Crown Prince Frederik of Denmark. 

Frederik was smitten by his guide. Mary was both overwhelmed and  smitten. They carried on a courtship by phone and by clandestine visits of the Prince. They were married in Copenhagen in 2004.  Mary was now Crown Princess Mary. You can read all about this wonderful Cinderella story in the Chronicles of the Kongeriget Danmark or (if you prefer) on Google, so there is no reason for me to elaborate it here.  




     VI
         
        My Elation and Subsequent Disappointment  


I suspect that all of us are "name droppers" given the opportunity. I try to keep my tendencies in that direction under control. If I meet someone on the street, say my friend Louis, I'm not likely to tell him that I knew the knew the Crown Princess of Denmark when she was a little girl. 

I first heard this connection from the lips of Prof. Booss a short time after the royal wedding of Mary Donaldson and the Crown Prince. I told him that I'd known the Princess's mathematician father and asked him whether John Donaldson was still in Copenhagen. He was, but was now a bit puffed up and couldn't be reached. Nonetheless, I was elated by this remarkable set of events. 

When I got back home, I decided to send the Princess a wedding present. What could be more appropriate, I thought, than a copy of Thomas Gray In Copenhagen ? I had an extra copy. I signed it to the royal couple; Marguerite Dorian, the illustrator, signed it. I shipped it off to Royal Palace at Amalienborg. 


Several weeks passed. No acknowledgement. Oh well, the Prince and Princess were on an extended honeymoon. Several months passed. No acknowledgement . Oh well, valuable wedding gifts by the ton must have been received at the Royal Palace; gifts from all their Majesties, from all the Potentates and Duly Elected Democratic Representatives around the world. Our slight gift very likely fell through the cracks unnoticed.  I blamed the oversight  on the Palace Secretaries, and not on the Princess whose character I preferred to regard as unblemished.  





     VII


                     What happened then?  


Years have now passed. Mary Donaldson is the mother of children one of whom may very well inherit the throne of a largely socialist Denmark.  Pictures of Mary and Frederik ? The Internet is full of such pictures, so there is no need for my reproducing them here. You can find them "in mufti" or with Mary in gorgeous gowns and Frederik in full uniform with medals, ribbons, gold braid, epaulettes , constituting what our military men irreverently call "scrambled eggs."   


What of the wedding on Bornholm?  There will undoubtedly be sequellae.  And I ? Well, I am left with this story to tell the world and to pretend that it ls not a case of name dropping. 
� The Thread: A Mathematical Yarn, Birkhauser, 1983, pp. 70-75 














� Thomas Gray in Copenhagen,  Copernicus/Springer-Verlag, 1995 





