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The idea of this celebration started floating around some years ago, but the organizing began in earnest in August 
2008. Nine months and many emails later, we came together (in person or in our thoughts) as a scientific family to 
celebrate Rafi and Rose Haftka on Rafi's 65th year of life. 
 
Some of us had Rafi as a student at Technion or the University of California at San Diego. Some worked with him at 
Israeli Aircraft Industries, Structure Research Associates or NASA Langley Research Center, or during his 
academic career. Others met Prof. Haftka when he was teaching at Technion, Illinois Institute of Technology, 
Virginia Tech or the University of Florida. Many of us collaborated with him as he wrote 9 books and book chapters, 
247 journal papers, and 415 conference papers and NASA reports, or during his involvement with the professional 
organizations like AIAA and ISSMO. 
 
And yet a list of all these positions and numbers (plus his many professional honors) cannot convey the influence 
that Rafi and Rose have had on our lives. For this we need some words... from the people whom Rafi helped to 
optimize themselves. 
 
Thanks are due to all contributors and the AIAA staff for making this celebration possible. 
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We taught Rafi…
 
 
 

MENAHEM BARUCH 
Teacher 
 
Congratulations on Rafi’s birthday and may your wishes come 
true. Rafi was an excellent student and now is a brilliant 
scientist. He and Rosie are our very dear friends. Rafi and Rosie 
are like family for many years and share a lot of mutual 
experiences. I am citing one of the many Rafi’s rules: 

"If you see many Japanese in a Japanese restaurant you can be sure that it is a 
good one".  Rafi and Rosie, we love you! - Menahem and Ziona  Baruch 
 
 
 

JOSEPH SINGER  
Teacher 
 
Already in his undergraduate studies in Aerospace Engineering at 
the Technion, Rafi distinguished himself as an exceptionally 
brilliant student. As if this was not enough, he was 
simultaneously studying a full course in mathematics and 
completed both courses with high grades, creating a remarkable 

precedent.              
As I got to know Rafi better, I was less surprised at his achievements. I was very 
pleased that he became interested in structural stability and chose to study with me 
for his Master's Degree. This he did externally while working at Israel Aerospace 
Industries. Our joint work was not only intellectually rewarding, but also resulted 
in two much quoted papers that clarified the effect of discreteness of stiffeners on 
the buckling of stiffened shells. Rafi then went to the University of California at 
San Diego to study for his Ph.D. under the guidance of Professor Nachbour, who 
reconfirmed Rafi's brilliance. His later achievements, research and teaching in 
optimization are well known internationally. I personally am delighted that as I 
could judge from discussions and presentations, Rafi still continues emphasizing 
the importance of the basic physical concepts for evaluation of results that I tried 
to convey to my students years ago. I am also very impressed by Rafi's sound 
engineering sense that guides his work. 
It is indeed a great pleasure to congratulate one of my most brilliant students, 
Professor Rafi Haftka, on his 65th birthday and wish you Rafi and Rosie many 
years of continued achievements and happiness. 

 
 
 

ELI NISSIM 
Teacher, Collaborator  
 
I first met Rafi Haftka at the Technion – Israel Institute of 
Technology while Rafi was an undergraduate student at the 
Faculty of Aerospace Engineering, and I was then a young 
Lecturer, making my first steps in the world of Academia. Rafi 
was a very bright student with excellent mathematical abilities 

and deep intuitions in physics. During my term of office as Dean of the Faculty of 
Engineering at the Technion, I tried very hard and eventually succeeded to recruit 
Rafi to the Technion Faculty ranks. Unfortunately, this didn't last for very long 
and Rafi moved back to the U.S., joining the Illinois Institute of Technology. I had 
the good fortune to spend a year with Rafi during his stay at the Virginia Tech.  
We worked at that time on the optimization Cascade Blade Mistuning, and our 
research collaboration resulted in a joint publication. During this period of time I 
could clearly observe Rafi's rapid professional growth, professional maturity and 
his early emergence as a professional leader in his field. Rafi managed to 
cooperate closely with NASA for a long number of years, yielding an enormous 
number of publications that addressed important problems which could be 
addressed in many practical applications. 
Rafi is now a Distinguished Professor at the University of Florida and a 
recognized world leader in his field. We are all very proud of his remarkable 
achievements, and wish him a Happy 65th Birthday. We would also like to wish 
him and his wife Rosie many years of Happiness and Good Health, and many 
more productive years ahead. 
 
 
We are Rafi’s friends… 
 
 

DAMODAR AMBUR 
Friend, Collaborator 
 
I have known Rafi since 1983, when he was serving as a 
Professor in the Aerospace and Ocean Engineering Department at 
Virginia Tech.  At that time I was working as a Senior Research 
Engineer in the School of Aerospace Engineering at Georgia 
Institute of Technology, Atlanta.  Sometime before taking a 
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faculty position at Ga. Tech., I interviewed with Virginia Tech. for afaculty 
position and Rafi was my faculty host.  I vividly remember his kindness and 
consideration in accommodating the date for my interview and the level of 
comfort he offered during my visit.  I realized during this first meeting with him 
that both he and Rose liked Indian cuisine (and may be Indian students as well).     
I got to know Rafi more personally since 1989, when I joined the Structural 
Mechanics Branch headed by Jim Starnes, and most of his graduate students since 
that time.  I have also worked with Rafi more directly since the year 2000, while I 
served as the Branch Head for Mechanics of Materials and Structures at NASA 
Langley and as Division Chief for Materials and Structures at the Glenn Research 
Center.  He is one of those few professors that I have come across who 
understands and embraces the thought of eventual practical application of the 
research idea. I came to admire his thought process associated with the research 
problem development, the dedication and thoroughness he practices and expects 
from his coworkers, and the passion and childlike happiness that he exhibits in 
sharing and presenting his research results.  I believe that this spirit has been one 
of the key reasons for him to make lasting contributions in furthering the structural 
mechanics and design optimization disciplines and in developing the next 
generation of technical leaders in mechanics and design optimization. 
The other aspect of Rafi that amazed me over the years is his continued dedication 
to disseminating his research results to benefit the technical community.  Rafi is 
one of those very few professors that I come across each year at some of the key 
technical conferences.  He is a very active contributor to national and international 
technical meetings along with his students and continues to serve on several 
professional societies.  The recognition that he has from both the educational 
institutions that he worked at and the professional societies that he served is a 
testament to this. 
 
 
HOWARD ADELMAN 
Friend, Colleague 
 
I first met Rafi in 1971 when he began working at the NASA Langley Research 
Center as an NRC associate. Initially we became associated through a mutual need 
to carpool to work. Rafi was working on a multidisciplinary optimization 
procedure denoted WIDOWAC which I believe was intended to integrate 
structures and aeroelasticity for design of aircraft wings. At the time, I was 
employed in the NASTRAN systems management office.  However, as 
opportunity would have it, I was asked to transfer to the thermal structures branch 
to initiate research in optimizing structures for thermal considerations.  It was only 
natural that I asked Rafi to become involved in that area as well. 
That collaboration began an association, which lasted until the late 1980's.  Over 
the years Rafi and I worked together on a number of activities in the area of 
multidisciplinary optimization, thermal analysis, sensitivity analysis and shape 
control of thermally distorted space structures. When I became involved in  

management and began to disengage from research, I no longer worked with Rafi 
but we remained close friends.  My wife Ernestine and I also became close to 
Rosie and continue to value her friendship as well. 
I'm sure in comes as no surprise to Rafi's students and colleagues that I consider 
him to be the most intelligent people I have known. I am not afraid to use the term 
"genius" to describe him.  My definition of a genius is a person who can see 
through the most complicated concepts, understand them and then be able to 
explain them to someone less gifted and make the complications seem simple.  
That happened with Rafi and me many times and I appreciate it very much. 
I am pleased to have been able to add a bit of input to Rafi's testimonial.  
Ernestine and I wish Rafi a very happy birthday and wish Rafi and Rosie many 
years of continued health, prosperity and happiness. 
 
 

JASBIR ARORA 
Friend 
 
I would like to wish Rafi and Rose the best on this happy 
occasion. I have known Rafi and Rose for many years and have 
many fond memories of my association with them. The most 
memorable time that we spent together was at the NATO 
Advanced Study Institute in Troia, Portugal. We had long 

walks and discussions about, what else, Optimization. In addition, it has been 
pleasure working with him on the Journal of Structural and Multidisciplinary 
Optimization.  Wish them all the best for the future. 
 
 

ADITI CHATTOPADHYAY 
Friend 
 
I have known Rafi Haftka for the past 24 years, first as a 
stalwart in the field of Structural Optimization (area of my PhD 
work) and then as a valuable mentor and friend.  I was fortunate 
to share an office with Rafi at NASA Langley Research Center 
during a summer in the late 80's which started a friendship I 

value dearly to this day.  In addition to being a good friend, Rafi has been a great 
mentor to me during my professional career including co-nominating me for 
AIAA Fellow.  Humble to a fault, Rafi is well regarded by the Aerospace research 
community, exemplified by the awards and accolades he has received over the 
years.  I consider it my good fortune to be able to call Professor Rafi Haftka my 
mentor and good friend. 
Few people can match the energy and enthusiasm Rosie brings into the room 
when she enters.  Warm, friendly and caring Rosie is also a great contemporary 
artist. Rosie and Rafi complement each other as a couple very well. I have fond
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recollections of the time I spent as Rafi's officemate at NASA Langley, especially 
his scientific way of balancing the nutritional content of his meals which, at times, 
needed a candy bar to achieve perfect balance! 
 
 

ISAAC ELISHAKOFF 
Friend, Collaborator 
 
Rafi Haftka expresses humankind's quest for the best in his 
celebrated optimization book that had by now three editions. I 
met him first early Seventies when I became a lecturer at the 
Technion-IIT. He was giving a lecture that I attended; the 
seminar organizer who introduced him, Dr Moshe Ziv, 

pronounced a prayer, thanking God for Rafi and the attendees getting to this 
occasion.  Rafi's and my work intertwined in some interesting manner--he fell in 
love with uncertainties, whereas I became attracted to optimization; we wrote a 
paper together--its joint writing was a great joy.  Once I lectured at some 
university; there, I propagated idea of the term that I happened to coin, 'anti-
optimization' in conjunction with bounded uncertainty; in the questions and 
answers period, one faculty said:" I don't like the term anti-optimization; in fact 
had I gotten your manuscript for  review, I would have declined it!" I responded 
that another researcher, namely Mr. Optimization, Professor Haftka had endorsed 
it. He responded, "If Haftka had embraced this notion, I feel and am defeated!" By 
the way, Rafi gave the term an additional, unanticipated twist.  He is a champion 
of so many conferences delivering up to--if I counted well--whopping dozen 
papers sometimes; and he invariably gives podium to his students--bringing many 
of them with him, and asking them to deliver, to learn how to 'swim' in the cold 
sea of hot questions and answers thus raising the current and future stars of the 
profession. As always, behind the great man stands a great woman (full of advice 
and concern how Rafi's students will perform in life)! Her name is Rose... Without 
Rose the prospects for optimization wouldn't have been so rosy.  R&R (I mean 
Rafi and Rose)--it is a privilege to know you, and have you among our friends. 
Esther and I wish you both your optimized, best years yet, to be in the future! 
 
 

PERETZ P FRIEDMANN 
Friend 
 
Rafi belongs to a cryogenic society that will quickly freeze and 
preserve his head immediately after his demise.  Furthermore, 
they will keep his head in cold storage, for a fee, until society is 
sufficiently advanced so that his head can be transplanted into a 
robot or a human being.  Clearly, Rafi believes that this 

procedure will preserve his brain for the future. This has been a basis for several 

conversations on this matter between us, over the years. In one of these I 
speculated that his head or brain will be transplanted into a robot who 
subsequently will be sent to an asteroid or planet to mine important metals or 
some other commodity; and thus he might end up simply as a slave laborer.  To 
which Rafi responded with a smile by saying: "But at least I shall be alive while 
you will be dead". 
 
 

URI KIRSCH 
Friend, Collaborator 
 
Rafi and I graduated the Technion in the mid-1960s, Rafi at the 
Aerospace Engineering department, and I at the Civil 
Engineering department. The main research area of both of us is 
structural optimization but we but we met first only in the mid 
1970s, when Rafi spent some time at the Technion.  Since then, 

we had many opportunities to meet over the years, particularly during 
international conferences at the US and elsewhere.  We have had numerous 
professional contacts, and Rafi invited me to work at Virginia Tech during my 
sabbatical in 1988-1989.  
I always enjoyed our interaction. I consider Rafi as a first class leader and expert 
in the area of structural optimization, and I feel that I learned a lot from our 
discussions on topics of common interest.  I am always impressed by the depth 
and breadth of his knowledge, his creative way of thinking, integrity and honesty. 
Above all, Rafi is a good friend, and I am fortunate to have such a friend so many 
years. 
I am glad to congratulate Rosie and Rafi on this happy occasion 
 
 

GEORGE ROZVANY 
Friend 
 
First of all, I very much regret that I cannot say these few words 
personally, but unfortunately I have other commitments that I 
cannot postpone. 
Although I saw him at earlier meetings, I got to know Rafi better 
at the NATO ASI in Troia, Portugal in 1986, where we both gave 

principal lectures. Subsequently I met Rafi and his charming wife Rosie at many 
conferences.  Our professional association intensified from 1991 onwards, when I 
founded ISSMO, in which Rafi played a pivotal role. I spent a lot of time with the 
Haftkas and Berkes during the Cleveland AIAA MDO meeting, where we planned 
the first joint AIAA/ISSMO MDO meeting. This eventuated in 1994 in Panama 
City, under the Chairmanship of Jarek Sobieski. I also had some very pleasant 
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private programs with the Haftkas, Berkes and Sobieskis during the MDO meeting 
in Bellevue, WA in 1994. 
During the early nineties, I visited Rafi twice at the Virginia Tech., where he and 
Rosie looked after me superbly, even arranged some social activities including 
tennis partners. 
At the first ISSMO Congress in Goslar, Germany, I as interim ISSMO president 
nominated Rafi as the first elected President of ISSMO and I became the Secretary 
General.  As a result, we were managing ISSMO jointly during its crucial phase of 
getting established.  Later it was Rafi who kindly nominated me as life-time 
member of the ISSMO Executive Committee, with the title “Founder-President”.  
Rafi also played a central role in my journal SMO, particularly after he, at Jarek 
Sobieski’s suggestion, replaced Jarek as Co-Editor of the journal.  He is extremely 
active as Review Editor and Reviewer, but we also have a most intensive email 
correspondence about the journal, ISSMO and other aspects of life. 
On the occasion of his 65th birthday, I would like to wish Rafi from all my heart 
that he continues his highly successful carrier and SMO/ISSMO activity for a very 
long time to come. 
 
JAROSLAW SOBIESKI  
Friend, Collaborator 
 
My association with Rafi goes back to 1971 when he first appeared at NASA 
Langley Research Center as a newly minted post-doc resident.  Over the years of 
collaboration and frequent contacts that association blossomed into enduring 
friendship. On that basis, I could write pages about Rafi's many talents and 
virtues, so I must be very selective and will focus on his professional integrity and 
modesty. In regard to the former, Rafi always can be counted on to state his true 
opinion on a professional issue at hand, and to have that opinion objectively based 
on the facts and evidence involved, without having it colored by any spurious 
considerations. 
As to the professional modesty, Rafi's modus operandi has always been to 
collaborate with many people on astonishingly large number of different projects.  
He was making major contributions to each such undertaking and yet never 
insisted on claiming his share of credit letting facts speak for themselves. This 
generous attitude earned him recognition and respect among his peers and students 
as evidenced by the celebration we have here today. 
 

AKIRA TODOROKI 
Friend 
 
I sincerely offer Happy 65th Birthday to Dr. Rafael T. Haftka.  
It was 13 yeas ago when I visited Gainesville FL. I and my wife 
Sachiko vividly remember the short trip to Cedar Key FL.  Dr. 
Haftka and Rose took us there by a car with my daughter Mari.  

That was really happy memory for us.  When my daughter Mari caught flue, Rose 
kindly gave her a doll. The days in Gainesville with you were my happiest days.  I 
still enjoy visiting Gainesville and Cedar Key using "Google Street view" now. I 
really appreciate Dr. Haftka and Rose for your kindness.  I sincerely wish you 
long happy life from Japan. I am sorry I could not attend there. 
 
 

GARRET (GARY) VANDERPLAATS 
Friend 
 
Rafi and I never worked together but met many times at 
conferences.  I also had the pleasure to meet Rose on many 
occasions.  In 1987 Rafi and I both applied for a position at UC 
Irvine.  He called me at home on a Saturday to ask if I supported 
his proposal that they hire both of us.  I agreed immediately and 

if the university had agreed also, I would have remained in academia instead of 
living a life of poverty as an entrepreneur.  Rafi is a true academician and I wish 
him the best for the next 65 years. 
 
 
We Collaborated with Rafi… 
 
 

NATALIA ALEXANDROV 
Collaborator 
 
I met Rafi soon after I started at NASA Langley.  He visited 
with his students to inform a project team of his group's 
progress.  In our line of work, one meets many bright people.  
But Rafi impressed me immediately with a rare kind of 
intelligence – thoughtfulness, ability for a fresh look at a 

problem.  Having just then come out of grad school myself, I also particularly 
appreciated (then and on many later occasions) how generous Rafi was with his 
students and colleagues.  They are clearly his main concern and he was and is 
always eager to give credit and praise - a trait not very common in the academic 
world.  I became better acquainted with Rafi at a workshop in England. We got to 
talk about a subject of common interest and I was truly impressed with Rafi's 
intellectual integrity.  With acquired experience, it is easy to become invested in 
particular ideas, no matter the potential alternatives.  Seems to me, Rafi is free of 
this trait.  He is one of the few completely open-minded and fair-minded people 
I've met, always willing to examine the evidence, willing to entertain alternatives, 
declare “negative results”.  This is the essence of the scientific method and if ever 
I met an embodiment of that in the best sense – it is Rafi.  Above all, he is just 
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such a wonderful, kind man!  Happy Birthday, Rafi, and many, many happy, 
healthy returns of the day!  
 
 

JEAN-FRANÇOIS BARTHELEMY 
Collaborator, Student 
 
I first met Rafi when he joined Virginia Tech in the early 80’s; 
his arrival was godsend to me; all of a sudden the pool of 
optimization expertise at school had immensely increased.  
While Rafi was not my advisor, he always made time to act as 
such, counsel me when I had questions and support my first 

publications.  Since then, I’ve much enjoyed and learned enormously from 
collaborating with him on a couple of papers; I’m grateful for that.  
I’ve been drawn by Rafi’s insatiable curiosity.  At meetings, he’s always been the 
one asking the most nonlinear questions; showing that not only he’s been 
following the debate closely, but also that he’s been working out the broadest 
implications in his mind, on the fly.  Perhaps the most telling indication of how 
willing he is to learn is his statement to me once that he really enjoys to teach 
material he’s never taught before, because it forces him to spend some time 
learning something new and it broadens his horizons.   
I met Rose Haftka, soon after she and Rafi arrived in Blacksburg and have 
enjoyed visiting with her at a number of social and art events then; on a few 
occasions we met both of them with our parents when they were visiting from 
Europe.  To this day, more than 25 years later, before we take time to catch-up, 
before we even have time to greet each other, Rose will ask me ‘How is your 
mother doing?’, showing how much she remembers and cares. 
 
 

KUMAR BHATIA 
Collaborator 
 
I first met Rafi in 1972 when we both were NRC Post Doctoral 
Fellows at the NASA Langley Research Center, Hampton, VA.  
I was working in the Aeroelasticity Branch and Rafi was 
working in one of the Structures branches. He had learned 
about my dissertation on flutter optimization and came over to 

discuss some details.  He was developing WIDOWAC which was the first attempt 
at simultaneous strength and flutter optimization.  Our contact was very 
professional and brief at that time.  I feel now that I missed a great opportunity to 
collaborate with Rafi at that time.  Rafi had a large, beautiful picture of Rose at his 
desk. Even though I did not meet Rose till much later, it was clear how 
affectionate he was.  

After Langley, we both went our separate ways.  Eventually we reconnected when 
I started attending SDM conferences in the eighties. We would meet for breakfast 
or lunch and talk about optimization.  I always look forward to such meetings with 
Rafi.  By the time of our meetings in the eighties, Rafi had become internationally 
known as an author, teacher and a sage.  His questions at the conferences were and 
are without any pretensions, and he asks very humbly in order to learn.  If I had to 
choose two of Rafi's passions (besides his love for Rose!), I would choose the 
passion for learning in order to solve practical problems, and to teach his students 
through his learning while constantly reinventing himself. 
 
 

KYUNG K. CHOI 
Collaborator 
 
Rafi, congratulations on your 65th Birthday Celebration!  I 
wish I could attend this joyous event. Your technical 
contribution to the advancement in structural and 
multidisciplinary optimization area is immeasurable.   
During last 25 years that I have known you, I have tried to 

learn from you many exemplary things, including ‘to best serve our professional 
society’, ‘to be open minded in research’, and ‘to respect other researchers’.  I 
wish you preserve your health and continue to contribute to our technical 
community for long time to come.  Enjoy the celebration! 
I have enjoyed the dinner with Rose and Rafi at a restaurant in Gainesville when I 
visited the University of Florida in October 2007. 
 
 

NAM HO KIM 
Collaborator, Student 
 
Although I have known Rafi since I was a PhD student, my 
experience with him started when I joined UF in 2002.  I have 
had many experiences with Rafi: as a leading expert in my 
research field, a colleague in the department, a mentor during 
my assistant professor period, a role model for my career, and 

a good friend with whom I can discuss any issue.  Among them, I want to share 
my experience of Rafi's mentorship. Although many universities try to help junior 
faculty using mentoring programs, many of them often fail due to the uneven 
relationship between mentor and mentee.  It can be too professional or too 
personal. It can also be a vertical or horizontal relationship. However, I told my 
department chair that in my case the mentoring program was really successful due 
to Rafi. 
Rafi always emphasizes the importance of communication.  One of his recipes for 
successful communication is "put yourself into other's shoes".  And it was also the 
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recipe for his successful mentorship.  He always tried to look at issues in my 
perspective and told me what he would have done if he were in my situation.  In 
addition, no relationship will be successful if it flows in one direction.  He often 
asked my opinion on his plans.  Even if I had a very naive opinion, Rafi always 
tried to get the best out of it.  I was lucky to have Rafi as a mentor and I sincerely 
thank him. 
 
 

TAIKI MATSUMARA 
Collaborator 
 
I had a privilege to work with Rafi as a visiting researcher in 
the University of Florida from 2007 to 2008. Even though it 
was just a one year stay, I learned a lot from not only his 
academic advices but also his daily behavior, such as how to 
communicate and collaborate with others, his unlimited sense 

of curiosity, and keeping challenging.  It was truly the most wonderful experience 
I had ever. I realize that everything I learned from him always encourage and help 
me in my current job with several space vehicle development projects, where a lot 
of teammates work together.  
 
MITSUNORI MIKI 
Collaborator 
 
I was a visiting researcher at Rafi's laboratory at Virginia Tech, in around 1990 for 
about 3 months.  The research theme was optimum design of composites 
laminates using the lamination parameters method.  I really enjoyed my staying at 
Blacksburg.  Some years ago, Rafi visited Japan, and Prof. Murotsu and I had a 
pleasant time in Osaka.   
I really thank Rafi for introducing my optimization method in his book, Elements 
of Structural Optimization. I had been looking for meeting Rafi at SDM 
conference every year, at that time. Rafi, Happy 65th birthday to you! 
Your sincere attitude to the optimization research has affected my research career 
and I have achieved some new research projects from your comments on my 
papers. 
 
 

EFSTRATIOS NIKOLAIDIS 
Collaborator 
 
I owe Rafi a lot.  He taught me how to think clearly, present my 
thoughts, and make good professional and personal decisions. He 
shaped my career by encouraging me to work in the area of 
probabilistic methods. 

I first met Rafi in October 1986, when I interviewed for a faculty position at 
Virginia Tech.  What impressed me most was ability to understand and appreciate 
the potential of probabilistic methods after talking with me for about 10 minutes.  
After I joined Virginia Tech, Rafi and I worked on many projects in this area, and 
he always provided valuable guidance and ideas.   
Rafi helped me become a better teacher by attending my classes at Virginia Tech 
and giving me very useful feedback.  I learnt from him that a good teacher looks at 
the students and not at the blackboard.  He also tried to explain that I should not 
write something on the board and then stand in front of it, but I still need to work 
on this suggestion as evidenced by numerous student comments...  With this last 
exception, I use the lessons that I learnt from him in both my personal and 
professional life everyday. 
Rose influenced a lot my personal life.  She gave me valuable ideas and 
suggestions on a variety of topics including family life, childcare, and 
housekeeping.  All these suggestions have been very helpful and put to work 
everyday.  Rose was kind to give my family several paintings.  These make our 
house look beautiful and modern.   
 
 

SHARON PADULA 
Collaborator 
 
When not teaching classes, Rafi Haftka likes traveling to 
conferences and visiting friends and relatives.  He makes an 
effort to speak to everyone in their own language.  This allows 
Rafi to practice the many languages that he knows and creates a 
friendly atmosphere.  It is clear that Rafi enjoys talking with his 

former students and colleagues when he is on travel.  But, he also enjoys solving 
crossword puzzles and reading novels.  Rather than carry a ton of novels in his 
suitcase, he often swaps reading material with other conference attendees.   The 
one time that he swapped novels with me I gave him the new best seller “Jurassic 
Park” and he gave me a melodramatic pot-boiler about beautiful people living in 
New York City. This surprised me until I realized that Professor Haftka enjoys 
understanding people and social interactions as much as he enjoys understanding 
engineering and foreign languages!  
 
 

NESTOR QUEIPO 
Collaborator 
 
Rafi is a well-known international collaborator who has been 
awarded as such (e.g., UF, 2006 International Education 
Award Winner) and carried on collaborative research and 
written papers with around 30 colleagues representing 14 
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countries.  A personal note, though, may highlight two characteristics that make 
him such a special collaborator, and that could serve well all of us: i) his 
willingness to accommodate to people with different personalities and cultural 
backgrounds, and ii) his ability to make people around him, better. 
During the summer of 2003, I contacted Wei Shyy, then chairman of the AME 
Department at the U of F, and expressed my interest to spend the sabbatical there; 
Gainesville was the perfect balance for me of being close to home (Venezuela) 
and having an excellent academic environment.  He was quite receptive but 
somewhat conditioned the formal invitation (and funding) to a faculty willing to 
collaborate.  Rafi was quick to respond and encourage Wei to issue the invitation 
(aligned with i).  Funding was limited so Wei and I agree to a 3-month trial 
period.  I should mention that I had never personally met either Rafi or Wei, so, in 
retrospective, it was a bit of a gamble for all of us. 
I started the sabbatical on October 2003 and by the end of that year, it was clear 
that the academic collaboration (Rafi, Wei, Nam Ho Kim, and I), with Rafi´s 
pivotal role, had exceeded all of our expectations. I was granted a year extension 
(the sabbatical limit) and by the end of the year 2004 we had jointly advised 
several Ph.D. students, and written half a dozen conference and journal papers and 
a successful NSF proposal (aligned with ii).  To this day, the collaboration 
remains strong and has extended to include other faculty (B.J. Fregly), always 
with the active participation of students from the U.S.A., and Venezuela. 
Feliz Cumpleaños, Rafi! Tu amigo, Nestor 
 
 
 

BHAVANI SANKAR 
Collaborator 
 
I have known the name R.T. Haftka since I was a graduate student 
in the early 80’s.  I had seen him at AIAA meetings but never got 
introduced to him because there was not much overlap in our 
research areas.  The first time I met him was in 1994 when he 
visited University of Florida.  We started collaborating 

immediately after he accepted the job at UF, and our collaboration has continued 
till the present time. 
I feel fortunate to have Rafi as my colleague.  I have learnt a lot about teaching 
and research from him.  Rafi is very serious about what he does and that sense of 
seriousness also leads to perfection in his work.  He never misses our research 
meetings.  He is meticulous about writing papers or making exam problems.  For 
him research is not only about new findings, but also training students and makes 
them find new things.  He is very patient and very persistent in his work.  I hear 
SNL is finding it difficult to find someone to imitate Obama.  They will have a 
tougher time finding a cast for Rafi. 

WEI SHYY 
Collaborator 
 
Rafi is one of the most unusual colleagues I have met in my 
career. He is technically excellent, always working hard, and is 
most collaborative. He always sees a bright aspect in any 
occasion. His view is often unemotional, objective, and 
pragmatic.  

In the span of 14 years that we have known each other and collaborated, we have 
had more than one or two cases that we had different opinions.  However, I view, 
sometimes in hindsight :), our differences as highly valuable for me to see 
something else that I may not have realized. 
I wish there were more colleagues like him.  He makes any institution better.  
Congratulations, Rafi and Rose! 
 
 

JOANNE L WALSH 
Collaborator 
 
Rafi and I first “met” about 35 years ago in 1971 when he was 
a LaRC NRC fellow.  He was at one end on second floor in 
B1148 and I was at the other end near the computer room.  He 
had to walk by my cubicle to use the card reader, keypunch, 
and printer.  I got to know Rafi as a colleague, teacher, and 

friend starting in the early 1980’s when Jarek’s Multidisciplinary Optimization 
Branch (MDOB) was formed.  I was in Howard Adelman’s group along with Phil 
Shore and Charlie Camarda.  At that time Rafi worked mainly with the other 
group members but sometimes we would all go out for lunch when Rafi was in 
town. 
Rafi was always available to give advice on any problem and made things look 
simple.  He became my “professor” when I took his optimization course to learn 
about integer programming during his yearlong stay at LaRC.  One of his 
homework problems became the basis of an SDM paper on ply lay-up stacking 
sequence we co-authored.  During this time I got to know Rosie better when we 
exercised together at the local fitness center. 
I have always been amazed how Rafi could look at a problem and be able to make 
a suggestion that solved the problem.  I was having difficulty getting my 
multilevel rotorcraft optimization problem to converge. Rafi’s suggestion of 
allowing the epsilon term that tied the two levels together to be negative instead of 
just very small solved the convergence problem overnight.  Rafi and Rosie, it has 
been a pleasure knowing both of you over the years.  Happy 65th Birthday and 
thanks for all your help and advice over the years! 
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Rafi taught us… 
 
 
 

ERDEM ACAR 
Student, Collaborator 
 
There are a few things in my life that I am regretful for. One of 
them is finishing my PhD in three years. It may sound absurd at 
first, but if your PhD supervisor is Rafi Haftka, then it really is 
not. Every meeting and every conversation with him was a new 

source of information on engineering, optimization and life. I never forget our 
conversation at the Rio de Janeiro airport while waiting our delayed flight. That 
conversation made me to re-evaluate my priorities and many other things. Many 
thanks to Rafi for being such a good supervisor, friend and more.. 
 
 
 

JUNGEUN AN 
Current student 
 
It has been 2 years since I first met Prof. Haftka.  As a student, I 
really enjoyed living in Florida and also I appreciate his advices.  
Although I am away to Korea now, I am working with him, and 
want to be back to Florida later. 

 
 
 

VLADIMIR BALABANOV 
Student, Collaborator 
 
Choosing a story about Rafi is close to an impossible task for 
me – there are so many!  His astute sense of humor alone could 
be a highlight of many stories.  Instead of telling a story, I 
would like to express my deep gratitude and appreciation for all 
his help and support.  From my very first moment at VA Tech 

till the current day (11 years after graduation) he remains an inspiration to me.  No 
matter what kind of problem is discussed – technical or not, from dealing with the 
weather in Chicago to the details of mathematical derivations of complex 
formulas, his advice and encouragement always provides new perspectives and a 
fresh approach.  The expertise that he shares remains a tremendous source of 
professional growth to me.  I am proud to be his student and hope to continue our 
friendship for many years to come. 

BRUNO BARTHELEMY 
Student 
 
In the summer of 1982, I arrived at Virginia Tech to start my 
Master program.  I had been accepted in the AOE and ESM 
departments but had not received any assistantship.  I only had 
one problem, I did not speak English!  I went around the two 
departments to try to get some assistantship money.  In general 

the Professors were very nice and would take time to explain they did not have 
money available (likely for a French speaking student.).  My meeting with 
Professor Haftka did not last five minutes; actually I do not remember sitting 
down or even entering his office.  He was very busy and looked at me and told me 
to come back once I started speaking English!  It took me a while to understand 
what he said and it made me mad.  So I went to ESM, got my MS and came back 
with my GPA in hand to his office and asked him if I met the requirements to 
work for him!  I then spent four years with Rafi on my PhD and Post Doc studies! 
 
 

CHARLIE CAMARDA 
Student, Colleague 
 
I met Rafi in 1974 when he was doing his post-doctoral 
research at NASA's Langley Research Center in Hampton, 
Virginia on aeroelastic optimization of aircraft using a program 
he developed called WIDOWAC (Wing Design and 
Optimization with Aeroelastic Constraints).  I was on a summer 

internship prior to my senior year at the Polytechnic Institute of Brooklyn (now 
NYU-poly).  Working with Rafi and another great mentor, Dr. James Starnes, 
convinced me to choose to be a research engineer at NASA LaRC.  My 
experiences working for Rafi also decided my university of study for my PhD 
some 10+ years later (VPI with Rafi as my advisor).  I would have to say that my 
closest brush with true genius would have to be the times I was fortunate to study, 
converse, and work with Rafi.  His ability to view very complex problems from 
many different perspectives; to simplify and relate such problems to 
understandable analogs; and to readily solve them and shed a completely new 
light is creative genius.   
What is so precious about Rafi and Rose as a couple is that Rafi's gift as an 
innovative engineer/ instructor/ researcher is complemented by Rosie's talent as an 
artist.  They complement each other so well are such a joy to be around. Several 
years ago, after I returned from my mission on STS-114, I had the pleasure to visit 
the University of Florida and speak to Rafi's students.  At that time I also learned 
that one of my other favorite professors, Prof. Pasquale Sforza, from Brooklyn 
Polytechnic was also working for UF and as it turned out, had an office next to 
Rafi's.  We went out that evening and shared many stories, many of which were 
about my early years at Brooklyn Poly which Prof. Sforza somehow was able to 
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remember and unfortunately which I probably cannot share now but which I will 
gladly share soon; after my retirement from government service.  
 
 

ALEX COPPE 
Current student 
 
I’ve been working with Dr. Haftka for almost two years now, 
first as an exchange student and then for my Ph.D.  In the 
beginning, as many an international student before me, I was 
homesick; he helped me cope with that, not only by listening but 

also by contacting a former student for advice.  It is only an example of the 
commitment that Dr. Haftka has for the well being and success of his students. 
 
 

TUSHAR GOEL 
Student 
 
Rafi is my professional role model and the best mentor I could 
ever have. He has provided me unparalleled advice for my 
entire academic career as well as personal life. Rafi's 
enthusiasm for research is contagious. 
I remember one incident that has been very influential in my 

research life.  I was once working on a problem. The method I developed was 
giving me correct results for four out of five cases and for one case, the results 
were slightly off.  So I went to him and told him about the problem.  He 
encouraged me to look for problems.  After a couple of days when the problem 
was solved, I went to him and told him.  This time, he told me one of his most 
inspiring stories.  He said that "once I had a problem with (a FEA software) and I 
was getting 0.2% error in results.  While most people would be happy with this 
result, I was convinced that there is a bug in the software.  So I played with the 
input till I could make the error as large as 200%.  Then I called the support and 
they were able to immediately figure out the problem." I remember this story 
every time I write a code or I figure out a bug.  
 
 

SATHYA GANGADHARAN 
Student 
 
Rose and Rafi visit Ormond Beach area during weekends for 
warm beach weather and relaxation.  Rafi lets me know about his 
trip from Gainesville and we plan on having a family luncheon 
get-together on a beach restaurant.  We have done these 
luncheons several times. Rose and Rafi remember our kids 

Deepak and Priya growing up from being infants and visited our home whenever 
they come to the Ormond Beach area. We talk about the old times at VPI and 
interact socially. Few years ago, I had my parents with me and they got to meet 
Rafi and Rose when they visited our home. Most of the get-togethers were very 
memorable. 
At Virginia Tech, when I was doing my Ph.D. work, I had a unique opportunity to 
take care of Rafi's home and their pet cat "Goldie" for few days in Blacksburg.  It 
was an exciting experience to feed the cat and take care of the home.  At that time, 
I had a very old car made by DATSUN and had a Virginia license tag DUM 
KOPF on it.  When Rose and Rafi returned from their trip, Rose saw the license 
tag and asked Rafi about it.  Rafi looked at me with a smile and replied to Rose 
saying that it means "Dumb Head".  Rose started to smile as well.  That was a 
memorable moment. 
My research collaboration with Rafi also provided some memorable moments. I 
have written several proposals with Rafi on "anti-optimization" and obtained 
support letters from Dr. Grossman.  Rafi was always there for me to help me out 
to develop my research at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University.  When I 
received an NSF grant about 12 years ago on Studying the Impact of Marine Bio-
films on Hydrofoils, Rafi helped me with Dr. Wei Shyy as a collaborator in CFD 
and fluid-structure interaction area.  I was able to support a couple of Ph.D. 
students under my NSF grant at University of Florida under Dr. Shyy.  Rafi, Wei, 
Stratos and I have driven together to Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institution to 
initiate research collaboration.  This very much helped in the success of our 
research activity.  Even today I collaborate with Rafi, Wei (who is currently the 
Chair of the Aerospace Engineering Department at University of Michigan) and 
Stratos.  When I became the Chair of the Design Committee of Student Activities 
Committee (SAC) of AIAA, Rafi helped me to find committee members.  Rafi, 
Stratos and Wei provided very strong support letters for my tenure application at 
Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University.  Without their help and support, I would 
not in a successful position as Professor of Mechanical Engineering at Embry-
Riddle Aeronautical University. 
There are lots of small events when Rafi, Stratos and Wei have provided guidance, 
help, support and encouragement in my life. I owe a great deal to their moral 
support and guidance for my success.   
 
 

CHRISTIAN GOGU 
Current student 
 
I first met Rafi in 2004 when he was a visiting professor at my 
engineering school in Saint Etienne (France). I was then asking 
myself if I want to do a PhD and had a discussion with him about 
the opportunities at the University of Florida.  At that time I had 
no idea who he was in the field. But the discussion with him felt 

right and after giving it some more thought I decided I would go for it and do PhD  
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with him. Useless to say that the more time goes by, the more I realize all the 
value of the human and professional relationship that started that way.  I admire 
him on almost all levels.  One thing that struck me the most however is his sense 
of human management.  I never felt I had a strong disagreement with him or that 
he pushed some work onto me and this in spite of the countless technical 
discussions we had around my PhD.  He always managed to bring his input in 
such a way that at the end I could only agree.  This is just one of his attitudes that 
impressed me a lot and that I will always strive for.    
 
 
 

RAMANA GRANDHI 
Student 
 
I had a memorable experience with Rafi when I was a Ph.D. 
candidate at Virginia Tech. NASA’s Langley Research Center 
organized a conference on Sensitivity Analysis in 1981, and I 
was traveling with Rafi from Blacksburg to Hampton in his car. 
We were talking about many things, including such non-

academic topics as culture and politics in India and Israel, and about their political 
leaders.  We were talking about Mrs. Indira Gandhi, then Prime Minister of India, 
and the Nehru dynasty.  All of a sudden Rafi asked me what had been the 
profession of Mrs. Gandhi’s husband, who had died long before. Naively, I 
answered that he was a politician.  Rafi still insisted on knowing what was he 
doing before entering politics.  Oh, boy!  This just shows how much attention Rafi 
gives to details and to individuals.  Honestly, I did not know the profession of 
Mrs. Gandhi’s husband, and most of the people in India didn’t bother to know that 
detail.  
Rafi has kept in touch with me since I graduated and left Virginia Tech. The care 
and interest Rafi shows in his former students is greatly admired.  
 
 

LAURENT GROSSET 
Student 
 
Here is an anecdote that shows Rafi's very pragmatic approach to 
life: A couple of years after returning to France, I complained in 
an email that I was forgetting English and that I lacked 
opportunities to practice.  The next day, I received an article to 
review with a note from Rafi saying this would help me solve 

my problem!  Always be careful with what you say to Rafi: he never fails to seize 
opportunities! 

 
 

ZAFER GURDAL 
Student, Colleague 
 
It gives me great pleasure to write these lines for Rafi's 65th 
birthday celebration.  He was the mentor who shaped my 
academic career, for which I am forever thankful, and I feel 
privileged to say that he is my colleague and friend. 
I first met Rafi 28 years ago, shortly after I first arrived in the 

USA for my MSc degree at Illinois Institute of Technology.  Before I started 
taking a course from him and approached him for a degree program, I used to see 
him in the computer room running jobs (which later on I learned that he was 
running the program WIDOWAC-- Wing design optimization with aeroelastic 
constraints) at different times of the day, sometimes in the evenings, along with 
other graduate students.  Coming from a country where you would barely see a 
professor in the work environment of students, I was initially puzzled, but later 
started admiring his studiousness.  Following his FEM course later convinced me 
that he will be the kind of professor that I could learn a lot from.  That proved to 
be correct beyond my imagination as I still learn new tricks from him whenever I 
get a chance to talk to him.  Of course everybody who had some interaction with 
him knows how much he likes keeping track of statistics on things, sometimes 
things that one wonders why he bothers keeping them, that turns out to be 
amazingly useful and informative.  But besides his smart statistical snippets, I also 
enjoyed over the years his humor and joyful story telling.  My favorite is his story 
of his small car that he used to own in Israel and the accident that caused the 
engine to change its location.   
If you know Rafi you also know Rose, a union that is amazing and admirable.  
She always adds fun to the parties; my favorite thing to do with her is to compare 
vegetable and produce names between Turkish and Arabic/Hebrew.  With this, I 
wish them many more years together. 
 
 

XIMING HUANG 
Student 
 
Before I attended Virginia Tech, I studied at the Civil 
Engineering Department of University of Miami with a very 
generous President fellowship.  Some of my friends at the school 
advised of not going purely based on financial consideration and 
job opportunities as a graduate of Aerospace Engineering.  Then 

a student I met at school asked me who would be my advisor. Once I told him, he 
said to me "Just go, you don't need to worry about anything, Dr. Haftka will take 
care of it".  I made a decision based his comments that I will never regret.  I was 
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enjoying the good life at Virginia Tech while my wife was expecting our first 
baby when Dr. Haftka called me into his office and told me that it was the time for 
me to graduate since he was leaving for Florida.  It caught me by surprise since I 
never imagined that I would graduate in less than four years, and hadn't put too 
much effort in my dissertation or actively looked for a job.  Dr. Haftka told me the 
best option was for me to go back to China for great career development; 
otherwise I could go to Detroit.  I took the path to Detroit, later returning to China 
to start my own business.  That was the only advice from Dr. Haftka I didn't take 
immediately, instead, following it thirteen years later!  
 
 

AMIT KALE 
Student 
 
Having Rafi as my PhD advisor is by far one of the best things 
that happened to me.  He was much more than an advisor and I 
always felt a grandfatherly figure in him.  I have never heard of 
or seen a PhD advisor who took such a keen interest in all-round 
development and well being of his student like Rafi did.  He is a 

person with great knowledge and intelligence and yet so humble.  There are a lot 
of things that made my interaction with him memorable.  Before coming to the 
United States to do a PhD I had problems getting a visa and he went out of his 
way to help me get a student visa and join him.  I learned a lot from him as his 
student, my first lesson on the importance of teamwork and collaboration came 
from him.  Rafi would encourage his students to participate in conferences and 
collaborate with people from other universities and industries.  I improved my 
paper writing skills by being with him.  I admired his patience and wondered how 
Rafi could keep his cool, working with his students even after the students took a 
long time to produce results.  I was impressed by his ability to derive inferences 
from small bits of data.  Certain times, I used to show him a table of numbers and 
he would tell me in great detail what algorithm/ equation/ constraints I may have 
used.  
Rafi was an excellent advisor and help when it came to personal problems too.  He 
had a great way of explaining things to help his students to think clearly to make 
an informed decision.  I will remember the annual party that he kept at his house, 
graduation parties with lab and one-on-one lunches he gave us.  I feel a great 
sense of pride when someone points me out and identifies me as Rafi's student. 
 
NOZOMU KOGISO 
Visiting Student 
 
I have spent almost one year as visiting student of Virginia Tech in 1991-2.  It was 
an election year when Mr. Clinton, not Mrs. Clinton was elected as President.  He  

kindly accepted me as his student regardless of my poor English.  In those days, 
we had a research meeting once a week together with Prof. Gurdal and Prof. 
Watson.  Under his supervising, I could submit two papers before returning.  I 
remembered his advice when I hesitated to write a paper because of my poor 
English, after his suggestion to write the first paper.  “The main objective of your 
visiting US is to research. In addition, improving your English is also important.  
So, I will give you a chance to practice."  After returning to Japan, I got Dr. 
Degree and work now as a professor. But I cannot still suggest Prof. Haftka to 
write papers in Japanese. 
 
 
 
LUCIANO LAMBERTI 
Visiting Student 
 
I have spent 13 months in Gainesville as visiting student in Rafi's group.  
Although I have had many other experiences in different fields, I think that was 
best period I ever had as researcher.  If I reconsider after almost 10 years my visit, 
I have to say that two things impressed me very much.  First, Rafi was constantly 
close to his students and collaborators following their progress, encouraging them, 
suggesting things day by day, and participating actively to the development of the 
research.  Although this attitude should be the standard rather than the exception, I 
have never seen something similar, at least to the same extent.  Second, Rafi 
organized the group in such a way that everybody could feel extremely important 
in the general context of the organization.  When Rafi visited my school in Italy I 
had the honor to introduce his lectures.  Rose too visited Italy. She is a very nice 
person.  I do have a story.  She told me, "Luciano, come permanently to USA, I 
will find a good wife for you. You are an Aries and a Libra would fit the best with 
you."  Ok, I have always been overweight (more or less) and a "libra" (better to 
say, scales...) certainly would fit me. 
 
 
 

RODOLPHE LE RICHE 
Student, Collaborator 
 
Since the 3 years of PhD at Virginia Tech, being myself a 
researcher, we collaborate on a regular basis by exchanging 
students and having web conferences. I visited Rafi in 2003 for 
2 weeks while we were co-advising Laurent Grosset's PhD.  
Rafi has visited France twice with me: the first time in 1993 

while I was a PhD student, the second time in 2004, with Rose, when he stayed for 
a month in Saint-Etienne as a Visiting Professor.  
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BOYANG LIU 
Student, Collaborator 
 
It is my pleasure to help celebrate Rafi’s 65th birthday by 
writing about my study and working experience with him. first 
met Rafi in the hot summer of 1996 at University of Florida, 
shortly after I arrived in Gainesville from China to start my 

Ph.D. studies.  During the first meeting he gave me a paper, “A Response Surface 
for Minimum Thickness of Rectangular Composite Panels under in-Plane 
Loading” that he, Henderson and Ponslet wrote and asked me to duplicate it.  
From that meeting I started my four and half years Ph.D. study.  I still remember 
our weekly one to one meetings, even some of the topics we discussed.  It was 
amazing that we still had our regular weekly one to one meetings by phone while 
Rafi was traveling in and outside US.  
In my mind I still have many vivid pictures about Rafi.  But the most memorable 
and impressive one was the last meeting just several hours before I left 
Gainesville.  It was a routine one to one meeting as we had many in past.  He 
asked me to evaluate my performance of the current semester, of course, the last 
one.  I told him I was excellent.  I told him I would like to hold the highest score 
until the ending point. He told me he agreed with me and praised my good 
motivation.  I told him: sometimes I wonder where you find the patience you 
always have, correcting the paper again and again and discussing with me the 
same topics again and again.  He smiled to tell me you have to do your best if you 
commit to something.  I told him sometimes I really felt tired, bored and lonely in 
the research.  I just told myself a bit more patience and a bit more persistence to 
try once more.  He told me to add another word, perseverance besides patience 
and persistence.  Patience, persistence and perseverance, 3P principle, is the most 
valuable thing I learned from Rafi even though I learned lots from Rafi about 
research and much more. 
Knowing Rafi, I also know Rose. It is interesting to listen to Rose talking about 
movies. I always have my best wishes for Rafi and Rose. 
 
 

JENS MADSEN  
Visiting Student 
 
A fortunate set of circumstances gave me the opportunity to 
spend six months working under the supervision of Rafi Haftka 
back in 1996.  The invitation from Rafi came about through my 
thesis advisor, who at the time was a fellow board member of 
ISSMO.  I had little notion that my visit would turn out one of 

the most rewarding experiences of my professional life.  Upon arriving in 
Gainesville, it very quickly became clear that Rafi’s talents went beyond scientific 
brilliance.  I found a unique mentor, who genuinely cared about the personal 
development of his students on so many levels. 

Rafi is driven by a profound intellectual curiosity, which goes way beyond his 
immediate fields of research – he lives to learn.  Among the many valuable 
lessons that Rafi taught me over the years, a particularly important one was 
derived from his quiet approach to advising students.  Rafi typically does not offer 
direct solutions, but rather helps you solve problems on your own.  He does so by 
means of listening and asking subtle questions that guide your thoughts in the 
right direction.  Needless to say, after a while you realize that learning how to 
solve problems is much better than simply being told the answer.   
One of my favorite Rafi episodes occurred in 1999, a few years after my long stay 
at UF.  I had returned to Gainesville for an intensive week of working with one of 
Rafi´s grad students (Roberto Vitali) on a joint paper. The theoretical basis for this 
work contained some rather complex matrix algebra.  I guess Rafi must have felt 
that we were in need of some math lessons, so while we were itching to try our 
hands on a practical  implementation of expressions derived by others, he armed 
us with a couple of relevant papers and told us to return once we had understood 
the math behind it all.  We immediately got to work, deriving page upon page of 
lengthy expressions, but then after two grueling days we were utterly stuck, and 
decided to consult back with Rafi.  True to his style, he calmly listened to our 
findings, praised the progress we had made, and then after a short pause for 
thought stated: “you see, this is an idempotent matrix, which should help simplify 
matters further”.  Roberto and I were both completely baffled and also somewhat 
humbled – our lacking mathematical upbringing had never even introduced us to 
this concept.  I am not sure why this particular Haftka moment has stuck with me, 
after all there were so many.  Rafi, best wishes for a long and healthy life, from 
the Head of your Danish fan club  
 
 
 

BRIAN MASON 
Student 
 
Dr. Haftka was always a patient and understanding advisor.  
Early in my graduate career, I overslept and missed an 
appointment with Dr. Haftka. (Believe it or not, I was actually up 
late working on homework for a class).  I was concerned he 
would be annoyed with me, but his reaction was something like, 

"these things happen, especially in school."  So, we simply re-scheduled the 
appointment.  Out of respect to him, I made sure I did not miss any more 
appointments with him.  I have met with Dr. Haftka several times since graduate 
school when he comes to make presentations at NASA Langley.  He sometimes 
brings Rose with him, and I've been out to lunch with Dr. Haftka, Rose, and Jeff 
Stroud a few times.  Rose is a hoot.  She can strike up a conversation with anyone.  
I look forward to the next time I am able to share a meal with Dr. Haftka and 
Rose.  Hopefully, I will get a chance to introduce him to my lovely wife.  
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SHANKAR NARAYANAN 
Student 
 
Back in 1988, while I was in the process of applying for various 
universities, I heard of Dr. Haftka.  Some of my friends who 
were at Virginia Tech at that time told me that he was a good 
advisor and I wrote to him and expressed my interest in 
working with him.  He replied promptly that he'll make the 

decision after he meets with me.  I arrived at Tech in August 1988 and met with 
Dr. Schetz who told me to go see Dr. Haftka.  I was thrilled.  However, I did not 
realize at that moment that my life was going to change forever, and that much of 
the change was going to be influenced by Rafi Haftka, the fantastic human being, 
more than Dr. Haftka, my PhD advisor, even though the latter is not a trivial thing.  
The first concept that immediately captured my attention was the diverse group of 
research students he had in his team.  People from USA, Poland, Turkey, India, 
China, Taiwan, Iran, Belgium, France... all working in one team.  It was like the 
UN and it was completely different from the team structure that other professors at 
Tech had.  As I got to know him better, his soft mannered style of influencing 
people to do their best, without being a threat impressed me.  There were moments 
when I had not produced results for weeks, and Rafi would continue to encourage 
me to keep plugging.  Never did he lose his patience.  I try to follow the same 
philosophy with my team here at work and with my children at home.  He took 
care of all of his students and worked hard to keep their financial support intact.  
He developed a high performing team by genuinely caring for each one of us, and 
for that I am full of admiration.  My memories of Rose are extremely pleasant.  I 
had not met a genuinely happy person like Rose before, and have not yet even 
today.  The dinner parties at the Haftka residence were always a joy.  
 
 
 
 

MELIH PAPILA 
Student, Collaborator 
 
Whenever I use a GPS navigation system now, I remember the 
directions given by Rafi when they invited us, his research 
group to their new house years ago. How many traffic lights 
and stop signs, miles between them, where to turn, what color 
were the houses at the corners. every detail was so precise that 

there was no way to get lost and so no need to recalculate the route. Moreover, 
without any doubts the route was optimal. 

ERIC PONSLET 
Student 
 
I first met Rafi when I moved to Virginia Tech in 1990 for my 
PhD.  I had been working with a former colleague of his (Prof. 
Andre Preumont) at the University of Brussels.  As is no doubt 
the case for many of his international students, this was a totally 
new experience for me: new country, new language, new 

friends, and many thousands of miles from family.  I am at a loss for a specific 
anecdote, but have fond memories of Rafi's warm welcome and the four years I 
spent working closely with him at Virginia Tech.  Even though I have not pursued 
a career in academia, my studies at VA Tech have had a profound effect on all 
aspects of my life, including meeting my wife Lucie there.  It also indirectly led 
Lucie and me to discover climbing, which has become an all-consuming passion 
(www.ericandlucie.com) for both of us. 
 
 

BIREN (BRIAN) PRASAD 
Student 
  
I have found Rafi very helpful and open.  He was a mentor to me 
throughout my career at Ford and then when I joined EDS.  I 
know Rafi & Rose for over 20 years.  

 
 

XUEYONG QU 
Student 
 
WWRD? What would Rafi do?  This is usually the question I ask 
myself when I face challenges or need to solve difficult 
problems.  Rafi is one of the most brilliant persons I ever work 
with.  He sees challenges way ahead of time, and improvises 
elegant solutions with ease.  Rosie and Rafi are also good friends 

in life; they are always willing to provide guidance and help  
 
 

MASOUD RAIS-ROHANI 
Student 
 
I am very grateful for the opportunity to have had Rafi as my 
PhD adviser at Virginia Tech, starting in Fall 1987 when I began 
my PhD studies in the Department of Aerospace and Ocean 
Engineering.  He offered me the guidance and support I needed 
to succeed in my PhD studies.  Both Rafi and Rose were very 
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kind to me as they were to all of his students.  Although I have many lasting 
memories of my years of studying under Rafi at Virginia Tech, the most special 
one is that of Rafi and Rose among the guests at my wedding in Blacksburg, VA.  
 
 

PALANI RAMU 
Student 
 
“There is Rafi. And, there are professors!" Rafi was my 
dissertation advisor. But he was something more than that - a 
friend, philosopher and a guide.  My association with Rafi is 
easily one of the best things that happened in my life (thanks are 
due to Nagendra for helping me make the right decision).  He is 

primarily a great human being.  Of course, I don't have to mention anything about 
how good a mentor and a teacher he is because it will be redundant here.  I learnt 
lots from Rafi from the way he lives as a professor and a human being.  Starting 
from writing a paper and making a presentation, to why underprivileged kids 
should be helped to get an education and freakonomics, we have had so many 
discussions and every conversation had been thought provoking even after the 
meeting.  Out of everything, I believe the two most important things I learnt from 
him: (i) you can be successful only if you don't take your success to your head, (ii) 
irrespective of how much experience you gain or whichever position you are, be 
always willing to listen and learn.  
I used to call Rafi the mobile library. You can go to Rafi with any question and 
there is a very high chance that you'll return with an answer or at least with an 
idea of where to look for the answer. I always admired the speed at which Rafi 
could compute the cube root or reciprocal of the square root of a fraction without a 
calculator and claim it to be 'close' while it would be accurate at least to the third 
decimal ;-).  Rose and Rafi make a great pair. I can't forget the wonderful time I 
spent with them at the UF center in Paris, France. 
 
 

RALUCA ROSCA 
Student 
 
To this day, Rafi is one of the people I quote the most.  While I 
had influential professors before Rafi, he shaped my ideas about 
advising students, taking interest in one's collaborators, and 
overall being a responsible boss.  The 'salami approach' to 
attacking a large piece of work (a slice at a time), the advantages 

of working/writing with collaborators, how to prepare for conferences, the 
importance of networking, how to compensate for one's accent while presenting in 
a foreign language, why to support Public Radio, intelligent risk-taking, that one 
can say interesting things with simple words, that curiosity about life and learning 
should never end --- these are only some of the things that Rafi shared with us 

during the group meetings, our weekly one-to-one meetings or more informal 
occasions.  Following Rafi and Rose's interactions was also a lesson - this time in 
how differences of opinions and in approaches can be used as an asset for a 
relationship.  Finally, I present a belated 'Thank you!' for things that happened 10 
years ago, when my dad was visiting me in Florida for the first time.  Rafi treated 
us to lunch and Rose joined us later, and in between the light conversation around 
that table and one taking place around a larger one, at the celebration for Gerhard's 
graduation, they managed to convince Dad that I was safe so far away from home. 
 
 
WILLEM ROUX 
Visiting Student 
 
I started working under Rafi Haftka in 1994.  I was actually a PhD student at the 
University of Pretoria in South Africa, but I visited Rafi's group in Virginia for six 
months, and Rafi became a co-promoter for the rest of my PhD studies in South 
Africa.  I assume this was one of the earlier internet-based study programs.  
Having the international contact was of immense help, not only to me, but the 
whole group in Pretoria.  Not only did other the other PhD students (Albert 
Groenwold and John Coster) also decide to visit Rafi's group, but there was also a 
spill-over effect to the other graduate students and faculty.  Other South African 
friends of mine, Arend van Wamelen and Gerard Venter, did their Masters and 
PhD degrees respectively under him in the US.  I therefore believe that most of 
last 15 years of structural optimization work in South Africa was strongly shaped 
by Rafi, and all of this without him ever visiting the country to the best of my 
knowledge. 
 
 

CHRIS SANDRIDGE 
Student 
 
Rafi told me that every 4-5 years he liked to get into something 
new and he was always taking classes to continue learning.  I 
think I've taken that idea and run with it in my career.  I started 
out doing optimization (imagine that!), and then spent 6 years 
working in structural dynamics, both in and out of the lab, doing 

system identification and adaptive control.  When I went to the dark side (became 
a civil servant), I started in rapid multidisciplinary design methods; spent a couple 
years working in a program office (definitely my least favorite); started a virtual 
reality lab with a CAVE (cue the line from Monty Python - 'and now for 
something completely different'); and now I'm the PI for developing a website 
(https://oltaris.larc.nasa.gov) that integrates tools and models for analyzing 
ionizing radiation in manned spacecraft.  Currently, most of my colleagues are  
physicists.  Rafi impressed upon me that continued learning about new topics 
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keeps work interesting and I have definitely enjoyed that paradigm throughout my 
career(s). 
Rafi was a great multitasker, too.  I remember having meetings with him and he 
would get interrupted by a phone call, during which he would complete an email 
or document on the computer while he was talking on the phone, then after the 
call, pick back up in mid-sentence what he was saying to me before the phone 
rang.  Of course I was completely lost by then and usually had to ask him to start 
over again.  I still haven't learned that skill. 
I also can't miss mentioning the covered dish dinners we had with Rafi and Rose, 
they were definitely a treat considering the multi-ethnicity of his students.  This 
led to some very interesting cuisine and it also kept the students close. 
 
 
 

JACO SCHUTTE 
Student 
 
Rafi was not only a mentor to me during my time at the 
University of Florida, but also a large influence in my personal 
life. His keen insight into everything we discussed amazed me, 
and taught me rigorous ways of approaching problems which I 
apply every day. He gave me the tools to become a successful 

engineer, and showed me a life view, which I can only hope to achieve one day. I 
will treasure the memories of my time as his student for the rest of my life. 
 
 
 

STEPHEN SCOTTI 
Student, Collaborator 
 
Rafi has always enjoyed working with NASA and through these 
efforts over the years; he has been able to create a bridge 
between academic research and solving challenging and practical 
engineering problems. A recollection I want to note is that Rafi 
graciously agreed to help me out by serving as my dissertation 

advisor, even though he was not affiliated with the university that granted my 
degree. Through his sure guidance, I was able to identify and focus on a topic, and 
to incrementally perform and publish the research so that I was able to complete 
the degree program. I don't think I would have received the PhD without his 
assistance and I owe him a great deal of thanks. 
 

 
 

PRADEEP SENSHARMA 
Student 
 
I first met Rafi as a graduate student working on my doctoral 
dissertation at Virginia Tech. I was very unhappy with the 
direction of my research and was contemplating a move back 
to India. I had heard such great things about Rafi from other 
graduate students and decided to approach him. When I called 

to make an appointment, he made it clear that he did not have any additional 
funding for a new student. I requested a short face-to-face meeting and he agreed. 
He must have sensed my desperation. During our meeting I was very frank with 
him and he understood my problem but he still had no funding for me. I told him 
that I was willing to work without any funding and he agreed. That was one of the 
happiest moments of my life. The opportunity to work with such a great and well 
known scientist was beyond my wildest dream. Within a few months he was able 
to provide financial assistance. Even after my doctoral degree, he created a post 
doctoral position for me so that I could stay in Blacksburg and be with my family 
while my wife (Nisha) finished her doctoral degree. Rafi is a great teacher and 
mentor but above all he is a great human being. I learned so much from him about 
life. He treated us like his own children. We could always talk to him about our 
personal problems. He was always there for us. He was always very calm. I have 
never seen him getting angry with anyone. He did not just advise us on our 
dissertation but prepared us to face the outside world. The weekly luncheon 
meeting was a great way to improve our presentation skills and talk to other 
students about their research. It was my great pleasure knowing Rafi & Rose and I 
wish them all the best that this world has to offer. They definitely deserve it. 
 
 
 

RAJ SISTLA 
Student 
 
I was working with Rafi on 2 point (later multi-point) 
approximations for constraint derivatives.  I was always 
amazed with his feel for numbers.  He would be able to look at 
sheets of computer output with thousands of numbers and be 
able to gain insights which us, mere mortals, have to post-

process as plots before even beginning to analyze.  A simple and kind man.  
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BEN SMARSLOK 
Current Student 
 
While applying to graduate schools, I applied to UF and 
contacted Prof. Haftka on, essentially, a whim.  How lucky 
was I?!  I instantly admired his research philosophy and novel 
ways to approach problems.  Prof. Haftka has been an 
exceptional PhD advisor.  I strive to mimic his excellent 
project management and optimal ways to present results.  

We’re extremely fortunate to have had an advisor with such a drive to not only 
make our research better, but to make us better, as well.  He's a truly innovative 
thinker, far beyond engineering, and I've thoroughly enjoyed all of our 
discussions.  And of course, his patience and guidance through grad school was 
greatly appreciated and will not soon be forgotten. 
 
 

NAGENDRA SOMANATH 
Student 
 
I was a grad student at VPI with an office at Femoyer Hall, and 
used to observe this salt and pepper haired individual deep in 
thought walking towards Randolph Hall every morning at 7.45 
am and retrace his path in the evening between 5.45 and 6 pm. 
As I was completing my MS, my MS professor Dr A.C Loos 

had an office next to Zafer Gurdal's and during conversations with him I was 
asked what I would like to do next and I said I would like to study further and then 
the magical question with whom- I said Prof Haftka. Then a meeting was arranged 
by Zafer with Dr Haftka and I realized that the regular person who I used to see 
every morning was none other than Rafi. I still remember the first conversation we 
had: It goes somewhat like this Rafi: "Nagendra, what area would you like to do 
your PhD in?" Myself (very keenly) :"Design, FEA, Composite and Optimization" 
Rafi (after some thought): "Ok I have a project for you, but I would like to see 
how you work for six months and then decide what to do with you" Myself 
(shaking in my knees, wondering what I have got myself into): "Well in that case 
can I ask a question" Rafi: "Sure" Myself: "After 6 months, can I also have the 
option to say no?" To this day I remember this conversation only because I was so 
close to making one of the biggest mistakes in my life. It has indeed been a 
pleasure being a student of Rafi. It also has been a distinct privilege getting to 
know both Rafi and Rose. It is said that a person gets one-fourth of his 
knowledge/education in any field from his teacher, one fourth from his parents 
and friends, one fourth by applying his own intelligence, and one-fourth gradually 
over time through experience. I certainly would attribute this is true in my life and 
more than half has been the influence of Rafi and Rose. The disciplined approach 
with which Rafi goes about anything is really thought provoking as well as worth 
emulating.  I am glad some of it rubbed of on me because what I am today, I can 

definitely attribute to him for being the mentor, the friend, and a timely guide in 
the destiny of time.  I had come to the US to study with a research assistantship 
under a scholarship with Prof H.J.Kelley who was the Christopher Craft Professor 
of Aerospace Engineering at Virginia Tech.  It so happened that he passed away 
about 3 months after I came.  However, when I started my PhD under Rafi at 
Virginia Tech, he had just then become the Christopher Craft Professor. That’s the 
destiny part and the rest is the test of time.  It has been an enjoyable many years of 
learned conversations with Rafi and many more to come, both Nalini and I 
appreciate the camaraderie and guidance of Rafi and Rose. It has been wonderful 
knowing them both and we wish them prosperity, happiness and good health and 
many years together. 
 
 
YUNG S. SHIN 
Student 
 
He was a very much wonderful professor and researcher in the field of structural 
optimization. I enjoyed the stay at the Blacksburg in 1980's. 
 
 

RAJIV THAREJA 
Student 
 
Sometime in early 1982, I was just finishing up my MS at 
Virginia Tech and wanting to pursue a PhD in Structural 
Optimization.  For this I had applied to study at UCLA with 
Lucien Schmitt as my advisor.  He happened to visit Virginia 
Tech and told that a bright young professor was planning on 

coming to Virginia Tech from IIT Chicago, and I should seriously consider 
pursuing research in Structural Optimization with this professor instead of going 
all the way to UCLA.  So I thought more about it, and decided to give up on 
moving to sunny California and work with Rafi.  That turned out to be a great 
decision on my part even though it postponed getting to California. 
I worked with Rafi from 1982 until 1986 and really enjoyed my life as a PhD 
student.  Rafi was the right blend of mentor and driver.  He helped you when you 
needed help, and stayed out of your way when you could work on your own.  I 
had a chance to see him apply his optimization and math abilities to a wide variety 
of optimization areas and he was able to distill down the issues to a very succinct 
set of mathematical equations.  At the same time he was always ready for a great 
social/party event.  I also got to meet Rose several times.  They both were able to 
attend my wedding.  Rose made a special art piece for us and I still have that 
collection of chips and PC components framed up. 
Thank you Rafi and Rose for being a special part of my life.  Wishing you the best 
in the years ahead.  
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GERHARD VENTER 
Student 
 
Like most people that have the privilege of knowing Rafi, my 
years as a PhD student of his had an immense influence on my 
life.  I was expecting Rafi to make a big impact on a technical 
level, which of course he did.  However, I was surprised that 
Rafi made an equal, or maybe even bigger, impact on a personal 

level.  At the completion of my MSc at Virginia Tech, I was presented with the 
opportunity to directly convert my MSc into a PhD.  At this point, I was already 
planning to join Rafi in Florida and this new opportunity made for a difficult 
decision.  This was the fist of many occasions where I asked Rafi for his advice 
and was presented with his unique insight.  Even though it took a few years longer 
to complete, doing my PhD with Rafi was one of the better decisions of my life.  
Even today, when I am presented with difficult decisions, I like to bug Rafi for his 
input.  He never fails to provide a fresh perspective, which I always find helpful in 
making a final decision. 
 
 

SATCHI VENKATARAMAN 
Student, Collaborator 
 
Happy Birthday Rafi!  
It is surprising to count the years I have now known Rafi (15!). 
In 1993 I was a Ph.D. student at Clemson. That first semester I 
was introduced to Rafi through his textbook on structural 
optimization. The next semester I had to do a project for 

structural stability and by fortuitous chance was assigned a paper by Rafi to read 
and summarize. I decided to find what else he had done and was quite impressed. 
So I wrote to him asking if he would accept me as a Ph.D. student. It seemed like 
a long shot.  I didn’t quite expect to hear from him. But I did, during the last week 
of Spring classes in 1994. Rafi had an opening and wanted me to start 
immediately except he was leaving for Japan. Not wanting to start working for 
him before meeting him in person, over the next three days I completed my exams 
at Clemson, packed, and moved to VPI.  
Now it seems like it was only a few years ago that I walked into his office at VPI 
on a cold May morning.  I remember so well the crisp cold air and the walk to 
Randolph Hall.  Little would I have guessed how much my life would change 
from that day.  Soon after that, when Rafi announced to us he was moving to 
Florida and we could stay at VPI or join him on the move to Florida.  I am very 
glad today that I chose to join him.  
Meeting Rafi and having the opportunity to learn from him have been a significant 
and life altering experience for me.  Over the last decade and a half, Rafi has been 
my advisor, mentor, and friend.  His undying optimism in all situations, his sense 
of humor, and above all, his patience are virtues I hope some day I can achieve. 

Rafi has been to me more than the usual Ph.D. advisor. He was very supportive in 
my development as a student and an individual, and provided a nurturing 
environment that helped me find my talents and strengths.  I   cannot say enough 
about the opportunities he provided me to achieve my dreams and aspirations.  I 
value greatly not only the technical training I received from him, but also his 
influence on my personal life in countless ways.  He is and will be forever my 
mentor.  
The best part of being a Ph.D. student was being a member of Rafi’s group. It was 
a cozy little family.  Classmates and visitors that I met during this time continue to 
be my closest friends.  Thank you Rafi, for allowing us the freedom to explore our 
interests and encouraging us to develop personal relationships.  
My wife Beth and I will always be grateful to Rafi and Rose for being there at our 
wedding, taking the role of my parents who could not be there.  I wish I had only 
known before that day how well Rafi and Rose could dance!  As usual he 
surprised us, this time with his swing moves. I am sure there are many more such 
talents and hidden surprises we are yet to find out.   
On this occasion of his 65th birthday I thank him for being such a great mentor 
and wish him great happiness, good health and a long life ahead.  
 
 

FELIPE A. C. VIANA 
Current Student 
 
As with a good part of current students, I knew Prof. Haftka 
through his papers and books. And when I started planning to 
work with him I had no idea about the even better side of him 
(the one we cannot find online or at the bookstore).  Prof. Haftka 
is above all an example to be followed, a human being with a big 

and great heart.  I just have so much to thank him for all he has been doing for me 
and my family since we moved to Gainesville.  I would start with the advices for 
my preparation for the GRE exam (all the good readings he suggested), then I 
would include the help with my wife and all he did to make her fell better in being 
in Gainesville, and finally the warm words when I was concerned about the new 
world for my daughter.  
 
 

ROBERTO VITALI 
Student 
 
Several years after I graduated Rose and Rafi came to Italy for 
my wedding which was extremely unexpected and wonderful at 
the same time. 
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The cover page was created in Paint.NET with the theme of Rafi Haftka's name written in the 
different alphabets in which he is fluent: English, Hebrew, Japanese, and Korean. The borders 

and captions for the pictures in the memories segment was created using GIMP. 
 
 Rafi Haftka, 2009 
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