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Rich: Well, it’s a famous—it was not my family alone.  I mean, it was a large 

community of people that came to central Kansas, or south central Kansas at that 
time, and basically became farmers and a few became doctors. 

 
Williams: Right, right.  What’s the biggest city in that region? 
 
Rich: Wichita.  So I grew up in several different small communities and one larger 

community called Newton, which is a large community of 15,000.  That’s a big 
city in Kansas, and it was a railroad city.  Santa Fe Railroad is still very big in 
Kansas, but Wichita was the only real city. 

 
Williams: And what was your schooling like in Newton? 
 
Rich: Well, I only went to high school in Newton.  By the time my family moved to 

BB
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Rich: He lived until I was a full professor at Baylor College of Medicine, so he didn’t 

see the administrative evolution of my career into being dean of a medical school 
and things like that, but he saw through most of my most active research career. 

 
Williams: He was probably very proud. 
 
Rich: I think he was. 
 
Williams: So after Oberlin, where did you go? 
 
Rich: I went back to Kansas and went to medical school in Kansas, and then after 

graduating from medical school, I went to the University of Washington for a 
residency in internal medicine, and following that, I went to the NIH [National 
Institutes of Health].  I could have gone to Vietnam, but I decided the NIH was 
probably more to my liking for that period of service, and then after three years at 
the NIH, I went to Harvard Medical School for a couple more years, and finally 
got a job at Baylor College of Medicine. 

 
Williams: And while you were at Harvard, were you getting some special degree or was that 

just— 
 
Rich: No, I was not in a degree program.  Both at NIH and at Harvard I was basically 

finishing up my certification in internal medicine and then doing certification in 
allergy and immunology as a clinical activity, but the vast majority of my time 
was in the laboratory.  So I was in the laboratory.  In fact, I started in the 
laboratory at NIH in the same lab on the same day as Tony [Anthony S.] Fauci, 
who is the longtime director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 
Diseases.  He was directed by Dr. Sheldon Wolff, but the person whom I was 
working with was Charles Kirkpatrick, whom I had originally started working 
with when he was at the University of Kansas when I was a medical student, and 
then he became an investigator at NIH.  And then I followed Baruj Benacerraf 
when he went from NIH to Harvard.  I went up there as a postdoctoral fellow, but 
working more closely with Dr. Carl Pierce. 

 
Williams: Someone just this week talked about Dr. Baru— 
 
Rich: Baruj Benacerraf, yes. 
 
Williams: Yeah, yeah, yeah.  No, no, Dr. Burr—I can’t even remember his name.  I just 

interviewed him.  Burkaroff. 
 
Rich: Burakoff? 
 
Williams: Uh-huh. 
 





Robert R. Rich, 5/11/2015 
© 2016 The American Association of Immunologists, Inc.  5 
 

Williams: And your wife happily went along with you? 
 
Rich: She did.  She did.  She’s an immunologist, too, so we set up—we each had our 

own laboratories, but we collaborated a lot.  In the early part of our career, we 
collaborated extensively. 

 
Williams: Where did you two meet? 
 
Rich: We met at Harvard. 
 
Williams: Was it love at first sight? 
 
Rich: No, no, but it didn’t take too long. 
 
Williams: So you married in Boston. 
 
Rich: We married actually in Houston. 
 
Williams: Ah, I see, I see.  Okay.  So what kind of a program did you set up at Baylor? 
 
Rich: Well, my primary appointment was in the Department of Microbiology, actually, 

although I had a secondary appointment in the Department of Medicine because I 
was a physician.  So the laboratory was very much a basic science laboratory.  
The main object of study was the mouse.  And after a few years, I think within 
about seven years, I was a full professor there, and about that time I was invited to 
become an investigator with the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, and I spent the 
next fourteen years or so as an investigator with the Howard Hughes Medical 
Institute, as well as having my own NIH grants and things and having my own 
independent laboratory.  Howard Hughes was, as it still is, a very good place to be 
able to do research. 

 
Williams: Did you have any clinical responsibilities at Baylor? 
 
Rich: Yeah, yeah, I did.  I saw patients on the general internal medicine services one or 

two months a year, and so I never had a—and this was by intent—I didn’t have a 
large stable of my own patients, so I always did my clinical work either at the VA 
Hospital or at the county hospital, so I never had to charge for my medical work, 
and I could do it because I enjoyed it, and I very much enjoyed the teaching, but it 
meant that I could have my primary focus in the laboratory. 

 
Williams: And what about the students that you were able to draw on at Baylor? 
 
Rich: Well, I had wonderful students at Baylor, probably the most gratifying aspect of 

my professional career, and I still take pleasure almost every day when I look at 
the twenty-five dissertations that line one of my bookcases, because those all were 
very special people to me, the twenty-five students who did their thesis research 
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in my laboratory, about half of whom were M.D.-Ph.D. students, so we had a lot 
in common, and many have gone on to very distinguished independent careers, 
obviously. 

 
Williams: What was Baylor like in the scientific realm as a community? 
 
Rich: Well, first of all, it’s imbedded in the Texas Medical Center, the biggest medical 

center in the world, so there’s a richness, and Baylor was the big dog scientifically 
in the Medical Center at the time that I was first there.  There are a number of 
other big dogs now, but at that time Baylor was certainly the preeminent one, I 
think.  So it was a very rich scientific community.  It had good immunology in the 
Department of Microbiology, some in the Department of Medicine and some 
other departments, but it was a rich community and it continues to be.  I mean, it’s 
still a distinguished academic institution. 

 
Williams: And you said you and your wife have pursued different lines of investigation. 
 
Rich: Well, we were both interested in T-lymphocytes and we both were interested in 

regulation of the immune response, but after a couple of years, we went in 
different directions because we had our own trainees and own laboratories and 
things, so eventually, although we could still talk at dinner and understand one 
another, we were less formally collaborative after a few years. 

 
Williams: So at some point you began to take on more administrative responsibilities at 

Baylor? 
 
Rich: Yes, yes.  That happened by accident.  The Howard Hughes Medical Institute 

wanted to start a program in structural biology, and so we had to have a search 
process to, first of all, decide jus
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Rich: It had some impact.  Because my laboratory was running well at that time, I 

formally divided my day so that I would always be at least half a day in the 
laboratory, and so I had two offices, and both offices knew better than to try to 
call me out unless there was really something that needed urgent attention.  That 
worked pretty well, and I continued that until I went to the Emory School of 
Medicine, where my job was really pretty much full-time administrative.  Then I 
was recruited after that to University of Alabama at Birmingham [(UAB)] as the 
dean of the School of Medicine, and that was definitely an administrative job. 

 
Williams: [laughs]  Describe the transition from Baylor to Emory. 
 
Rich: Well, Emory wanted a full-time research dean, and I’d been at Baylor for twenty-

five years at that point, and I thought it was a good time to explore something 
different.  I very much liked the person who was the dean, who was recruiting me, 
Dr. Tom [Thomas J.] Lawley, a very prominent dermatoimmunologist, but he had 
been chair of the Department of Dermatology there, and he made a very good 
case.  He offered my wife a very good position too.  She became the director of 
the Office of Postdoctoral Education at Emory.  So we had two excellent jobs, and 
we decided to make the move.  We spent six years there and were very happy 
there.  We liked Emory a great deal. 

 
Williams: So your wife also was trending a bit into administration. 
 
Rich: Basically, we had made the decision together to move in that direction, that’s 

right, and so at UAB she’s now dean of the Graduate School for the Life 
Sciences. 

 
Williams: Were there times when you regretted having left the bench? 
 
Rich: Not really.  I mean, I had the feeling that, first of all, I wanted to leave the bench 

when I was at the top of my game, so I left it with active grants.  I had three NIH 
grants when I decided to—but I thought that the most creative times in a science 
life are at a relatively young age, and I think it’s mostly—not for everybody.  I 
mean, there are some very important exceptions, but I think it’s mostly a young 
person’s game.  And by this time I was in my late fifties, and I thought, “I know 
some things about how to get jobs done.”  So it was a very thoughtful, I think, 
rational decision that I’m at a time in my life when I can contribute more by 
taking administrative roles and leaving the science to people who are fifteen, 
twenty years younger. 

 
Williams: So did Max Cooper have any role to play in luring you to Birmingham? 
 
Rich: He was involved somewhat.  He was obviously the most important or most 

eminent immunologist at UAB when I went there, and certainly I had known Max 
for many years.  He had been an investigator at the Howard Hughes Medical 
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role of nurses and physician assistants and various therapists and social workers.  
So much of medicine involves the context of how you live, and it makes the 
physician far more efficient and effective, I think, in doing the things that he or 
she does best.  So, increasingly, accrediting bodies are demanding that students 
get training in an interprofessional environment of some sort.  They have to be 
able to demonstrate that they have to have had experiences with students from 
other healthcare professions. 

 
I’m the person who was for the first time charged with that responsibility, so that 
was another sort of new job that was created for me because I think nobody else 
wanted it, because it’s a very political kind of—and it’s very complicated because 
every school is very different and has very different curricula and very different 
flow of moneys into the school, and all of a sudden you have to try to cut your 
way through those thickets to get the money, the various deans of the various 
schools, collaborating to put money into something that is interprofessional and 
bringing the curricula into some sort of convergence, at least for short periods of 
time, to allow this. 
 
So it’s something that I’ve only been doing for less than a year now, but I’m 
finding it very challenging, harder than being a dean in terms of the complexity.  I 
understood what being a dean was like.  It’s not as demanding in terms of the 
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histocompatibility complex, and they’re called that because they are the 
molecules that govern the rejection of tissue grafts between two people.  But 
they’re also absolutely central to this whole process of recognizing self, rejecting 
non-self. 

 
There are a number of molecules within that complex whose function has been 
very well understood for decades, and then there are a number of molecules that 
structurally look the same but didn’t seem to have any kind of a role, and, in fact, 
were regarded, generally speaking, as just more so-called junk DNA.  And we 
figured out what some of them can do that have very specialized role in host 
defenses, and since that initial discovery, I think the field has expanded so 
nobody’s just talking about these things being junk DNA.  They’re actually 
specialized niches of defenses, and that was fun figuring that out. 

 
Williams: Where is the field in that particular exploration?  There’s a long way to go or not? 
 
Rich: I’d say there’s obviously still important questions to be asked, but I wouldn’t say 

there’s a long way to go.  I think the important thing to understand is the 
regulation of expression of some of these molecules and why they pop up and 
where they pop up.  So there are a lot of questions that are still open, but I think 
the biggest questions about the role of the major histocompatibility complex 
generally are pretty well understood now. 

 
Williams: Are there translational implications to your work? 
 
Rich: Yeah, I think so, I mean particularly in terms of understanding now the molecular 

interactions between the major histocompatibility complex and the receptors on 
lymphocytes, on T-lymphocytes for that foreignness.  There’s a huge interest, a 
huge translational interest in that, and also for treatment of autoimmunity in 
things because now the focus is really on what you can do either to promote or 
subvert those recognitions, obviously subverting it in the case of autoimmunity 
and promoting it in the case of immune deficiencies. 

 
Williams: In layman’s terms, how would you describe all of this? 
 
Rich: I think, first of all, that the immune system is everywhere.  Every organ system 

and every major disease class has an element of inflammation and immunity 
involved in it, and it’s gotten bigger and bigger, and that’s why the textbook that I 
edit is so big.  But at the heart of it, a great deal of it has to do with this process of 
molecular recognition, and if you were born with some problem where you can’t 
do it right, that’s a big problem; you live in a bubble.  In fact, one of my co-
editors, Dr. William Shearer, on my textbook, was the doctor for the “bubble 
boy,” the famous “bubble boy” in Houston.  He’s one of the world’s authority on 
immunodeficiencies.  Another of my co-editors, Dr. Connie [Cornelia M.] 
Weyand at Stanford, is an authority in autoimmune diseases.  And we all come 
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together in this question of how you recognize something’s wrong in the 
recognition of foreignness and what do you do about it. 

 
Williams: Right, right.  Good explanation.  Let’s talk about the AAI for a bit here. 
 
Rich:  Sure. 
 
Williams: When did you become a member, do you recall? 
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Williams: Right.  And among the committees you served on in the AAI was Public Affairs 

for a while. 
 
Rich: Yes, yes. 
 
Williams: What was that like?  What are your recollections of that? 
 
Rich: Oh, I have lots of recollections about that.  I started off as a member of that 

committee because I was interested in the political arena, and I think a year later I 
became chairman of that committee, and I served as chair for—I don’t know how 
long.  It was not term-limited at that time, so it was for a long time. 

 
And I had the great good fortune of having a mentor who was at that time the 6(ecabout)-2( (ere(r)-12 tit)-6tn)-8(0(02 Tw  a)6(t a)6(r)5(e)6(e Tc 0  
-3y)21Tc 0)4-5 T8T-18.053( hep/TT0w 8002 t)2(n)-8(g)12(m)0(2(ha)4(t-2 )]TJ  ( t)-nn2(.  )]TJ
-0.0ea)4(t Tc -0.002uI)9( )]T0
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Williams: And the doubling occurred during that period of time, is that correct? 
 
Rich: The doubling, actually during most of the time that I was chair, we were working 

on getting the doubling to occur, and then it was shortly thereafter that it actually 
did occur. 

 
Williams: Which was in the George W. Bush administration. 
 
Rich: Yes. 
 
Williams: Right, right, right.  Now, you also had a long association with The Journal of 

Immunology [(The JI]). 
 
Rich: Yes. 
 
Williams: Talk about that. 
 
Rich: Well, The JI and I go back almost to the beginning of my research career, in the 

sense that I got started, obviously, as an ad hoc reviewer for papers.  And after I’d 
done that for a while, I became an associate editor and then eventually deputy 
editor under Frank Fitch.  And when Frank’s term was finished, they asked me if I 
would take the job, and I said yes.  
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was more than about two years old.  So what I decided to do was take papers that 
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timeliness with which you completed the job and the absence of any bad reviews.  
Those were our three criteria.  The latter didn’t happen too often; happened 
occasionally.  The former two were very helpful, because if we had not been 
using you just because we knew you and we liked you, but you hadn’t been 
recommended as an ad hoc reviewer, you’re probably not going to get asked to be 
an associate editor.  And the killer for you was when as an ad hoc reviewer you 
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Rich:  No, that was after it. 
 
Williams: Oh, I’m sorry. 
 
Rich:  No, it was not ’99.  I’m sorry.  It was, I think, 2008 or something. 
 
Williams: That was the Lifetime Achievement Award. 
 
Rich:  Oh, I’m sorry, okay.  So what was ’99? 
 
Williams: It was the Service Award, Distinguished Service. 
 
Rich: Yes, that was because of my service—I’m sorry.  That was due to my service as 

chair of the Public Affairs Committee. 
 
Williams: Oh, really?  Uh-huh.  So you did exceptional work in that Public Affairs 

Committee I— 
 
Rich: I would say Pat and I did exceptional work. 
 
Williams: Because increasingly that became an important element. 
 
Rich: Well, we could take credit for doubling the NIH, maybe.  [laughs]  I mean, I’m 

being facetious, but it happened on our watch; I mean the decisions were made. 
 
Williams: Right, right.  And today, in today’s world, it’s ever more critical. 
 
Rich: And people are talking about doubling again.  They’re beginning, at least, to talk 

about it.  I don’t see any life in it at the moment, but there are some members of 
Congress who think it’s time for it to happen again, so obviously it’s time for the 
AAI Public Affairs Committee to be talking to those folks. 

 
Williams: Right, right.  So tell me about your reception of the Lifetime Achievement Award. 
 
Rich: 
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reception during the meeting, and they invited lots of people from the AAI and 
things, so it was a nice affair. 

 
Williams: Right.  You have served on a tremendous number of editorial boards. 
 
Rich:  Quite a number, yes. 
 
Williams: Can you generalize about the realm of scientific publication these days? 
 
Rich: Well, first of all, the number of journals continues to explode, and people now 

think that it all ought to be free, which, of course, it can’t be.  Somebody has to 
pay the cost.  But there has been this whole tension between free online versus 
who’s going to pay for it, and that’s still a tension.  But more and more things are 
online and at basically no cost, or no cost at least after some period of embargo 
has gone by, which is the way The JI has been functioning.  So the whole process 
of publication in science has changed dramatically in the past decade, and I think 
that certainly the digitization of the scientific literature is a huge plus.  People 
don’t go to libraries anymore to look up scientific articles.  I mean, you do that at 
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Congress, and working on ethics in science, working on all the kinds of things 
that bring us together as scientists.  FASEB has grown and grown and grown, so 
now it has—I don’t know the actual number of societies in FASEB now, but it’s 
in the twenties.  So it’s a big organization.  Some 130,000 people are members of 
societies that are members of FASEB. 

 
Williams: Right.  What thoughts do you have on the status of immunology today and where 

it’s headed? 
 
Rich: Well, I was once told by one of my first mentors, Charles Kirkpatrick, he said at 

the time I first went to work for him as a medical student—I had been interested 
in the process of differentiation of cells, how cells understood what they were 
supposed to do, and I had come to the independent notion that there was no organ 
system in the body better to study for that question than the immune system, 
because the immune system was so accessible by simply drawing blood, and you 
could understand how cells differentiated in a test tube.  You couldn’t do that with 
liver cells, at least at that time, or heart cells or kidney cells, but you could 
actually study it.  So I went and talked to Dr. Kirkpatrick, and I said, “I’m 
interested in differentiation, and I wonder if the immune system—.”  He was a 
junior immunologist at that time at University of Kansas.  I said, “I’m wondering 
whether immunology isn’t the study in the area for me to be working on.” 

 
And he said, “Well, I don’t really know about the future of immunology, but I’ll 
tell you for sure it certainly has a present.”  And that phrase has stuck with me, 
except now I have become more and more convinced over my lifetime, my career 
in science, that the future has become increasingly brighter than the present.  I 
mean, it’s one of those fields where the most important questions are still out 
there to be answered, and it gets brighter and brighter every day as we realize how 
the immune system pervades practically everything about how people are healthy 
and how they get sick.  So I don’t think there’s a better field, and I’m more 
convinced than my previous mentor was about the future.  I think the future is 
glowing, provided that the resources are there for young people to enter it and 
spend their time working on their science rather than just writing grant 
applications. 

 
Williams: But the issue of resources is huge. 
 
Rich: The issue of resources is really big, and I think the tragedy right now is, first for 

all, it’s very hard to get purely academic jobs, but, second of all, too quickly 
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Williams: Are there any courses in the curricula at medical schools today on how to grant-
write? 

 
Rich: Not in medical schools, but there are in graduate schools.  Medical students, by 

and large, are not mostly going into doing research, but graduate students, of 
course, are.  So graduate students and postdocs now have a lot more formal 
education in terms—not necessarily not always in courses, but there is a lot of 
attention to trying to give students and postdocs help.  And one of the things that I 
tried to do as a mentor when I had trainees in the laboratory was get them 
involved in that process.  It certainly helped me, because they brought their ideas 
into the process, but I was able to rationalize that helping me by helping them, 
because they were learning the process of how you write a grant or how you 
review a paper, because I had them help me review papers and things, too, and 
that was learning the ropes of being a professional scientist as opposed to just 
being a graduate student. 

 
Williams: Talk a little bit about your family and how being part of a family interconnects 

with being a scientist. 
 
Rich: Well, none of our children are scientists, and I think the hard part is—there are 

three children, they all are very accomplished, we’re extremely proud of all three 
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whole family, all our grandchildren and everything, go to Santa Fe almost on an 
annual basis, and we go there at a time where we can indulge one of the other 
passions of my wife and me personally, which is the opera.  We go to opera a lot, 
and Santa Fe opera is one of our favorites.  But we also like to go for the annual 
Indian market when Indians come from all over particularly the Southwest, and 
there are hundreds of thousands of people in this small town of Santa Fe, New 
Mexico.  We go, and I give each of the grandchildren a small grant of money, and 
they can go and deal with the—and it’s all selling Indian stuff.  But some of it, 
you see multi-thousand-dollar checks just crossing the card table for some of the 
things.  Not from me, but from people who are serious collectors.  It’s sort of a 
zoo, but it’s great fun. 
 
I guess my other thing that I spend serious time at is food and wine.  I have a 
substantial wine cellar and I like to cook.  So that’s pure recreation. 

 
Williams: Have you kept up the Indian dancing? 
 
Rich: Just on rare occasion for my grandchildren, and when I’m purely out socializing 

with my wife and we’re dancing, she says I’m still Indian dancing.  [laughs] 
 
Williams: Do you have a full Indian regalia when you— 
 
Rich: I did, and I still have a good bit of it.  One of the things I treasure every day are 

my beaded moccasins, which I have out in a place that they’re displayed, and then 
I have various things displayed around, so that my moccasins are my favorite. 

 
Williams: Good.  Anything else you want to say in terms of this historical record? 
 
Rich: Well, you know, I saw that question, and I sort of thought I’d just share as a sort 

of conclusion, a couple of the things that I have thought have been the guideposts 
of my own career sort of in developing leadership, a few key words that I use, and 
I guess the first one was simply integrity, that people know that when you say 
something, they can trust you.  And the second one was about promises.  Be 
careful when you make them, and then when you make them, keep them.  And 
another was diligence in the sense that when you’re asked to do something and 
you accept the task, be sure you deliver and deliver on time.  Always get it in on 
time. 

 
And then I guess one of the most important is resilience, because there are going 
to be serious disappointments along the way for anybody who has a career both—
it doesn’t matter whether it’s simply in research or whether it’s in any other kind 
of professional thing, there are going to be some real setbacks.  And if the 
setbacks really set you back, it’s a real disadvantage.  If the setbacks set you back 
for a day or two and then you’re up and going again, that counts a lot. 
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And I guess the last one is always remember the Golden Rule.  It trumps 
everything.  Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  And that was 
the guidepost of my family when we were growing up and it’s my guidepost 
today. 

 
Williams: Thank you, Dr. Rich. 
 
Rich:  Thank you. 
 
[End of interview] 


