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IT IS A PLEASURE for me to open another issue 
of our wonderful journal Explorations. The 
2014 issue, like others before it, is a snapshot 
of the wonderful creative work that UC Davis 
undergraduates can produce. This great group 
of students presents a multitude of fascinating 
topics, from a deep study of laughter in 
romantic relationships to the study of meiosis 
in cellular division.  These essays and scientific 
reports illustrate the wonderful world of 
inquiry, thought, beauty, and creativity that we 
cultivate within our university. We admire all 
those insights and discoveries, all those jewels 
of thought and analysis, all those beautiful 
pieces of art and emotion, all those incredible 
tales and stories, all those innovative machines 
and technologies! Our scholarly work is 
precious, delicate, unique, and truly a wonder 
to behold. But what makes such creativity 
possible? Where did it all begin? And what 
keeps scholars and artists going in such 
endeavors?  
 In trying to answer those questions, I 
cannot avoid remembering my own beginnings 
as a scholar. When I was a freshman in college 
I had the luck of taking a wonderful 
introduction to geometry. Dr. Alberto Barajas 
was a white-haired 70-year-old with sparkling 
eyes and a well-trimmed moustache, who 
reveled in the beauty of classical geometry and 
the magic of Euclid, Archimedes, Diophantus, 
Pappus, and Poncelet. A smartly dressed man 
always wearing a tie, he had what we thought 
of as a very old-fashioned and eccentric  

 
manner. He would always address everyone as 
Mr. or Mrs. Last-name. But every so often, in 
the middle of a mathematical proof or a 
lengthy calculation, he would stop and reward 
us younglings with beautiful stories and 
anecdotes. For example, he told us about how, 
as a young Harvard Ph.D., he discussed his 
dissertation with Albert Einstein and how he 
met some of the great mathematicians of the 
1940s.  
 Class was a discussion not for the faint of 
heart, a true engagement of the mind. He 
would often challenge us and question us, 
question every response, and give greater and 
greater challenges and puzzles. And then 
again, those wonderful stories of the history of 
science and of life! He would often quote the 
words of Newton, Galileo, to drive the point 
that they were not quite different from those 
you read in declarations of love in Romeo and 
Juliet, or in the intense poetry of Whitman. He 
would tell us how university professors 
rejuvenate every new academic year with the 
incoming of the freshmen and their fresh 
energy, emotions and intellects. He asserted 
many times to be blessed by his students. All 
of us would only smile politely and admire his 
flame and energy. It was all so exciting to hear. 
 More than 30 years later, I can still taste 
the memories of those early years in college. 
Unlike the young man I was years ago, I 
eventually began to think a 50 year-old man is 
not so old after all, that a Ph.D. degree cannot 
make a fool wiser and, that being a college 
professor is indeed a gift akin to owing a real 
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time machine and getting paid to have fun 
(most of the time anyway). By now I have had 
the pleasure and honor of collaborating in 
research with more than 50 undergraduate 
students and over a dozen Ph.D. students. I 
have taught students in six universities and 
four countries; although culture and education 
systems vary, the one common characteristic I 
find is that young scholars have the boundless 
energy and desire to grab to ideas and beauty 
for creation. 
 My belief today is that while scholarly 
creative work is clearly based on techniques 
learned, organization, constant practice, 
experiments, etc., there is an essential 
ingredient that is required to produce the best 
work: Passion! Passion to understand, passion 

to solve problems, passion for seek beauty and 
emotion, passion to say what nobody dares, 
passion to debate and question, passion to 
assemble the ideas of thinkers from long ago, 
passion to practice, and above all else passion 
to persevere in the face of challenges.  The 
passion once conveyed to me by my teacher. 
 As these student authors graduate and 
leave UC Davis, some will join graduate 
schools or go work for business, industry or 
government.  I have also learned that having 
passion is essential even beyond academic life. 
Thus I venture one piece of advice to all these 
young scholars:  Keep that flame alive! Stretch 
your arms and reach for your passion in every 
aspect of your life. 
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