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Raymond was 46 years old and I was 25 in 1965, when I entered the Ph.D. program at Yeshiva 
University with the goal of having him become my adviser for a Ph.D. in mathematical logic.  I 
would like to start my memories of Raymond with how I experienced him in the first few years I 
knew him, as a Ph.D. student, and during my first few visits to his home in Tannersville, New 
York, after I received my degree. 

A few years before I started my Ph.D. program, I had studied mathematical logic for two years at 
the University of Michigan under John Addison, first using Church’s textbook in classes, and 
finally as part of a faculty and graduate student logic seminar in which the group studied journal 
articles together.  Given that I had found my classes with Addison and Church’s book very dry, 
and didn’t have the enough background yet to appreciate the journal articles, I am a little 
surprised today that in 1965 I chose to further my education by studying more logic.  But after a 
few days of Raymond’s classes, I knew I was in the right place. And I was to be amazed and 
enjoy tremendously from then on how simple Raymond’s presentations of logic and set theory 
always were.  And Raymond’s own deep pleasure in the subjects consistently came through, 
sweeping his students up in it.  In my undergraduate days I had also developed a little less 
expectation of pleasure from algebra than from analysis because I had found my classes on such 
things as groups, fields, rings, and vector spaces to be too abstract, so when I realized I should 
know Galois theory for my algebra Ph.D. prelims (preliminary examinations), I asked Raymond 
if he could suggest something I could use to study it.  He gave me his own notes from when he 
had last taught it … and I found myself enjoying Galois theory as thoroughly as I had 
Raymond’s logic and set theory classes.  And that experience prepared me for being able to take 
more pleasure in algebra and number theory in general in the future. 

So I first came to know Raymond as a very gifted teacher, one who could simultaneously 
transmit, and in a truly masterly fashion, the forest and the trees of logic and set theory, that is, 
both the overall goals and the details of good ways of accomplishing them.  But there was a 
deeper pleasure in being in his classes that came out of his personality, the sense the student had 
that he really cared that you understood, that he welcomed any question, and that he loved to 
give you pleasure through mathematics. 

When I had passed my prelims and taken all the prerequisite classes, Raymond told me that he 
could only accept Ph.D. thesis students who could do all the work on their own.  He didn’t even 
have any questions to offer up for me to solve.  But he suggested I learn the field of proof theory, 
since he would like to learn more about it, and I could teach him as I learned it.  Indeed, 
Raymond was true to his word.  I did teach him some proof theory by teaching a few hours-
worth of his own logic classes for him, and I did discover on my own a result relevant to an 
important open question in proof theory, which Raymond declared enough for a Ph.D. 
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But during the years I worked learning about proof theory, something else happened that laid the 
basis for my later friendship with Raymond.  It turns out that a boyfriend I was breaking up with 
after many years was threatening my life.  I knew the man’s personality, and that he had a gun, 
and I was, I think, justifiably scared, in spite of our relationship never having had any difficulties 
until I had decided to break up with him.  I told Raymond I thought it would be wise if I moved 
to Europe or some other part of the country.  Was there any problem with me continuing my 
work on my thesis at a distance?   

Raymond immediately told me I shouldn’t run away, and gave me the phone number of another 
logician, Stanley Tennenbaum, who Raymond said was one of his closest friends, and who was 
very good at helping people in these kinds of situations.  It turns out that I actually “knew” 
Stanley, because he had also attended that logic seminar at the University of Michigan.  And he 
had been the only member of that seminar who had given a talk I understood.  More to the point, 
he had made the content of the talk surprisingly beautiful.  I was amazed that I was now in 
contact with two excellent mathematicians who could make mathematics that other people often 
talked about with too many words and too little passion into something beautiful and clear. 

In any case, Stanley did solve the problem of my ex threatening me by getting me to the a 
professional who knew how to handle such things, namely a fancy criminal lawyer he’d gone to 
college with who obtained a private detective to talk to the man threatening me.  And Stanley 
and I talked many hours about many things from then on.  So before I finished my degree I was 
already a close friend of one of Raymond’s close friends.  And through listening to Raymond 
and Stanley speak about logic and mathematics in general, I maintained my interest and pleasure 
in mathematical logic intensely for almost a decade, and from a somewhat greater distance for 
the rest of my life. 

Which led to my visiting Raymond and his wife Blanche in Elka Park very soon after I got my 
degree, usually at the same time as Stanley and/or Mel Fitting, and eventually with my then new 
husband, the mathematician Domingo Toledo, or, later, my daughter.  These intellectually 
stimulating visits to Raymond’s made me feel more fully a professional logician than my job as a 
logician did during that period (I was one of the logicians shuttled into a computer science job at 
the time, on the grounds that an understanding of formal logic was important to a computer 
scientist;  I actually had a great deal of experience with computers as well, which made me a 
natural candidate for such a position).  

Let me give you my memory of how a typical day of one of those visits to Raymond’s home in 
Elka Park in the early 1970’s might go.  Raymond usually took complete control of the living 
room, even if Stanley, who was known to often dominate a conversation, was there.  Raymond 
would read sections from his books, play the piano beautifully, talk about his telescopes, show 
off his three-dimensional photography, or entertain the group with magic tricks.  He could tell 
jokes nonstop, clearly causing his wife Blanche some pain, for she had heard them all many 
times before.  The people visiting might get to know each other a little by taking a walk in the 
lovely woods surrounding his house in the mountains, and there would be lively conversations, 
often about logic and logicians or mathematics and mathematicians, at the dinner table. 
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But to come back to the history of my interactions with Raymond:  In the late 1970’s I had to 
leave New York City to follow my husband to the job he chose in Salt Lake City, a town in 
which there was no employment for logicians. I myself lost contact with all logicians for a 
decade and a half, with the exception with Stanley Tennenbaum, who would occasionally bring 
my husband and I news of logic and of the mathematical world outside Utah.  In 2001 I moved 
back to New York City for a few years, and have clear memories of two visits to Raymond’s 
home in Tannersville in the first decade of the 21st century.   

The first time Raymond’s wife Blanche was still alive, but almost completely blind.  I was 
impressed by how completely concerned Raymond was with her needs.  Essentially, he was 
always ready to help her at any moment with anything she needed.  And he took her out to 
restaurants they had always both liked for both lunch and dinner, and sometimes, especially for 
guests, he would even bring home delicious breakfast sandwiches from the Tannersville deli.  It 
was very different from the 1970’s.  Now, although it was very enjoyable to be with both of 
them, Raymond only had time to entertain others in the house when Blanche was at peace 
involved in something.   

The second visit was a year or two after Blanche had died.  I was concerned about Raymond 
being alone in that house in Tannersville, which had been so very lively in previous years, full of 
local and visiting friends from all over the world, and even a pack of lively dogs.  My daughter 
and I arrived for a Thanksgiving weekend (probably 2008) loaded down with the food for a 
traditional holiday feast.  It was clear that Raymond had spent the time after Blanche’s death 
mostly mourning her, making videos about her life and in memory of their life together.  This 
was all he talked about.  But he was still “himself,” full of life and not clearly unhappy.  Indeed, 
he told me that, no, he didn’t find it difficult to be alone, and no, he didn’t want another dog to 
keep him company.  I didn’t worry so much about him after this visit. 

A couple years later, I had need to call Raymond.  I had just spent most of my savings moving 
into and upgrading a condominium in Saint Louis, and immediately everything that could started 
failing.  My condo required major repairs immediately for which I would need several thousand 
dollars.  I called Raymond to ask if he could loan me that amount of money.  He had given me a 
small loan a few years earlier, which I had insisted on paying back, in spite of him telling me I 
didn’t need to do so.  This time he told me he would only loan me the money if I agreed to not 
pay it back (one of Raymond’s typical paradoxical statements, but he was serious, saying he 
would just not accept repayment).  I agreed to his conditions, and am telling you the story to give 
you an example of Raymond’s generosity, which many other people have written about. 

In 2009 Raymond edited and published a book, In Their Own Words, about the members of the 
Piano Society, a group of exceedingly gifted but non-professional pianists.  Raymond was very 
active in this society from 2007 through 2015.  In fact, he was the official “resident Puzzle 
Master and Humorist” on a forum called Puzzles, Jokes, Anecdotes and Thoughts, which can still 
be found on the Piano Society website, pianosociety.com.  He told me about the forum and the 
book, both of which I enjoyed a great deal, along with listening to the music of Raymond and 
other members on the site. 
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In 2012 I got a call from Raymond, telling me he needed my help with a book he was publishing 
with Dover.  They had chosen a typesetter who had never typeset mathematics, and she was 
having a terrible time trying to figure out how to do it.  This put Raymond and me in frequent 
contact, for as I looked carefully into the book, I began to edit it like a serious mathematical 
editor would, although there was no time for a thorough job as the publication date had been set.  
This involved me having to check many things directly with Raymond, and was a great pleasure 
for me.  Raymond replied quickly to every question I had for him. It was like being back at the 
university with him. I quickly figured out how to help the typesetter do her work, and the book 
was finally launched. 

Raymond wrote and published four books in his nineties:  The Gödelian Puzzle Book, The 
Beginner’s Guide to Mathematical Logic, Reflections and The Beginner’s Further Guide to 
Mathematical Logic.  Another book, A Mixed Bag, a collection of Raymond’s jokes, was 
gathered together and published in 2016 by Raymond’s nephew, Jacob Smullyan, and the book 
Four Lives, an appreciation of Raymond by many of his friends and edited by Jason Rosenhouse 
and Raymond himself, also came out in 2014.  The latter book contained a sampler of some of 
his writings as well. 

Raymond was very busy in the last decade of his life! 

I edited all four of the books Raymond had written himself, the first working with Dover, and the 
last three working with the World Scientific Publishing Company.  I had almost constant 
interactions with Raymond regarding the editing of these books from 2011 on. And the 
interactions were always fun, might even end with him presenting me with a new puzzle.  This 
work enriched a half decade of my life with deep pleasure in mathematics, with an incredible 
brain tune-up, and with the pleasure of getting to know an old friend better through our many 
personal interactions and through learning many details of his life by editing his memoir 
Reflections. 

In October of 2016, our work with WSPC on The Beginner’s Further Guide to Mathematical 
Logic was finished, and the book came out very quickly, with a publication date of 2017.    

Then in the 2nd or 3rd week of March, 2017, I received a call from Tannersville made by Sylvie 
Degiez, whom I knew from Reflections to have been a central figure in Raymond’s personal and 
musical life during the previous decade (Raymond described Sylvie and her husband Wayne 
Lopes, as his “guardian angels” after Blanche died).  Sylvie informed me that Raymond had had 
a medical emergency, had had to be hospitalized, and had now been transferred to a 
rehabilitation center.  She told me he had lost an incredible amount of weight during the previous 
year and was now down to something like 110 pounds (for a man who had been 6’ 1”).  He was 
now refusing to eat.  She asked me whether I happened to be free to come and be with him in the 
rehab center.  My cat and I left for New York State in my car essentially immediately.  For the 
next month, I spent most of my waking time with Raymond in a rehab center of Kingston, New 
York, staying with him from mid-morning to just after dinner, spending the night in his home 45 
minutes away up in the Catskills.   
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Spoiler alert:  I am now going to write more about what I know of Raymond’s last year of life, 
because I feel some close friends and relatives might want to know.  But if you would rather not 
hear how difficult dying can be (even without any pain, which was Raymond’s case), you might 
prefer to skip to the last paragraph. 

When Raymond arrived at the rehab center, he appeared to be very close to death.  His breathing 
was extremely difficult and his speech was slow.  At many points his mind could barely function, 
although at other times, especially when logicians came to visit, he could answer questions about 
work from many decades in the past.   He was truly miserable and told me how difficult it was 
for him to find himself in this kind of state. And he was still refusing to eat anything at all, 
saying that the taste of the food was so repulsive he had to spit it out as soon as he tasted it. After 
a week or so, though, Raymond realized he could bear to eat the hard-boiled eggs with 
mayonnaise on his trays.  Hard-boiled eggs and glucerna became his meal three times a day, 
along with an occasional half-bowl of soup, or some diabetic ice cream.  He started to regain 
some strength and even a little weight (but only a couple pounds).   

I was told by a resident that during his first week at the rehab center he had amazed the residents 
in the cafeteria by playing Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.  A few days later I asked him at 
dinner if he would play it for me, and he started doing so, and very beautifully indeed.  But after 
a couple minor mistakes he stopped, and told me that since he had lost so much of his hearing 
that playing the piano was very painful.  He told me that he had lost most of his hearing, mostly 
during the previous year or two.  Not even after he became significantly stronger a couple 
months later could I ever get Raymond to sit down to his piano again.  I wonder if others 
succeeded, for he continued to grow stronger for a while after I had to leave his home. 

Although Raymond had walked into the rehab center on his own, the longer he stayed in the 
rehab center, the more difficult it became for him to walk, probably to a great extent due to the 
fact that the center would not allow him to walk other than with a certified physical therapist (no 
friend, relative, or nurse could help him walk, not even to his bathroom).  Concerned that the 
physical therapists didn’t get to him more than 15 minutes two or three days a week, and that this 
was probably causing him to lose all the muscles that had once sustained him, Sylvie (who was 
his official health advocate) and I pressured the rehab center to release Raymond.  And he was 
finally released, once a full-time caretaker to look after his medications and to be beside him 
whenever he walked had been arranged.  (He could still walk, but he was very weak and his 
balance was unsure.)  

Raymond liked very much and was very grateful to the responsible and very kind licensed 
caretaker that had been found for him, a man named Peter Melnyk, who sustained him both 
physically and emotionally throughout most of the last year of his life.   

I also stayed in Raymond’s home with him for a second month after he left the rehab center.  He 
started eating more when he could go to his favorite diner for both lunch and dinner.  He became 
much stronger and gained a few pounds.  He was soon feeling well enough to look for more 
intellectual work to do, another book to write.  Friends and editors dropped by during this month, 
and Raymond’s papers were organized for him and given to his WPSC editor, Shelly Kronzek, 
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whom he had chosen to be the literary custodian of his books and papers after his death.  
Raymond showed his old energy when there were people around again, although he would be 
tired after they left and tell Peter and me that he mostly preferred to not have visitors.  

Soon I had to leave, though, due to illness and having health insurance that only worked in 
Missouri.  I was happy that Peter and I were able to take Raymond for his first visits regarding 
hearing aids before I left.  By leaving New York at the time I did, though, I missed by just two 
weeks the wonderful musical birthday celebration Sylvie and Wayne threw for Raymond on May 
25th!  But it was good I got home, because in the beginning of June I had some serious health 
problems that required hospitalization. 

Just as those problems were resolving, I got another call from New York.  Sylvie and Wayne had 
to go to Europe for a couple weeks, a trip planned long in advance.  Could I come for a while to 
give Raymond some extra company?  Again, I left for New York immediately.  This visit was 
more of a pleasure than the previous one, since Raymond was much stronger and a little happier.  
His otolaryngologist gave me the job of trying to get him to keep his hearing aids in long enough 
each day to begin to get used to them.  I read to him and he read to me.  We watched TV together 
– the news of the day and documentaries – with the volume at the loudest I felt was comfortable, 
which level of sound from the TV required him to use his hearing aid to hear the program.  
Again, Raymond had a visitor or two, which was easier for him now since he could hear better.  
Soon, Sylvie and Wayne were back from Europe. 

I am very happy to have been able to help Raymond out during the last year of his life, which I 
know was a very hard one for him.  There can be few thing more difficult than to have been a 
person so thoroughly mentally alive, continually enjoying life and the creativity of one’s own 
mind, and then to be reduced so quickly to having lost the capacity for most of your former 
pleasures.   

Being with Raymond during this period taught me a lot about aging in general, but also about the 
hell of going from a life one enjoys to having next to no real pleasures left … something we see 
happening to people all around the world these days, from war or famine. 

The last time I talked with Raymond by phone, only a few days before his death, we 
commiserated together about now President Donald Trump, who had just placed Steve Bannon 
on the National Security Council, who had nominated a man who hated the EPA to head it, who 
chose a Goldman-Sachs banker as Treasury Secretary, etc., etc.….  It was a lively conversation. 


