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Dedicated to the Memory of

 David Blackwell







Prologue

December 7, 2023 M.D. Anderson Tumor Institute

“You have been diagnosed with advance liver cancer

 with a life expectancy of one year”



My Parents
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My Mother’s Teaching
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• Pride.

• Belief that you can: Si se puede.

• Good work habits.

• Global excellence.



Stage I

Our Humble Beginnings

Circa 1957

(An Early Love For Cars)
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“Almost Grown’’
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Bobby Tapia

The Computerized Driver



In 1959 in a highly publicized match 
race, Bobby in the little Chevy Almost 
Grown beats Art Arfons in the Green 
Monster.

 “Bobby The Giant Killer”

David and Goliath Revisited
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Bobby Moves Up To Top Fuel
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“Taqueray Flamb ƴ𝐞”

Courtesy of Artist David Peters



1968

Bobby Sets World Elapsed 

Time Record
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1968

Richard earns a Ph.D. 

in Math from UCLA
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An Audience Vote
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• World record in fuel dragster

or

• Ph.D. in Math from UCLA



My Mother′s Teachings
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Global Excellence



Stage II
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Happiness and Early Success
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Circee 1960   Richard 1968
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Academic Success

• 1970 Hired by Rice

• 1972  Promoted to Associate Professor 

    with Tenure
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Stage III:

The Delicate Balance of 

Academic Success and Outreach

1972 A time to embrace giving back in 

 terms of addressing underrepresentation

Why? I have been there, I understand, 

  I can help and I have tenure.
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Rice RAMAS 1972
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Stage III

Personal Tragedies Along The Way
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1977
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1982
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Jean

Three Strikes I Am Out
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Stage IV

Coping Mechanism

Jean: A Need to Return to Dance

Richard: A Need to Return to Cars
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Richard: Return to My Roots by 

Building a Show Car that is 

World Class

1970 Chevelle Malibu SS

“Heavy Metal”



“In the Beginning”
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“Heavy Metal”

Three Times National 

Show Car Champion
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“TOO ETHNIC”
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My Mother′s Teachings
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Global Excellence
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Use Mathematics to 

Create a Psychedelic Video that 

Will Be a Part of the Car Exhibit

Mathematical Challenge
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Enter Rice Student Josef Sifuentes
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Incompressible Navier-Stokes Partial 
Differential Equations

Fluid Flow Simulation
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Flow Around the Chevelle Contour
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(flow inside Chevelle)

Make Contour of Chevelle the 

Boundary Conditions
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Fun with Singular Value 

Decomposition

Rank = 450
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Rank = 50
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Rank = 20
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Rank = 5
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 Incorporate sociological themes from 
the late 60’s and 70’s

◼ Rebellion!!!

◼ Heavy Metal music

◼ Muscle cars

Heavy Metal and the Seventies



61

The Movie
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Stage V
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A Renewed Commitment to 
Understanding and Improving 

Representation in STEM



How Are We URM Doing

 In Education?
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Blacks and Hispanics 

     In the Academic Pipeline*
Discipline Top 100 Departments 2007

Blacks Hispanics Asians (all)** 

Chemistry 1.5% 2.1% 10.5%

Math 1.5% 1.7% 16.6%

Computer Science 0.9% 1.8% 27.1%

Physics 0.7% 1.8% 13.0%

Chemical Engr 2.1% 3.3% 17.8%

Civil Engr 1.8% 4.3% 17.3%

Electrical Engr 1.7% 1.7% 28.4%

Mechanical Engr 1.9% 2.0% 26.0%

Biological Sci 1.4% 2.5% 12.3%

Earth Sciences 0.9% 2.3% 6.6%

*Hispanics were 14.8% of the 2006 US population  
**Asians were 4.4% of  the 2006 US population
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National Crisis

We Need More URMs is STEM Areas

We are here but we are not there
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In What Areas Do We Earn

Our Doctorates?



Change in STEM Faculty Demographics Over Time

(Nelson Diversity Surveys “Top 50”)
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• Civil Engineering
• Sociology

Hispanics
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• Sociology
• Political Science

African Americans



• Sociology
• Psychology

Females
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Everything but Sociology and Psychology

White Males
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• Electrical Engineering
• Mechanical Engineering
• Computer Science

Asians
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73

An Outreach Success: 
The Tapia Center

ELA 
Undergraduate

AGEP 
Graduate



The Tapia Center 

The Tapia Center has provided training and guidance to more 

than 6,000 students and 2,500 K-12 teachers and educated 

almost a quarter-million students and professionals about the 

importance of diversity and representation. 
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Tapia Center Efforts and Outcomes
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African-American Hispanic Mexican-American Native-American

PhDs (1999-2012)

31 31

89 PhDs students
53 Men
36 Women
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1992 

Elected to National Academy of 

Engineering 

(First Latino)

Academic Successes
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2005 

Selected as University Professor

Rice University

(First and Only Latino)

(Sixth in Rice History)



2011

Dr. Richard Tapia Receives

National Medal of Science
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Only Latino to ever win this award



My Mother′s Teachings
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Global Excellence
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Do I Belong?

Norbert Wiener

Solomon Lefschetz

H. Marston Morse

Oscar Zariski

John Milnor
Paul Cohen

Jerzy Neyman

William Feller

John Tukey

Kurt Gödel
Joseph L. Doob

Peter Lax



President Obama′s 
Comments

 Jean’s Performance
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The Full Spectrum of Participation



Concluding Remarks
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Epilogue



The Guiding Themes In My Life

“I am not the best, but

 I am Good Enough.”
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“If you sit on the porch with the big dogs, and occasionally 
bark like a big dog, the world will view you as a big dog.” 

-Richard Tapia
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My Two Greatest Accomplishments

 The National Medal of Science

 My 60th Wedding Anniversary
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”There are many beautiful things to celebrate in this world, and 

one is the 60 years of marriage of Jean & Richard Tapia, and the 

amazing love and support they have shown for each other, and so 

many others. What a privilege to celebrate with them last night 

and much enjoy their dance.”

David Leebron

President of Rice University
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Est. 1998

tapiacenter.rice.edu



Thank You
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