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When most people think about The University 
of Texas at Austin in 1951, “diversity” is not the 
first word that springs to mind. But diversity 
is relative, and to Betty Taylor Cox, diversity 
meant people who were not from Dallas.

“There were students who were working their 
way through, there were artists, people who had 
a different view of society, had different issues 
they cared about, so that we began to think 
about a broader world. One of my journalism 
classes had one of UT’s first African-American 
graduate students, and one of the issues I 
remember was what the Texas Legislature then 
called the ‘red books bill,’ with books to ban in 
Texas. We met the world here,” she remembers.

Cox’s education in the early 1950s would 
be a springboard to a multifaceted career 

in communication. Indeed, you would 
be hard-pressed to find any alumnus 
of the college whose career represents 
more of its disciplines. Journalism, 
advertising, film and video documentary 
work — she’s covered the waterfront.  

Now, Cox is giving back to the university, 
contributing out of her individual retirement 
account (IRA) to help the Moody College 
of Communication purchase a green screen 
for its Department of Radio-TV-Film. Green 
screens — walls or flats painted green — allow 
artificial backgrounds to be added to a scene. 
Also known as chroma key compositing, the 
technique has become fundamental to TV and 
film production. The construction of Texas’ 
green screen started in June, and the result 
will be a seamless wall 20 feet tall and 70 feet 
long with a full 90-degree rounded corner. 
Other donors to the project include William 
Bollinger, Joe Phillips, and Larry Safir.

In addition, through two charitable gift 
annuities, Cox’s generosity will benefit the 

Moody College now and in the future, and 
provide her income during her lifetime. 
Betty is planning these gifts, along with 
a bequest, to make the greatest impact on 
the Moody College, while meeting her 
own financial and philanthropic goals.

Cox’s first year of college was spent on a music 
scholarship at The Hockaday School in Dallas. 
She then came to Texas as a piano major. “I was 
practicing three hours a day, and they decided 
that I was not destined for the concert stage.” 
(Still a music lover, she plays cello in two 
community orchestras in the Metroplex.) Her 
attention turned toward journalism. “From a 
personal standpoint, I wanted to know more 
about the world. I had been on newspapers in 
high school and thought I was a good writer.

(above) Betty Taylor Cox 
with Leonard Bernstein at 
the after-party of the 1976 
Broadway premiere of 1600 
Pennsylvania Avenue. Cox 
was Coca-Cola’s liaison 
during development 
and production of the 
show, which Coca-Cola 
funded to celebrate 
America’s bi-centennial.

(right) Cox visiting the 
Moody College this year
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Jill of All Trades
Communication triple-threat Betty Taylor Cox 
is giving back to the Moody College

I went into journalism so I could see the world, 
be part of it, make an impact on things.”

In journalism school and at The Daily Texan she 
found her calling. “I believe that journalism 
has the power and responsibility to change 
attitudes. A democracy depends upon the 
free press. If we’re ever going to solve our 
problems and have peace in the world, we’re 
going to have to have journalists there telling 
both sides of the story,” says Cox, who still 
reads two or three newspapers each day.

She was so impatient to see the world that she 
and four friends, most from The Daily Texan, 
skipped their 1955 graduation and hopped a 
former Italian troop ship to Europe, traveling 
and staying in youth hostels for three and a 
half months. The young women would pass 
her portable typewriter from lap to lap, as 
they drove. They rented a French car, and 
soon wondered at how friendly the French 
were, waving to them as they came through 
the first town. A bit late, they discovered 
it was the finish line of the Tour de France. 
(They stopped in time.) Later, a transmission 
problem forced them to drive only forward for 
the rest of the summer, never backward — a 
fitting metaphor for the rest of her life.

From the 1955 Geneva Summit Conference 
 — where the four Daily Texan journalists 
outnumbered reporters from The New York 
Times — she filed stories with the Dallas Times 
Herald, then went to work there as soon as 
she came back. “In those days, if you were a 
woman your beat was ‘women’s news,’ which 
at that time was just a place to put wedding 
pictures, obits and few other things,” she 
recalls. “But my editor, Vivian Castleberry, was 
determined that we would provide real news.” 
She developed confidence in interviewing, 
and wrote features for the city desk. “I went 
undercover as an alcoholic at an AA convention, 
when it was a story that there were women 
alcoholics.” Her series made the front pages.  

But her alma mater would have one more 
influence on her path. “The thing that made 
Texas so special was its instructors. I had 
professors who took a personal interest and 
played a role in my life.” One of those was 
legend Dr. DeWitt Reddick. After Cox graduated, 
Reddick, a fellow Presbyterian, kept suggesting 
jobs outside her hometown. “He wanted to 

uproot me from my comfortable life in Dallas 
to work for the Presbyterian Church U.S.,” 
which Reddick served on various boards. 

In Nashville and later Atlanta, Cox handled 
media and publications for the church’s Boards of 
World Missions and National Ministries during 
the Civil Rights movement’s beginning, covering 
the 1967 “Poor People’s March” in Washington, 
D.C., that began LBJ’s War on Poverty and 
events as colonialism ended in Africa, sharing 
reports from their missionaries in the former 
Belgian Congo through UPI’s wire service.

The next chapter of her career opened when an 
acquaintance, an ad executive at Coca-Cola’s 
Atlanta corporate headquarters, told her he 
needed her there in marketing. “I hesitated after 
working on life-and-death issues ... ” But go she 
did, and there learned about the corporate world 
and filmmaking, as one of the company’s first 
female executives. She produced short films for 
the company’s brand managers and for nonprofits 
they supported — the United States Olympics, 
etc. — before leaving to start her own production 
company, The Communications Department, Inc. 

Her company, with offices in Dallas and New 
York, was hired by the United States Postal 
Service to produce basic training tapes for mail 
carriers and its first sexual-harassment tapes.  
She and her crew documented Superfund sites 
nationally for the EPA and produced training 
videos for communities and first responders, 
marketing and fundraising films/tapes for 
corporations, colleges and nonprofits across the 
country.  Several won CINE Golden Eagle awards 
as the best non-theatrical films of the year, and 
represented the United States internationally.   

 “I give to the university and the journalism 
school because I do believe we are what this 
country was founded on — as communicators we 
help make possible a free press and the exchange 
of ideas. There’s no substitute for what students 
learn here,” she says. “That experience at UT 
allowed me to help influence things in a changing 
world. And with my gifts to the university 
and the Moody College of Communication, 
I can continue to be a part of it.” ■
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While classrooms, libraries, and laboratories make up the formal nexus of a college education, 
it is the extras that form the larger part of our experience and memory—the fraternities 
and sororities, the intramural teams, and, in Rick Church’s case, the Longhorn Band.

Indeed, Rick’s experience in the band affected 
him so deeply that at age 62, he has made the 
largest gift to the band in its history — $4 
million. He also is paying off a $350,000 
pledge to the band ($250,000 to its Legacy 
Fund and $100,000 for scholarships).

Of course, one doesn’t typically become that 
financially successful solely by playing the tuba. 
Rick’s success stemmed partly from a varied and 
busy childhood. He was born in Los Angeles, 
and his family moved to Missouri when he 
was six because his father wanted to try dairy 
farming. Milking cows at 4 a.m. before going 
to school accustomed him to hard work. When 
he was 12, his mother tired of agrarian life, so 

the family moved to Houston, where his father 
founded a company that fabricated parts for 
NASA. Rick worked by his father’s side, first 
sweeping the floor, then gradually learning the 
basics of manufacturing before deciding, “I don’t 
want to be the guy who makes things, I want 
to be the guy who designs things.” He decided 
to be an engineer around seventh grade. 

Rick came to The University of Texas at 
Austin to study mechanical engineering, and 
that department also is benefitting from his 
generosity to the tune of $3 million. At Texas, 
he studied extensively under Dr. Kenneth 
Ralls (now in his 50th year on the faculty) 
and earned money operating the scanning 
electron microscope in the materials lab. 

After graduating, Rick became a mechanical 
engineer in the oil industry as well as a 
successful entrepreneur. He still lives in 
Houston but frequents his scenic ranch near 
Bastrop, where he cares for his father.

He is leaving a significant part of his estate to 
UT. “I am privileged to be in this position to 

make a significant donation to the university, but 
everyone should give to what made them who 
they are. I want to give to the people who made 
me who I am — my mentors, my band directors, 
my professors in engineering. These people gave 
me everything. I just want to give back,” he says. 

Rick’s motive to give to the band is twofold: 
the first is sheer appreciation. It didn’t hurt that 
his time in the “Showband of the Southwest” 
coincided with a legendary era of Texas football. 
During his freshman year (1974) the band played 
at Super Bowl VIII, held in Rice Stadium. The 
final game of Rick’s student career was also 
Coach Royal’s final game. And his first two years 
at Texas were lived under the stern baton of a 
looming figure in Longhorn history. “Vincent 
DiNino was a big mentor in my life. I just can’t 
imagine the value he put into all these people 
over the 20 years he was there. I can remember 
walking into the stadium a few minutes before 
practice and him sitting on the top of his 
podium saying, ‘Mr. Church, if you’re on time, 
you’re late! If you’re early, you’re on time!’ ”

Rick’s second motive is a concern for the future 
of the organization. As funding pressure on 
universities across the country increases, bands  
 — especially large bands like Texas’ — are at risk 
of being underfunded, and Rick wants to shore up 
the showband’s margin of excellence and ensure 
it remains a thriving tradition far into the future.  

While Rick underwrites the band’s future, 
he’s as active as anyone in its present. In more 
than 40 years of Alumni Band days, during 
which up to 1,000 alumni return to perform 
at halftime, there have only been a couple of 
occasions when Rick and his tuba could not 
be found in the X of the “Texas” formation. 
“The tubas are always in the X!” he laughs. ■
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“I am privileged to be in this 
position to make a significant 
donation to the university, but 
everyone should give to what 
made them who they are."

Rick 
Church's 
historic gift 
helps ensure 
Longhorn 
Band's 
future.



In 1980, Microsoft was a scrappy little company 

with about 40 employees known mostly for 

producing computer languages like BASIC 

and FORTRAN. Annual revenues were just a 

few million dollars a year. That changed when 

they got a call from global computer giant 

IBM. Could they help with a top-secret project 

to build, in less than a year, an affordable 

personal computer for ordinary people?

Microsoft employee No. 7, Bob O’Rear, M.S. ’66, 

says his team proposed not only to produce 

languages for the new computer, but to build a 

complete operating system. It was risky because 

they’d never built one before, and it had to be 

done quickly. Their plan was to buy the rights 

to a bare-bones operating system developed 

by Seattle Computer Products and modify and 

expand it for IBM’s new personal computer.

“From the fall of 1980 to mid-summer 1981, I 
worked almost every day, all day on the IBM 
project,” O’Rear says. “I worked through all 
holidays and weekends, canceled vacations 
and basically put the rest of my life on hold 
as I worked to make the IBM PC a reality.”

The IBM PC was launched in 1981 and 
soon became the world’s dominant 
microcomputer. At its peak, IBM sold one 
PC every minute of every business day. The 
age of personal computing had arrived.

From the Panhandle to the Moon

Bob O’Rear was reared in the Texas Panhandle 
of the 1940s and ’50s by sharecropping 
grandparents. In high school, he was a B 
student with few aspirations. But a new loan 
program for disadvantaged students from 
his hometown, Perryton, helped him attend 
Texas Western College (now UT-El Paso).

He initially majored in physical education so that 
he could return to Perryton to coach tennis and 
teach health. But many students in his dormitory 
were engineering majors. “They teased me 
mercilessly about my PE major,” he recalls, “how 
easy it was and how difficult their major was and 
that it really took a lot of brains and superhuman 
effort to pass calculus and that I probably couldn’t 
handle it.” He signed up for calculus the next year 
just to prove that he could do it, and although it 
was extremely hard work, he made one of the 
few A’s in the class and changed his major to 
mathematics. “I was a full-fledged convert to 
the beauty and power of mathematics,” he says.

Graduating in 1964, he went on to graduate 
studies in math at The University of Texas 
at Austin. He took a course calculating the 
orbits of comets and planets and minored 
in astrophysics. He also studied computer-
programming in the math department, as 
there was no computer science department yet. 
He realized that his skills in math, computer 
programming, and astrophysics could be 
useful in the aerospace industry. “This was the 
mid ’60s, and probably the most glamorous 
job you could find as a math guy was working 
in the space program,” O’Rear remembers. 

When he finished his master’s in 1966, he 
joined a company in Redondo Beach, Calif., 
called TRW writing programs for top-secret 
spy satellites. Two years later he transferred 
to Houston to support the Apollo space 
program. O’Rear wrote algorithms to calculate 

reentry paths for Apollo command modules 
returning from the moon to ensure that they 
didn’t skip off the atmosphere, burn up, or 
splash down too far away from Navy ships. 

“It was exciting, and it took an awful lot of work,” 
he says. “It was very similar to the Microsoft 
experience in the sense that you worked very 
hard and you played hard, and you were doing 
something that you felt was really important.”

Giving Back

After Apollo, O’Rear worked on various military 
and aerospace projects and co-founded a company 
that made automated manufacturing systems.

In 1977, a friend told him about a six-person 
software company in Albuquerque looking 
for someone with programming and math 
skills. “He told me about this young guy, Bill, 
who was running the company and looked 
about 13 but was very knowledgeable about 
computers,” O’Rear remembers. “I interviewed 
with Bill Gates and Paul Allen. It took no time 
to realize that both of them were very talented.”

He joined the team, and it grew to 12 people. 
They moved to Bellevue, Wash., in 1979. The 
following year, they received that fateful call 
from IBM. After the successful launch of the 
IBM PC, O’Rear opened Microsoft subsidiaries 
in Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, Hong 
Kong, and South Africa. He retired in 1993.

In his retirement, O’Rear joined UT’s College of 
Natural Sciences Advisory Council and helped 
raise funds for a new computer science building. 

“Before that building, they were scattered all over 
campus,” says O’Rear. “They didn’t have their 
own building or identity, and it was hampering 

their ability to attract young new professors 
into the computer science department.”

He convinced Bill Gates to contribute to the 
effort. As the fundraising effort for what would 
become the Gates-Dell Computer Science 
Building was nearing its goal, O’Rear wanted 
to find a way to thank Gates. So O’Rear funded 
a student research program in Gates’ honor 
that would advance one of the billionaire’s 
major interests: global health. That program, 
DIY Diagnostics, is a research stream within 
the Freshman Research Initiative. Student 
researchers in the stream work on a range of 
projects from developing apps to detect skin 
cancer to crafting a cheap, portable device 
to test mosquitos for malaria or Zika.

“The big accomplishment here is that we’re 
showing kids what research is like and how 
fun it can be,” he says. “We’ll develop plenty of 
additional scientists doing this. If they discover 
something important from the research, it 
will be the cherry on top of the sundae.”

O’Rear lives near Seattle with his wife, Cathy, 
and continues to support the college in many 
ways, including through IRA transfers and 
service on its advisory council. He says his 
time in graduate school at Texas made a huge 
mark on his career, from introducing him 
to astrophysics and computer programming 
to connecting him with potential 
employers in the aerospace industry.

“My career would never have gone anywhere 
if it weren’t for The University of Texas,” says 
O’Rear. “That really opened the doors for me.” ■

(left) Bob O’Rear (second 
row, far left) was employee 
No. 7 at Microsoft, a small 
software company that 
mostly wrote software 
for computer languages at 
the time of this company 
photo (1978); Bill Gates 
(front row, far left) and 
Paul Allen (front row, far 
right) are also pictured.

(above) O'Rear visiting the 
College of Natural Sciences
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Microsoft’s Bob O’Rear, formative figure of the PC age 

who guided astronauts home, is helping his alma mater 

create new stars.
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Wondering how to include 
the university in your will? 
Here's the language we 
suggest:

I hereby direct $  (or  
percent of my residual estate) in 
cash, securities, or other property 
to the Board of Regents of The 
University of Texas System for the 
benefit of The University of Texas at 
Austin.

This gift shall be for the further 
benefit of [college, school, unit] 

and shall be used to [purpose] 
 .

As with any decision involving your 
assets and/or estate, we urge you to 
seek the advice of your professional 
counsel when considering a gift to 
The University of Texas at Austin.

Friday, April 6, 2018 
11 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.  
Robert B. Rowling Hall

The Texas Leadership Society was founded 
in 1997 to honor the remarkable generosity 
of the 1,400 alumni and friends who are 
giving nearly $1 billion in lifetime and future 
support for UT’s mission. The luncheon is 
a chance to reconnect with friends, meet 
outstanding faculty and students, and learn 
about the latest on the Forty Acres.

It’s not too late to become a member and 
join President Gregory L. Fenves for this 
special event. For more information, please 
contact giftplan@austin.utexas.edu or call 
800-687-4602.
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