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A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R  

Yi-Ben Tsai (1940-2018) 
— Son of Taiwan Earthquake — 

Yi-Ben was born in the rural area of Houlong Town, Miaoli 
County, Taiwan, the eldest of nine children. He was a talented 
and self-motivated child. At a young age, he helped with 
household work and tending the family water buffalo. Yi-Ben 
was an excellent student, and was first in his class all through 
elementary school and high school. It was his countryside el-
ementary school teacher who first noticed his potential and 
encouraged him to test for the big city schools. He was admit-
ted to the provincial Taichung second Middle School, then 
provincial Taichung second high school, and continued to ex-
cel. After high school, he was honored to be admitted directly 
to National Taiwan University to study Electrical Engineering. 

He was thrilled to be selected for the nation’s top university. 
His family and whole town were very proud of him—the first 
local kid to gain admission into National Taiwan University. 
From a young age he believed that the only way to achieve 
high performance was through hard work.  

Good days were ahead. However, on August 7, 1959, before 
the start of his second year of college, an overnight flood 
swept away the lives of two sisters and everything the Tsai 
family owned. Yi-Ben was deeply impressed by the power of 
natural disasters. After graduating from college, he decided to 
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go to the Institute of Geophysics, National Central University, 
Taiwan. 

1965: Yi-Ben started his journey abroad to the United States 
of America. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology was 
his number one choice for graduate study. Professor Keiiti Aki 
was his thesis advisor, specializing in seismology and Yi-Ben 
was a proud student of Professor Aki. 

1969: Yi-Ben received his Ph.D. from the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology. 

1973: Returned to Taiwan with his young family, including an 
eight month old baby girl, to lead the “Earthquake Project 
Team of the National Science Council.” 

1975: Together with professors Mao Shengtow and Hsu Ming-
tong, strengthened and implemented seismic building code 
requirements in Taiwan. The adoption of these more stringent 
engineering requirements for buildings to resist seismic forces 
during earthquakes resulted in many lives saved in subse-
quent events (i.e. 1999 Chi-Chi earthquake). 

1976: Presided over the conception of the Institute of Earth 
Sciences, Academia Sinica, Taiwan. In addition to continuing 
the already large-scale seismological research, he actively re-
cruited foreign talent and began to train domestic elites. 

1979: Yi-Ben decided to stay in Taiwan with his young son to 
continue serving his country while his wife and daughter went 
to the United States for her further education. 
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1980: Established the “Strong Motion Array in Taiwan, 
SMART” with the cooperation of the University of California, 
Berkeley. 

1982: The Institute of Earth Sciences, Academia Sinica, Tai-
wan was formally established and Yi-Ben served as the found-
ing director. He laid the foundation for the development of 
Taiwan earthquake science, such as the establishment of the 
“Taiwan Telemetry Earthquake Observation Network.” 

1985: Turned down a second term as director to return to the 
United States, reuniting with his family. He worked as a seis-
mologist for Pacific Gas and Electric Power Company (PG&E) 
for 10 years. Although he was in the United States for this 
period of his life, he often took time to visit Taiwan or for 
Tele-consultation. 

1989: Yi-Ben pushed for the establishment of the Seismologi-
cal Center of the Central Weather Bureau, Taiwan. A compre-
hensive and strong dynamic survey program was initiated, the 
first nationwide strong motion recording system in the world.   
When the magnitude 7.3 Chi-Chi Earthquake (September 21, 
1999) occurred in Taiwan, the observation network complete-
ly recorded the source and fault rupture processes and the vi-
brations throughout the island, providing valuable data for 
post-disaster reconstruction and regional earthquake preven-
tion. His vision for Taiwan earthquake science research and 
even earthquake engineering applications have achieved out-
standing results. 
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1995: Accepted a teaching position from National Central 
University, serving as a professor in the Department of Earth 
Sciences and later as provost. 

1996: Yi-Ben and the National Science Council strived to es-
tablish the “Earth Science Research Promotion Center" at Na-
tional Central University. He served as the first director to 
promote the academic activities of earth sciences in Taiwan. 

1998: Established the College of Earth Sciences at National 
Central University and served as the founding dean. As of 
now, the College of Earth Sciences is the first and only earth 
sciences college in Taiwan. It is committed to promoting the 
study of earthquakes and earth sciences. 

2005: He retired from the provost position at National Central 
University, not by choice, but because of reaching mandatory 
retirement age. He was happy to have both the ability and op-
portunity to serve his country. 

After his retirement from National Central University, he 
came home to join his family in the USA. His family was 
thrilled he was home. Later that year he worked for PG&E for 
the second time. 

2008: Yi-Ben finished working for PG&E and officially retired 
for good. 

Yi-Ben won numerous honors through out his professional 
career. Highlights include: 

1979 Top Ten Outstanding Taiwanese Youth Award. 
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1982 Outstanding Science and Technology Talent Award of the 
Executive Yuan. 

1995-1999 Outstanding Talent Development Foundation Dis-
tinguished Talent Lecture Award, and Provincial Taichung 
Second High School Outstanding Alumni Award, and National 
Central University Outstanding Alumni Award. 

Yi-Ben was a humble scholar with a strict academic ethic and 
a strong willpower. When he was a child, poverty did not de-
feat him but trained him to be tougher and more generous. He 
was grateful that the cultivation of schooling and society made 
him successful in his studies and a productive person. Serving 
his country was his life’s goal. 

He led the seismological community in Taiwan for more than 
40 years, cultivating countless talents and contributing to 
Taiwan's earthquake research and related disaster prevention 
applications. He was called the “Son of Taiwan Earthquake“. 

Even in retirement he continued to work for the advancement 
of seismology in Taiwan. He was always available to students 
and continued to advise on their research and publications. 

Not one to be idle, Yi-Ben continued to improve himself in his 
later years. Whenever the opportunity presented, he would 
attend lectures and participate in conferences. He learned 
Qigong, did yoga, exercised at the gym, and learned to write 
memoirs at the community senior center. 

On February 6, 2016, Yi-Ben was presenting an article about 
earthquakes to his writing class. His mobile phone vibrated 
and he received a warning (from the Central Weather Bureau, 
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Taiwan) of the Tainan 6.4 magnitude earthquake.  His class-
mates were greatly impressed by Taiwan's advanced research 
on earthquakes. He became the subject of a news article in the 
local newspaper. 

Yi-Ben was a keen observer. He noticed things that many 
don’t pay attention to. When we went to the Grand Canyon, 
he noticed a rock shaped like Taiwan in the  wall of the Oak 
Creek. The design of this memoir cover is from the photo he 
took. 

He was also very enthusiastic about the lives of our grandchil-
dren, such as school activities, sports, academic performances, 
and family time. 

In our last family vacation at a beach house on the Pacific 
Ocean facing Taiwan, Yi-Ben told us his wishes. 

1. Let the children learn whatever they were interested in 
irregardless of the subject. A-Gong would pay any extra 
cost. 

2. Don't be too harsh with children. Be positive, because 
everything has two sides. 

3. Be kind to yourself and be kind to others. 

It is worth mentioning that he lived up to these expectations 
he set. 

1. He was a very generous donator, especially in education 
and research. He responded indiscriminately to whoever 
asked for a donation. 
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2. From his grandchildren’s eyes he was a “yes” grandfa-
ther. One time I said “no” to my grandson and I heard 
him mumble to himself, “I wish A-Gong were here.” 

3. I seldom heard of a negative word come out of his 
mouth. He wouldn’t criticize anyone including his stu-
dents, colleagues, relatives. 

Yi-Ben always said life was like riding a one-way train. Every-
one gets off the train eventually, some people sooner and 
some later. 

January 20, 2018, he received the first printed version of his 
book The Next Big Ones. He was so happy and grinned from 
ear to ear. 

On January 31, 2018 in the morning, after a long illness, he 
appeared very weak. He agreed our son to shave him. Family 
members were around him. He whispered to me to “tell 
everyone do not mourn.” ...then he quietly got off the train. 

Chu-Jen Hsu Tsai 
November 2019 
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Sylvia’s Memoirs Writing Class is Life Enriching 

March 20, 2015 

I am a relatively late comer in Sylvia’s Memoirs Writing Class.  

When I signed up for the first time, I thought it would be like 
most school classes, with the teacher lecturing on how to 
write a good memoir, while the students just sit and listen. It 
was a big surprise to find out in the first class that my percep-
tion was totally off the mark! As time goes by, I find the class 
increasingly rewarding and inspiring by sharing and comment-
ing on each other’s writing of personal or family stories. 
Sylvia’s critiques and comments are always to the point and 
helpful. Over the years, I have learned from the class so much 
American history and culture I would never have gotten oth-
erwise.  

To me this class is truly life enriching. Thank you Sylvia! 
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Postscript 

One of Yi-Ben’s favorite pastimes after his retirement was 
writing. He participated in a memoir writing class run by the 
Los Altos Community Elderly Activity Center. He had men-
tioned that it would be nice to have his memoir published, 
though his cancer progressed too quickly for him to accom-
plish this. In order to fulfill his dream, our children compiled 
his memoir into a binder, printed and gave it out on his 
memorial service.  

On what would have been his birthday in 2018, the Academia 
Sinica in Taiwan, National Central University, and the Taiwan 
Earth Sciences communities held a memorial seminar to 
commemorate him. Thanks to the organizers for their recog-
nition of Yi-Ben, I presented this memoir to them as a sou-
venir on behalf of my family.  

I was excited that Yi-Ben’s memoir was loved by so many col-
leagues, friends and students. At that time, some professors 
and students suggested that it would attract more readers if it 
was translated into Chinese and published in Taiwan.  

After discussion with Ms. Yu-Lin Fu and Ms. Wei-Fang Sun, 
we thought that it would make the memoir even more inter-
esting if we added stories about Yi-Ben from friends, col-
leagues, and students to the original text. The original simple 
idea of publishing Yi-Ben’s memoir evolved into a bigger 
project.  
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We realized we needed more help. “Yi-Ben Tsai’s Memoir” 
team was formed and leaded by Yu-Lin Fu. Chin-Wu Chen, 
Wei-Fang Sun, Tzu-Wei Lin, and Anyou Hong joined the team. 
For the past year, members of the team have been working 
diligently, taking time out of their busy lives for the memoir. 

Finally, Yi-Ben’s memoir “from Rice Paddies to Gold Hills” 
was completed. From the bottom of my heart, I sincerely 
thank each team member for their efforts. Thanks also go to 
the memoir cover design of Hao Kuo-Chen, friends, col-
leagues, students, and even our little grandchildren, who con-
tributed the articles. If I have missed anyone, please accept my 
apology. 

Chu-Jen Hsu Tsai 
November 2019 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