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Pr of essor  Machek has spent  half  of  his f r uit f ul lif e linked, in one way or  
anot her , t o Cuba, f or  he ar r ived f or  t he f ir st  t ime in our  count r y pr ecisely 35 
year s ago. He appear ed in t he island somewhat  by accident , as a vict im of  t hat  
st yle of  his t hat , pr obably, has caused him mor e t han one pr oblem: his 
incapacit y t o say “no” when somet hing is asked of  him. Though he is pr of oundly 
cult ur ed, J oseph is a man deeply Czech and absolut ely pr aguensian; he loves 
his count r y and his cit y in a  ver y special  way, and enj oys t hem wit h t hat  quiet  
st yle of  his t hat  many of  us know. I  have t he impr ession t hat  only t her e does 
he f eels t r uly comf or t able.  Once he expr essed t o me his convict ion t hat  “lif e 
has t o be lived allegr e ma non t r opo”,  a phr ase t hat  cer t ainly r eveals an 
essent ial f eat ur e of  his per sonalit y. 
 
Maybe all of  t hese t hings explain t he f act  t hat  he has never  been at t r act ed 
by t he possibilit y of  t r aveling abr oad, t o t he ext ent  t hat , even t hough he was 
bor n in such a cent r ic Eur opean enclave,  you could count  on t he f inger s of  one 
hand t he count r ies he has visit ed. 
 
Some year s ago, int r igued by t he f act  t hat  in t he 60´ s he would have come t o 
t his inf or mal and noisy t r opic, so dist ant  f r om his nat ur al st yle, I  asked him 
about  t hat  myst er ious event  in his biogr aphy. He t old me t hat  once, at  t he end 
of  t he 50´ s, a  f unct ionar y of  his univer sit y asked him t o go f or  a couple of  
year s t o collabor at e in an anglophone count r y of  Af r ica; he declined t he 
invit at ion, but  not  absolut ely (I  don’t  know if  he has ever  been able t o say no 
t o anyt hing in an absolut e way, unless, of  cour se, it  wer e a dishonest  pr oposal). 
I n or der  not  t o decline complet ely, he answer ed t hat  he would go if  it  wer e a 
Spanish speaking count r y, because at  t he t ime  he was st udying Spanish on his 
own, and f elt  t hat  such an exper ience would help impr ove his knowledge of  
t hat  language. Lit t le did he suspect  t hen t hat  he was going t o f all int o t he t r ap 
of  his own kindness. Ther ef or e, a f ew year s lat er ,  he was unable t o r ef use 
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when t he same f unct ionar y inf or med him t hat  t her e was a Lat in-Amer ican 
count r y wher e he could be usef ul. 
 
Cuba had at  t hat  t ime a cer t ain t r adit ion in pur e Mat hemat ics. Some 
impor t ant  Cuban scholar s had st udied in Fr ance and t he Unit ed St at es, and 
had lef t  a t r ail in our  Univer sit y. But  r egar ding St at ist ics t her e was har dly 
any knowledge; we didn’t  count  wit h pr of essor s, nor  books, nor  did we have any 
exper ience beyond some convent ional r udiment s. Machek was t he man most  
r esponsible f or  t he r adical change in t his sit uat ion. 
 
I n t his cir cumst ances, his cont r ibut ion was essent ial t o t he st r uct ur ing of  t he 
syllabus of  t his specialt y. He t aught  pr act ically all t he cour ses:  t he basic 
t hemes of  pr obabilit ies and t he f ir st  cour ses on inf er ence, as well as sampling, 
gener al linear  models, exper iment al design, mult ivar iat e met hods, et c. His 
cont r ibut ion was decisive in t he f or mat ion of  t he Cuban pr of essor at e, and he 
wr ot e br ochur es on almost  all t hese t hemes. Those document s, which wer e of  
r emar kable t echnical clar it y and depur at e Spanish, ar e st ill consult ed, and 
wer e t he pr imar y gr oundwor k f or  books t hat  some of  his st udent s published 
af t er war ds. Machek’s mast er y of  our  language (one of  f ive or  six he is f luent  
in, what  makes him a t r ue polyglot ) was cr ucial t o t he achievement s of  t hese 
goals; in f act  he has mast er ed it  t o t he ext ent  t hat  he f r equent ly puzzled his 
colleagues and st udent s wit h subt le quest ions r at her  t ypical of  a linguist ic.  
 
Machek has lef t  a lot  of  anecdot es t hat  pass f r om st udent  t o st udent . His 
limit less kindness not  only includes t he convent ional aspect s linked t o his 
scar ce at t achment  t o mat er ial benef it s, but  also t o  t he int ellect ual spher e. I  
r emember  t hat  somet imes,  moved by t he quest ions of  a st udent ,  Machek 
f igur ed out  gener alizat ions, f ounded solut ions and developed elegant  and 
or iginal pr oper t ies t hat  r esult ed in t heor ems of  his own cr eat ion, which wer e 
per f ect ly demonst r at ed in t hose sheet s of  paper  neat ly manuscr ipt ed wit h 
which t he st udent  would t hen r et ir e t o car ef ully st udy. The next  day, when 
conf r ont ed by t he quest ions of  t hat  same st udent  in r elat ion t o some aspect  
of  t he t ext , it  wouldn’t  be st r ange f or  t he pr of essor  t o answer  quit e nat ur ally: 
“Look, in t hat  t heor em you invent ed yest er day...” t r ansf er r ing t o t he st udent , 
wit hout  hesit at ion, t he f r uit s of  his pr ivileged int ellect . 
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Somet ime af t er  his ar r ival at  our  School of  Mat hemat ics, Machek met  
Mer cedes. At  t he t ime she was a st udent  of  t he school and of  himself , and she 
has been his cheer f ul and loving  par t ner  in lif e ever  since. 
 
Thanks t o t hat  special link, af t er  he concluded his wor k at  t he Univer sit y of  
Havana, he r et ur ned mor e t han once t o our  count r y dur ing t he 70 ś and 80 ś. 
He was t hen connect ed most ly t o our  Minist r y of  Public Healt h, par t icular ly t o 
it s Division of  St at ist ics, and lat er  on, t o t he I nst it ut e f or  t he Development  
of  Healt h, in or der  t o wor k as an exper t  of  t he Wor ld Healt h Or ganizat ion as 
counselor  f or  t he solut ion of  pr act ical pr oblems and in t he ar ea of  
post gr aduat e educat ion, of  which he was st r ongly f ond. 
 
I n addit ion, Machek cont inued his educat ional wor k f r om Pr ague. He became 
t he post  gr aduat e advisor  f or  some of  us who t hen had t he pr ivilege of  
st udying and pr epar ing our  PhD ś under  his guidance. His gr eat  ver sat ilit y 
gave him t he capacit y t o advise on any t heme: f r om t he ar ea of  sampling (as in 
my case) t o st udies of  mor t alit y and pr oblems associat ed wit h t he analysis of  
ant hr opomet r ic and psychomet r ic dat a. He was also r esponsible, t o a gr eat  
ext ent , f or  t he special f eeling of  love t hat  developed in some of  us t owar ds 
Czech cult ur e. He t aught  us ever yt hing wit h t hat  same nat ur al at t it ude, 
pat ient  and mast er y he used t o t each st at ist ics: st r eet s and monument s of  
Pr ague, t wist s of  Czech language and br ewer ies, f olklor ic t r adit ions and 
musical pieces of  t he Czech bar oque, but  always wit h a pr of ound r espect  
t owar ds our  own Cuban cult ur e t hat  he, wit h his open spir it  had lear ned t o 
enj oy and was cont inually nour ished by. On t he ot her  hand, t hr oughout  t he 
year s, it  was a common pr act ice t hat  we would r eceived by mail (not  elect r onic 
mail by t hen) t he answer s t o all our  quest ions. Machek mediat ed in our  
pr of essional cont r over sies and r eviewed our  paper s (somet imes he vir t ually 
wr ot e t hem), t hough always managing t o maint ain as much anonymit y as 
possible. So it  went  f or  many year s, unt il  our  pr of essional st at ist icians began 
achieving levels of  aut onomy t hat  would have made it  an abuse t o cont inue 
depending on his mast er ship.  
 
Dur ing all t he year s of  his collabor at ion wit h Cuban Public Healt h, par t icular ly 
wit h t he I nst it ut e f or  t he Development  of  Healt h, I  have wor ked int ensely in 
t he f ields of  populat ion gr owt h and development , biological essays, qualit y 
cont r ol, est imat ion t heor y, demogr aphic pr oblems, clinical t est ing and t he 
pr ocessing of  epidemiological dat a. I  have not  known a st at ist ician in any par t  
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of  t he wor ld wit h t he amazing capacit y of  Machek t o gr asp pr act ical pr oblems 
pr esent ed t o him and inst ant ly build a st at ist ical model r eliable and f ecund. To 
his except ional abilit y of  under st anding a pr act ical pr oblem of  any kind in all 
it s subt let y, one must  add his abilit y of  t r ansf or ming it  t o pr obabilist ic 
language, f r om which it  is possible t o wor k er udit ely t o achieve at  last  a 
t r anspar ent  int er pr et at ion and, t her ef or e, an answer .  
 
As if  t his wasn’t  enough, all t his is made in sit u : he was never  t hwar t ed at  
unr aveling an algebr aic or  comput at ional pr oblem f or  lack of  a calculat or  or  a 
t able. I t  was as if  he had t he t ables f ixed in his mind; and, in any case, a pencil 
and a sheet  of  paper  wer e enough f or  him t o calculat e logar it hms, squar e r oot s 
or  ar csines (wit h t he r equir ed level of  appr oximat ion), act s mor e f it t ing of  a 
sideshow magician, except  t hat  he does it  wit h t he simplicit y of  someone f or  
whom mat hemat ics is his nat ur al language. I n my opinion, only t he pr over bial 
modest y of  pr of essor  Machek has kept  him f r om at t aining posit ions of  wor ld—
wide f ame.  
 
I n r eviewing our  cont act  wit h him, I  must  also of f er  t hanks t o t hose f or ces of  
r andomness which have placed  Pr of essor  J osef  Machek in my per sonal dest iny 
and in t hat  of  my count r y.  
 


