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A. W. Tucker: 
Some Reminiscences

Prepared with the assistance of Alan and Tom Tucker. 
Based on a memorial resolution written by Harold W. Kuhn.

From my father, I learned about setting high
standards for one’s self and others. I suspect that
he struggled as much as I with welcoming mis-
takes as an opportunity to learn. Although he was
not put off by arrogance in others, humility was
his personal creed. He modeled, for me, integrity.
In my eyes, the story of his standing up for a Cana-
dian colleague who had been branded a spy dur-
ing the McCarthy era became emblematic of this
integrity. He modeled, too, an unusual combina-
tion of restraint and forthrightness. He more
often than not knew when to speak out and when
to keep his counsel. 

He truly believed “less is more”, that in sim-
plicity lies elegance. I remember my father once
saying that his favorite form of communication
was the telegram because it forces clear and full
expression using few words. I wager that it was
the extreme care with which my father felt com-
pelled to choose words that made writing such a
difficult act for him. 

He showed, to my mind, an unusual willing-
ness to encourage risk taking in others, support-
ing them in their pursuit of unconventional
ideas—and sometimes behavior. He was an “en-
abler” in the best sense of the word. 

He showed an unflagging commitment to the
importance of teaching and learning. Because I
did not follow the family tradition and become a
mathematician, I assumed through much of my
adult life that I marched to a different drummer.
Amazingly, it only dawned on me recently that
my passion for improving teaching and learn-
ing—in my case in elementary and secondary
schools—flowed from my father. 

Like the best of teachers, my father taught
what mattered to him through his example,
through what he did and, just as importantly, did
not do. He taught through anecdotes—for me, a
conversation with my father involved listening
much more than talking. Most importantly, he
gave me—and, I suspect, others—the room to dis-
cover on our own the power
of what his guidance and
stories suggested, thereby
allowing us to claim these
lessons as our own.

—Barbara Tucker 
Cervone

This image of Al Tucker,
written by his daughter
after his death, captures
the man, the mathemati-
cian, the leader, the inno-
vator remembered by so
many of us. Albert William
Tucker, who was Albert
Baldwin Dod Professor
Emeritus of Mathematics,
died at the age of 89 on
January 27, 1995, after a
long illness. He was one of the last surviving
members of a group of mathematicians who, in
the ‘30s and ‘40s, transformed the mathemat-
ics department of Princeton University into an
internationally renowned center for mathemat-
ical research. The lists of positions held, honors
conferred, and projects completed are far too
cold and impersonal to convey his essential

“He showed an
unflagging

commitment to
the importance
of teaching and

learning.”
Barbara Tucker Cervone
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achievements; it is the human evidence that is
most real and important. He was known to his
friends, his colleagues, and his students as “Al”,
and so we shall call him here.

No one can replace him in my life, for he was the
friend with whom I felt the closest accord on why
we are in this world and what we are supposed
to do with our lives. Perhaps it was our shared
experience as Methodist ministers’ kids. The
Methodists believe that “sal-
vation” is achieved by “good
works” more than by profes-
sion of faith. That is, one is
here to serve one’s fellow
man. As adults neither Al nor
I retained these religious pre-
cepts explicitly, but one never
outgrows such early influ-
ences, and neither of us tried
to. So I think that Al and I,
having taken up mathemat-
ics as our “religion”, both felt
that it had to make good in
people’s lives.

—Bill Duren

Born and reared a Cana-
dian, Al repeated his senior
year in high school to win a
scholarship to enable him to
attend the University of
Toronto, where he sought
training to become a school
mathematics teacher. After receiving his B.A.
and M.A. from the University of Toronto, he de-
cided to continue studying mathematics. He
came to Princeton for graduate work in 1929.
This choice was made against the advice of his
professors in Canada, who wanted him to study
in Europe or, if he insisted on the United States,
at Harvard or Chicago. His selection was made
on the basis of a graduate catalog that listed
courses by Veblen, Lefschetz, Alexander, and
Eisenhart in various areas of geometry that ex-
cited him; the catalog itself he found fortuitously
as the only book in an empty office that was given
him when he taught at Toronto the year he
earned his M.A. He applied too late to Princeton
to be admitted with an assistantship, but on the
basis of his teaching experience in Canada,
Tucker was appointed a part-time instructor for
the 1929–30 school year with a salary of $1,000
and free tuition.

Thus began Al Tucker’s distinguished career
as a teacher. After completing his Ph.D. under
Lefschetz, he joined the Princeton faculty in
1933, was appointed assistant professor in 1934,
associate professor in 1938, and professor in

1946. He succeeded Emil Artin as Dod Profes-
sor in 1954, retiring to emeritus status in 1974.

Al Tucker’s initial research interests were, as
a student of Solomon Lefschetz, in topology.
Although he had a substantial introduction to
applied mathematics during World War II, a
major shift in his research occurred in the sum-
mer of ‘48, when he initiated a research project
with two graduate students on the mathemati-
cal foundations of linear programming. That

project, with major support
from the Office of Naval Re-
search, continued until
1972. The special quality of
Tucker’s leadership is
shown by the large number
of young people who pro-
duced basic results in game
theory, mathematical pro-
gramming, and combina-
torics while participants in
this project. Seven of the
students supported by Al’s
project went on to become
members of the National
Academy of Sciences, and
another student of his
earned a Nobel Prize in eco-
nomics.

As chair of the department
at Princeton (1953–63) and
an acknowledged leader in
mathematical research, Al

used to tell his professors that nothing they did
was as important as teaching freshman mathe-
matics. Partly this was Al’s idealism, the residue
of that early upbringing that obligated him to
serve. But it was also hardheaded business real-
ism. He made the point that any entrepreneur
who has an essential business that brings in the
money necessary for his existence knows that he
must assign some of his best people to that ac-
count and make sure it is well served. By contrast,
a math professor’s pride and professional ideal-
ism lead him to think that his research is the most
important thing he does. Without diminishing
the value of that research, Al reminded him that
in the real world his livelihood comes from ser-
vice to students, and at Princeton that must be
service of the highest quality.

—Bill Duren

Al’s commitment to teaching, especially in
freshman calculus, was reflected in deeds as well
as words. On top of his large, active ONR research
program and his duties as department chair, he
assigned himself a full (two-courses-a-semester)
teaching load during the ’50s and ’60s. Further-

“Al reminded
professors 

that in the real
world their

livelihood comes
from service to

students.”
Bill Duren
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more, he was the lead professor in the large fresh-
man calculus course one semester each year.

I first met Professor Tucker in the summer of
1952. I was an undergraduate at MIT, and I took
a summer course in game theory from him. The
course was very intense, and Al took a personal
interest in all the students, so I got to know him
quite well. Since that time I have greatly appre-
ciated him for his human qualities as well as for
his dedication to mathematical teaching and re-
search.

In the fall of 1953 I started graduate work in
the Princeton mathematics department. From
the beginning it was clear that Al was the per-
son most responsible for the smooth running of
the department. The atmosphere in the old Fine
Hall was exceptional; it was stimulating, and it
had that rare mixture of friendliness and com-
petitiveness. This optimal environment was
largely due to Al’s management of the depart-
ment, his leadership, his sense of fairness, and his
commitment to research and teaching.

During 1953–54 I was an active participant in
Al’s game theory seminar, and in the summer of
‘54 I worked on his game theory project. Al’s
contributions to these endeavors, his support and
encouragement of all the students and young
mathematicians involved, and above all his gen-
erosity were truly admirable. Over the years
game theory has become an indispensable tool
in economics and in the social sciences; it is clear
that much of this grew out of Al’s initiatives and
leadership.

From 1968 I knew Al as a colleague in the
mathematics department and had a chance to
appreciate him from that perspective. He was
always interested in encouraging talent, as wit-
nessed by the fact that both Milnor and Nash
were his students. Al was also a superb admin-
istrator and organizer, and at the same time his
decisions were always fair.

Thinking about Al’s influence on mathemat-
ics, one also has to mention his early work on the
foundations of algebraic topology, his pioneering
role in the publishing of mathematics with the
founding of the Annals of Mathematics Studies,
his seminal work on the reform of mathematics
teaching, and his oral history project. Each of
these endeavors has earned Al deep respect and
gratitude from the mathematical community.

—J. J. Kohn

Princeton shared his teaching talents on a
number of occasions with Stanford, MIT, Dart-
mouth, Arizona State, as Phillips Visitor at Haver-
ford College, as visiting lecturer for the Mathe-
matical Association, and as guest lecturer at the
Rockefeller Institute. He was Fulbright Lecturer
at four Australian universities and lecturer at

several European universities for the OEEC. In the
year following his retirement, he was the Mary
Shepard Upson Visiting Professor of Engineer-
ing at Cornell University.

Behind this formal record stands a veritable
army of active mathematicians who give evi-
dence of a man who taught them with exquisite
care and precision. Among them, John Milnor,
as a freshman, heard from Al Tucker the Borsuk
conjecture on the total curvature of a knot and
then solved the problem. Marvin Minsky, a pio-
neer in artificial intelligence, was taken on by
Tucker as a Ph.D. student when no one else was
either qualified or courageous enough to do so.
Von Neumann discouraged John Nash from pur-
suing his novel ideas about game theory, but
Tucker encouraged Nash to push ahead. The re-
sult: Nash shared the 1994 Nobel Memorial
Award in Economics for his Ph.D. thesis on non-
cooperative game theory written under Al
Tucker’s supervision in 1950. Al was an infor-
mal mentor to literally hundreds of talented
young mathematicians at Princeton and else-
where. The satisfaction this minister’s son found
in helping these young people was the greatest
joy in his life, according to his children.

I remember the many examples Albert Tucker
gave to me and to all those around him: exam-

Al Tucker, high school graduation portrait
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ples of generosity with his time, resources, and
vast knowledge of many subjects, not only math-
ematics; examples of precision in writing, in
speech, and in thinking; and above all, examples
of teaching! Although I did not think of him as a
dynamic or charismatic lecturer, in all my years
I have never known anyone else whose every
word choice was so precise as to convey the max-
imum content with the minimum number of
words—truly a difficult optimization problem!

I have always known that, had it not been for
his willingness to take risks and his faith in oth-
ers, I, for one, should never have earned a doc-
torate at Princeton. I owe my livelihood to his will-
ingness to sponsor me and to be my advisor at a
time when there were many on the Princeton
mathematics faculty who would have been just
as happy to see the women students go else-
where—sad, but true.

—Marjorie L. Stein

Al was generous with his teaching materials
as well. His examples and teaching exercises
have found their way to the mathematical pub-
lic more often than not through the books of oth-
ers. Al spent most of the 1956–57 academic year
as the MAA national visiting lecturer. He visited
over eighty colleges. The following year John
Kemeny was the MAA visiting lecturer and, in try-
ing to keep up with Al in the number of schools

visited, dropped out in the middle of the year
with a serious case of pneumonia.

He was a statesman of the mathematical com-
munity of the first rank. He was a Council mem-
ber and trustee of the American Mathematical
Society, president of the Mathematical Associa-
tion of America, a vice president of the Ameri-
can Association for the Advancement of Science
(AAAS), chairman of the Conference Board of the
Mathematical Sciences (CBMS), and chairman of
the Mathematical Programming Society. It was
characteristic that his service extended beyond
the confines of individual mathematical orga-
nizations to strengthen our ties with other sci-
ences through the AAAS and to unite the math-
ematical community through the CBMS. At the
highest national level, his wisdom was sought
as a member of the first President’s Committee
on the National Medal of Science and as a con-
sultant to the President’s Science Advisory Com-
mittee. In all of these positions, his colleagues
learned to appreciate the wise deliberation with
which he confronted any task, large or small.

In the late ‘50s, he was chair of the College
Board’s Commission on Mathematics that helped
launch the reform of the school mathematics cur-
riculum. He chaired the AP Calculus Committee
for the College Board from 1961 to 1963 (his son
Tom chaired the same committee twenty years
later). Again, the measure of his service is not

Department of Mathematics, Princeton University, 1950-51. Back row: Tate, Tukey, Spencer, Lyndon,
and Bargmann. Front row: Tucker, Artin, Lefschetz, Church, and Feller. Missing: Bochner, Fox, Steenrod,
Wigner, and Wilks.
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in the number of offices held, which were nu-
merous, but rather in the quality of the final
products and in the many jewels of expository
mathematics that bear the imprint of his clarity
and elegance.

Out of his many achievements, he was most
proud of two which must be cited here. In
1934–39 he was in charge of the Princeton Math-
ematical Notes and then organized and man-
aged its successor, the Annals of Mathematics
Studies from 1941 to 1949. This was the first pa-
perback series produced by photo-offset tech-
nology from typewritten manuscripts that
brought important works of higher mathemat-
ics to a wide audience of students and re-
searchers at a reasonable cost. He co-edited six
of the first one hundred volumes himself.

A second project was undertaken when Al
Tucker was 79. He then initiated an oral history
of mathematics at Princeton in the ‘30s. Funded
by the Sloan Foundation, it consists of roughly
three dozen interviews and more than one hun-
dred hours of tape recordings. The interviews ex-
plore the conditions that enabled Princeton to
develop one of the best mathematics depart-
ments in the world. Of the three dozen inter-
viewees, he was acknowledged by the director
of this project to be the most responsive and to
have had the best memory.

The example that Al set in advancing the in-
terests of mathematics was compelling to his
children. His two sons, Alan and Thomas, both
mathematics professors, divided up his research
interests, one working in combinatorial topology
and one working in graph theory. Both have
been very active in collegiate mathematics edu-
cation and professional service; both have served
as MAA vice presidents. His daughter Barbara is
a special assistant to the president of Brown
University with responsibility for coordinating
the Annenberg Program for the Schools.

Al Tucker played a major role in the development
of the Dartmouth mathematics department in
the early ‘50s. At that time a young, newly ap-
pointed dean of the faculty, Donald Morrison,
was given the job of rebuilding the Dartmouth
faculty. He started with the mathematics de-
partment.

Morrison went to Princeton and sought advice
from Al, who recommended John Kemeny. It was
a strange recommendation, since John was much
too young to take on the job of rebuilding a math-
ematics department and, besides, he was very
happy with his appointment in the philosophy de-
partment at Princeton. However, John had a
great deal of respect for Al’s advice (John had
known Al since his freshman year at Princeton
as his first mathematics teacher). This respect to-
gether with Morrison’s persuasiveness led John

to accept the Dartmouth offer. Al did not stop
there, and others of us found ourselves rather
mysteriously encouraged by him to go to a small
college in New Hampshire that I, at least, had
never even heard of.

—J. Laurie Snell

John Sloan Dickey, president of Dartmouth
College, showed his appreciation to Al Tucker by
inviting him and his family to be his special
guests at the Dartmouth Winter Carnival and
then, more significantly, in June 1961, by award-
ing Al an honorary doctor of science degree. By
this honorary degree President Dickey made Al
a permanent member of the Dartmouth family.
Not being content with such an abstract rela-
tionship, Al married President Dickey’s special
assistant, Mary Shaw, completing a wonderful re-
lationship with Dartmouth. 

The citation, composed by President Dickey
and read on the occasion of the award of the hon-
orary degree, contains one of the most fitting
tributes to the qualities of Al Tucker’s life. It cap-
tures such a large share of the debt we owe him
that it seems proper to paraphrase it here: 

[Over six] decades ago [he] began an academic
career at Princeton which became a mission to
mathematics. In a field where scholarship scores
only if the idea is both new and demonstrably true,
[his] ideas have won their way in topology, in the
theory of games, and in linear [and nonlinear]
programming. But even in mathematics a mis-
sion is more than ideas; it is also always a man,
a man who cares to the point of dedication, whose
concern is that others should care too, and who
can minister to the other fellow, as the need may
be, either help or forbearance. Because [Al Tucker
embodied] in extraordinary measure both [the]
profession’s love of precision and man’s need for
conscientious leadership, mathematics in Amer-
ica at all levels is today higher than it was and
tomorrow will be higher.
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