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The universe speaks
Cody Messick ’10 helped discover the sound of black holes colliding  
1 billion years ago. Now his name is listed alongside Albert Einstein’s.
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Alumni revel in his teachings and the influence on their lives.
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Cover:  Two black holes colliding. Time was slowed by a factor of 100 
and the stars look warped because of the strong gravity of the black 
holes. Graphic by Simulating eXtreme Spacetimes (SXS) Project.

Clark College honored its 80th graduating class on June 16, 
awarding more than 2,200 degrees and certificates to the next 
generation of community employees, leaders and scholars. 
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Special guests received an exclusive tour of Clark’s new STEM building in June. The gathering 
showcased the future of STEM in the region and the donors who provided funding for select 
sections of the facility. The ribbon-cutting ceremony is on October 3, 2016. Photos by Grant Mott.
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Briefly around campus
Exclusive tour sparks interest in STEM
Dressed in white lab coats and sipping spirits out of translucent 
blue and green specialty test tubes, 150 guests got the first 
glimpse of Clark College’s 70,000-square-foot science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM) building on June 6. The 
gathering showcased the future of STEM in the region and the 
donors who provided funding for select sections of the facility.

“We couldn’t be prouder to offer you these tours today,” said Lisa 
Gibert, president/CEO, Clark College Foundation. “I am very excited 
to show you this facility and express to you how it is going to 
impact STEM education in Southwest Washington.”

Peter Williams, Clark’s dean of STEM, said that in the next decade 
the fastest-growing job fields will require STEM skills. The state 
of Washington is ripe for fast-paced growth because it’s ranked 
number one in the nation for concentration of STEM jobs.

Clark STEM students led guests on tours of the three-floor facility. The guides pointed out how vehicles the size of small trucks can drive into the 
north plaza, showed off the six-table anatomy lab for cadaver study that includes surgical LED lights and special exhaust units, and spoke about 
the blue medical and yellow chemical emergency lights installed outside each Chemistry classroom to alert first responders.

The construction of the $40 million building was funded by the state of Washington; however, budget cuts led to a 15 percent reduction in 
funding. Philanthropic partners of Clark College Foundation stepped in to provide $1.9 million for several classrooms and a variety of equipment. 

The facility will officially open with a ribbon-cutting ceremony on October 3, 2016.

Celebrating 80 years of student achievement
Clark College honored its 80th graduating class on June 16, 
awarding more than 2,200 degrees and certificates to the next 
generation of community employees, leaders and scholars. 
Commencement speaker Jessica Lynch, a former prisoner of war, 
shared with the 720 graduates at the ceremony her experience 
overcoming obstacles. Student speakers included Esmeralda 
“Vita” Blanco, a high school diploma recipient, and Megan Cook, 
who earned an associate of arts degree. This year there were 
346 Running Start graduates—a record for the college. Also, 
23 students graduated from the first cohort in the Bachelor of 
Applied Science program in Dental Hygiene.

Concluding the celebration was the presentation of the 
Community College Presidents’ Award given in honor of Val 
Ogden to graduate Holly Varner. The scholarship offers full-time 
tuition at Washington State University Vancouver (WSUV) and is 

renewable for one additional year, essentially providing full tuition to complete a bachelor’s degree. Varner earned her associate of arts transfer 
degree, while the eldest of her sons was a Running Start student. Varner intends to major social work and/or public health. 

Holly Varner, right, is the Community College Presidents’ Scholarship recipient 
in honor of Val Ogden, a former community advocate and legisator.
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Indy has award-winning year
For the second consecutive year, The Independent (The Indy) news staff at Clark College 
won first place in the General Excellence category in the annual Pacific Northwest 
Association of Journalism Educators competition. The Clark staff also finished second in the 
competition’s Publications Sweeps and captured 11 individual awards. Judges saluted The 
Indy’s extended coverage of the college’s nearly $2 million in budget cuts, a staff editorial 
on a proposal to build a student recreation center, a photo essay of presidential candidate 
Bernie Sanders’ rally in Vancouver, a portrait of former Clark women’s basketball coach 
Al Aldridge, and a photo illustration that details skyrocketing rent costs in Clark County. 
In addition to creating award-winning work, Indy staff writers launched Mundo Clark, a 
Spanish-language newsletter to reach the local Hispanic community.

The Indy and Mundo Clark are available online at www.clarkcollegeindependent.com. 

Model UN takes top honors

The Clark College Model United Nations team of delegates ended the year 
on a high note with a trip to the 2016 International Model United Nations 
Conference in New York City in April. Clark joined 100 other schools from 
around the world to explore diplomacy, negotiation and decision-making, 
while covering topics such as shielding journalists in combat zones, cyber 
security and protection of refugees. Clark College was the only two-year 
school in attendance. The results follow several other successful wins earlier 
this year, including James Eccles’ top honors in five straight conferences. 
Eccles is now studying International Relations at Columbia University. 
Michael Cordes also received the prestigious Best Position Paper Award 
when he represented the Russian Federation on the Human Rights Council 
at the Northwest Model UN Conference in February 2016.

Making educational dreams come true 

Clark College partnered with Univision and MundoMax to 
participate in Destino Exito Educate, an education campaign aimed 
at inspiring Latino and Hispanic youth to further their post-high 
school education. The campaign, which supports the college’s 
strategic plan and commitment to diversity and equity, features 
a series of 60-second television ads that aired on Univision and 
MundoMax. The newest vignette aims to inspire parents about 
the importance of higher education through the story of Richard 
Paz, a Clark scholarship donor, and Marcela Tupayachi, a current 
Clark student and recipient of the Richard Mark Paz Memorial 
Scholarship. The video showcases Paz’s reasons for creating the 
scholarship and its impact on Tupayachi. 

Watch the video online at http://bit.ly/2ajMH73.

Left to right, Michael Cordes, Jemma Sager, head delegate Jordan 
Stevenson, Joe Cavalli, Savannah Deochand and Soren Tullis

Richard Paz and his wife, Roma Bergstrom. A new video highlights Paz and 
Marcela Tupayachi, a current Clark student and recipient of the Richard 
Mark Paz Memorial Scholarship.
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Congratulations to the 2017  
Presidential Award winners

Tod and Maxine McClaskey 
Family Foundation

Jane Hagelstein

For leadership in the creation of the 
Tod and Maxine McClaskey Culinary 

Institute at Clark College.

For passionate support of and 
leadership in veteran resources 

at Clark College.
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Tod and Maxine McClaskey Family 
Foundation made a $4 million gift 
to the Clark’s Culinary and Baking 

programs that will transform the learning 
space and course of study for students, as well 
as the on-campus dining experience for the 
local community.

President Robert K. Knight announced 
that the college’s new dining and teaching 
facility will be known as the Tod and Maxine 
McClaskey Culinary Institute at Clark 
College. It will showcase Clark’s Cuisine and 
Professional Baking and Pastry Arts programs. 

“This gift will positively affect every student 
at Clark College whether they just stop by the 
Tod and Maxine McClaskey Culinary Institute 
for a healthy option on the way to class or 
graduate from the Tod and Maxine McClaskey 
Culinary Institute ready to go to work for 
one of the many great culinary options in the 
region,” said Knight, during an announcement 
in May at Savoring Excellence—a celebration 
for donors.

The lead gift from the Tod and Maxine 
McClaskey Family Foundation simultaneously 
changes the face of the college’s culinary 
building, while dramatically enhancing the 
student learning experience.

A redesign of the building within the next year includes a 
glass façade, outdoor dining space, contemporary restaurant, 
ethnic food choices and an open food court layout. 

Faculty have already revamped the academic curriculum to 
align with industry standards and prepare the college to be 
accredited by the American Culinary Federation. This top 
priority project also addresses nutritional needs of the college 
community and supports student retention by providing 
access to food service on campus.

Tod McClaskey was one of the founders of the Red Lion Hotel 
Vancouver at the Quay, a popular hotel and restaurant enterprise.

Lisa Gibert, president/CEO of Clark College Foundation said 
that Tod McClaskey had a passionate vision for the hospitality 
business and naming the institute after him and his wife is a 
perfect fit to honor their memory.

Introducing the Tod and Maxine McClaskey 
Culinary Institute at Clark College

$4 million gift to transform 
Clark’s culinary experience 

(Continued to page 23)

Above: An architectural rendering of Clark’s contemporary food court. 
Below: The façade of the new Tod and Maxine McClaskey Culinary Institute. 
Renderings by Yost Grube Hall Architecture.
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Graphic by LIGO/Tim Pyle

  Had the gravitational waves rolled 

through one day later, they would  

 have been lost. Researchers had planned to  

    dismantle the sensors.
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One of Cody Messick’s earliest memories is 
staring at a summer sky spattered with stars. 
The details are fuzzy: Was he watching 

meteors streak across the speckled blackness or was he 
straining to see the fuzzy glow of a comet ’s tail? What 
Messick, who is now 26, does remember clearly is that 
he was bursting with awe. He also reveled in getting to 
stay up past his bedtime to witness something so rare.

As a child and later as an adult, the pull of the cosmos 
led Messick ’10 to the right place at the right time. 
His fascination with the universe allowed him to play 
a role in what some consider the greatest discovery 
in physics in 100 years—the first direct detection 
of ripples in space and time known as gravitational 
waves. The discovery proves one of the fundamental 
tenets of Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity. Messick 
is even one of the authors listed on the scientific 

paper announcing the finding. The first paper 
referenced in the same article was penned 

by Einstein himself.

Like the ripples he helped 
discover, Messick’s career 

path wasn’t linear. When he 
enrolled at Clark College, 
just after high school, he 
planned to study drama. 
During the Theatre 
program’s downtime, he 
plugged away at his math 
homework. He enjoyed 

math during high school, 
but his grades didn’t reflect 

it because he’d slacked on 
homework, he said.

“Halfway 
through 
the first 
quarter, I 
realized I’d 
get really 
bored if I 
didn’t have a 
puzzle to work on. 
That ’s what math 
was for me: a puzzle,” 
he said.

He looked into switching majors. 
Math was too abstract. He hadn’t yet taken 
enough math to qualify for a pure physics class, so 
instead he signed up for engineering physics.

“By the end of the year, I dreaded my engineering class 
but I loved the physics,” Messick said. “I figured, why 
not drop the engineering part?”

By then, he had enough math experience to enroll 
in Physics 101, taught by Professor Dick Shamrell. 
Messick loved it. Shamrell said he remembers Messick 
as “good at motivating his classmates. He helped 
enliven the class a little bit, because he was interested 
in physics. He wasn’t just taking the class.”

After his second year, Messick transferred to the 
University of Washington, though he hadn’t yet 
completed his associate degree. The transition was 
rocky at first. Messick said he remembers coming back 
to Vancouver one weekend to visit his girlfriend—now 
wife, Kasey Cannon ’11—and admitting, “I don’t think 
I can do physics. This is just killing me.”

By Lily Raff McCaulou

Cody Messick ’10 helped 
discover the sound of 
black holes colliding  
1 billion years ago

A three-dimensional projection of the Milky Way 
onto a globe, showing the probable locations of 
three LIGO events.  Graphic by LIGO/Leo Singer 
and Milky Way image by Axel Mellinger

Cody Messick ’10
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One of the reasons he rebounded, Messick said, is 
because he joined a study group whose members 
became some of his closest friends. Messick said a 
common misconception about the field is that it ’s a 
solitary pursuit. In fact, he said, students who succeed 
in physics or math often do so because they’ve got 
strong social networks.

“There are some weeks that we spent 80 hours in the 
physics building doing homework, and the only way 
you can do that without losing your mind is to have 
people around you who you like,” he said.

Waves of gravity
During his second year at the University of 
Washington (UW ), Messick was elected treasurer 
of the Society of Physics Students. One of his 
responsibilities was to set up a field trip. Someone 
suggested visiting the gravitational wave observatory in 
Hanford, Wash.

“I had no idea what it was. I had no idea what 
gravitational waves were,” he said. “But I memorized 
the acronym: Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave 
Observatory (LIGO).” Messick said he only went on 

the field trip because he’d organized it, not because he 
was particularly interested. When he arrived, however, 
scientists delivered a one-hour presentation that 
changed Messick’s path in life.

“It blew me away…. As soon as I saw it, I couldn’t let 
go of it,” he said.

The LIGO experiment began in the 1980s and is 
now the collaboration of thousands of scientists 
from across the world. Two giant observatories were 
built—thousands of miles apart—one in Washington 
and the other in Livingston, La. The National Science 
Foundation-funded labs analyze data from cataclysmic 
occurrences in the universe—like black holes. 

At each observatory, a two-and-a-half-mile long 
sensor uses laser light split into two beams that 
travels back and forth down the length of the facility. 
The beams are used to monitor the precise distance 
between mirrors at both ends of the laboratory. 
According to Einstein’s theory, the distance between 
the mirrors changes—by an infinitesimal amount, 
much smaller than the diameter of a proton—when a 
gravitational wave passes by the detector. 

An technician inspects LIGO’s optics for contaminants before sealing up the chamber and pumping the vacuum system down. It is critical to LIGO’s 
operation that there is no contamination on any of its optical surfaces. Photo by Matt Heintze Caltech/MIT/LIGO Lab
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“As the gravitational wave passes by, it ’ ll increase the 
distance,” Messick said. Just how tiny a disturbance 
is LIGO measuring? A gravitational wave nudged the 
mirrors apart by less than one-tenth of the radius of 
a proton. The radius of a proton is 0.87 femtometers. 
A femtometer is a millionth of a billionth of a meter. 
Smaller than small.

After being duly impressed with the LIGO 
experiment and the Hanford facility, Messick 
organized another visit to the lab the following year. 
He sought out every publication related to LIGO 
he could find in preparation for the trip. When a 
visiting scientist associated with the project came to 
UW to present his research, Messick stayed late to 
ask questions.

After graduating from UW, Messick was accepted 
into a doctoral program in astrophysics at 
Pennsylvania State University.

“LIGO was still a dream… I knew there were some 
LIGO people at Penn State, but they didn’t have 
positions open,” Messick said.

Messick networked and worked hard on other 
research, and within a year he was working for 

a scientist who collaborated with LIGO. As a result, 
Messick was hired to conduct real-time data analysis of 
gravitational waves. 

“I should say ‘near real time,’ because basically if something 
came in, the pipeline that I worked on would identify it 
within a minute,” Messick said. 

He and his fellow researchers hope to shave that time down 
to a few seconds. The importance of a quick turnaround 
was underscored when researchers unexpectedly detected 
gravitational waves in the fall of 2015.

Unexpected chirp
On September 14, 2015, about a year after Messick 
joined the project, scientists performed a test with new, 
particularly sensitive detection equipment. Something 
dramatic, and unexpected, happened—two chirps were 
detected, one at each LIGO observatory. 

The discovery was nearly missed.

Coincidentally, had those same gravitational waves rolled 
through the area one day later, they would have been lost. 
Researchers had planned to dismantle the sensors.

Center: The LIGO Laboratory in Livingston, La. There are two detector sites, one in Livingston and one in Hanford, Wash. Photo by Caltech/MIT/LIGO Lab. 
Right: This illustration shows the dates of the two confirmed gravitational-wave detections and one that was too weak to confirm. Graphic by LIGO
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“The game for the last five decades was to prove 
whether they exist,” Messick said of gravitational 
waves. Now that we know they exist, he said, 
scientists can use LIGO to map out parts of the 
universe that are too far away to see. The technology 
could help test alternate theories of gravity—
different from Einstein’s theory of relativity—that 
also predict gravitational waves. And the labs can 
teach us more about black holes and other massive 
generators of gravitational waves.

Messick also contributes to a research project that 
consolidates space-related findings into a shared 
database, so researchers can compare their data with 
findings from other labs. Messick said he hopes to 
incorporate LIGO results into this collaboration, 
which could expand its influence in the sciences  
even further.

For Messick, it ’s 
still hard to believe 
he contributed to 
scientific history.

“We live in a funny 
world because a year 
ago, I would have said, 
this is the best case 
scenario: I worked 

on the first-ever detection of a gravitational wave,” 
Messick said. “If I’d started a year later, I don’t think 
I would have been in the collaboration long enough 
to be on the paper, which would have been a shame, 
but the bigger shame would have been that I didn’t 
contribute to the finding. I just fell into the right 
project at the right time.” 

Editor’s Note: Since this story was written, The New 
York Times reported a second detection of colliding 
black holes. On December 26, 2015, ripples shook 
both detectors in Washington and Louisiana causing 
a chirp that lasted about one second. Scientists 
expect more such universe noises to be heard in the 
future. The story was published on June 16, 2016.

Lily Raff McCaulou is a journalist living in Portland, 
Ore. She is the author of Call of the Mild: Learning 
to Hunt My Own Dinner, which the San Francisco 
Chronicle named one of the best books of 2012. She 
has written for The New York Times and The Atlantic.

Instead, a chirp, lasting just a fraction of a second, was 
heard by real-time analysts in Livingston and Hanford. 
They immediately notified researchers at the labs.
Plans to take down the sensors were canceled. Instead, 
scientists jumped into action, snapping photos of every 
cable and connection, to verify that the equipment had 
functioned properly.

Messick wasn’t one of the analysts who made the 
discovery. He was off work at the time and even 
overslept the morning after the detection, arriving late 
to the office. But as soon as he found out, he too got 
right to work.

“Just as we were walking to the seminar, my advisor 
tells me to check my email,” Messick recalled 
with a laugh. “I had to sit through the hour-long 
seminar thinking, ‘holy shit, we may have just seen a 
gravitational wave!’”

For months afterward, Messick assisted with the 
analysis, filtering out interference and checking 
to make sure what they’d detected was actually a 
gravitational wave. After the discovery was announced, 
Messick emailed a note to Shamrell, which began “I 
thought you might like to know that I’ve been pretty 
extensively involved in the discovery of the first 
gravitational wave…” Shamrell said he remembers 
reading that email, which is now printed and hanging 
on his office wall.

“My jaw is falling at this point,” Shamrell said.

Contribution to science

Messick is still two years away from finishing his 
doctorate. He continues to work on LIGO and hopes 
to return to the Pacific Northwest someday to teach at 
a university and conduct research.

SEE MORE PHOTOS, VIDEOS AND LISTEN TO 
BLACK HOLES COLLIDING AT  
HTTPS://MEDIAASSETS.CALTECH.EDU/GWAVE
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The discovery of gravitational waves confirms a new 
understanding of gravity. Isaac Newton’s law of universal 
gravitation explains the proportional attraction of objects 
of differing sizes. It explains why the Earth orbits the sun, 

for example. The math to support this view holds up well in most 
cases, according to Dick Shamrell, recently retired Clark College 
physics professor. But in the case of very massive objects—like 
a black hole that is 10 times the size of the Earth’s sun—the 
calculations fall apart.

Albert Einstein’s alternative, the general theory of relativity, has 
held up for decades because the math that supports it works for 
objects of all sizes. But Einstein’s theory predicts the existence 
of what he called gravitational waves—and until the Laser 
Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory (LIGO) detected 
two chirps in September 2015, there wasn’t any direct evidence 
that they existed.

To understand Einstein’s theory, Shamrell suggests envisioning the 
universe as the jiggly mattress of a water bed. Setting a bowling 
ball—the sun—on the bed creates “a dimple in the fabric of space-
time,” he said. When a smaller ball—Earth—is placed on the bed, it 
circles around the bigger ball, not because the two objects have an 
innate attraction, but because of the curvature of space.

Gravitational waves are the ripples that radiate across the mattress 
when something cataclysmic happens. The event that led to the 
discovery last September, for example, was the collision of two 

UNDERSTANDING 
GRAVITATIONAL WAVES
Picture the universe as a jiggly water bed mattress 

black holes—about 29 and 36 times the mass of the sun—in the distant 
universe, 1.3 billion years ago.

In the 1970s, two scientists found evidence of two black holes spiraling 
together, getting closer to each other.

“The orbit got tighter, which doesn’t happen unless they’re losing 
energy,” Shamrell said. “And they were losing energy at the same 
rate that general relativity would predict if they were sending out 
gravitational waves.”

The first-ever physical evidence of gravitational waves came when 
the twin LIGO detectors noted the “chirp, chirp” of exactly such 
a disturbance. The timing was seven milliseconds apart, due to 
the distance between Washington and Louisiana, where the labs 
are located. Scientists spent the next five months checking their 
calculations and ruling out other possible causes for the detection.

Another way of thinking about the discovery is that while we’ve long 
had technology to look at space, LIGO gives researchers a way to listen 
to it. This new sense allows scientists to detect objects that are too far 
away, and events that happened too long ago, to see. The gravitational 
wave detected in September was “like a bell ringing and then stopping,” 
Shamrell said.

“It fit very closely our predictions of what two black holes spiraling into 
each other would look like as they basically shook the universe to its 
foundation with these gravitational waves,” Shamrell said.

Left: This sun and Earth grid shows how gravity warps the fabric of space and time, and how the bodies move along paths determined by this geometry. Graphic 
by Caltech/MIT/LIGO Lab/Tim Pyle. Right: Prof. Dick Shamrell, far right, demonstrates to his students how to safely view Venus’ traverse across the sun.
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By Rhonda Morin

Professor Dietmeier demanded 
hard work and punctuality
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Sargent vividly recalls Dietmeier’s response: “When I say 
I want that projector volume down, I mean I want that 
projector turned down!” 

This is one of many stories alumni have of their no-
nonsense Chemistry professor during the 1950s and 1960s.

Makings of a teacher
Roland Dietmeier was raised in Minnesota with his six 
siblings. He studied Chemistry and played football at 
Carleton College, graduating with a bachelor’s in 1926. He 
taught high school and college for a time before entering 
graduate school and then marrying Gertrude Klaras in 
1932. The couple had two children—Klaras and Roland—
while he finished his master’s in Chemistry in 1936 from 
the University of Minnesota.

He worked next with the Forest Service replanting a 
national forest, and during that time the couple had a third 
child, Richard. As the United States entered World War II, 
Dietmeier moved his family to Montana where  
he taught physics to U.S. Army recruits at the University 
of Montana.

Professor Roland Dietmeier was a tough 
teacher. His former students remember him as 
demanding, quick-tempered, strict, intolerant of 

tardiness or absences and not generous with As.

In the next breath, those same alumni say he was the 
most influential instructor they had in their collegiate 
careers, or someone who cared about them personally 
and credit him for their success in life. They all agree 
that the rigors of his instruction paid off and left 
long-lasting impressions on them.

Gene Sargent ’52, remembers when a projector was 
playing loudly in a classroom next to the chemistry 
lab. Dietmeier abruptly stopped his lecture, walked 
next door and firmly told his colleague to “turn that 
projector down.”

He returned to his classroom, but the noise persisted. 
Dietmeier walked out again and proceeded to pull 
every single fuse in a nearby fuse box—shutting off 
electricity to the entire building.

Colleagues poured out of their classrooms  
complaining that the lights suddenly went out or  
their equipment failed. 

Roland Dietmeier over the years, 
seen here with his granddaugther, 
top, and his wife , Gertrude, left. 
Photos provided by the family.
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As the war drew to a close, Dietmeier explored finding 
a college teaching job and found a fit at Clark College, 
which on January 21, 1946, had re-opened having 
temporarily closed its doors during parts of the war 
period. Classes at that time were held in the basement 
of Vancouver High School and later at Ogden 
Meadows, a former housing development. By 1951, the 
college moved to its current main campus location in 
Vancouver’s Central Park on Fourth Plain Boulevard. 
Dietmeier set up his Chemistry labs and classrooms 
in these locations stocked with plenty of chalk for his 
infamous chalkboard writing assignments.

Cut out for chemistry
When Sargent enrolled in a Chemistry class in the 
early 1950s, he wasn’t sure if he was cut out for it. As 
a pre-dental student, he had to pass general Chemistry 
and Organic Chemistry, but he wasn’t yet confident in 
his skills.

Dietmeier’s advice was straightforward: “We’ll find 
out soon enough if you’ve got it or not.” The teacher 
ran down his litany of expectations: “You will never 
miss a class. If you’re not in the hospital, then you 
will be in class. You will never be late for class. All 
assignments will be passed in on time.” 

Sargent took 20 credit hours that first quarter. “I was 
in class from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. and I studied until 11 
p.m. I was in love at the time, but it would be a year 
and a half before I spent time with my future wife.”

The extra effort paid off. Between Dietmeier and 
Biology Professor Anna Pechanec, who was similarly 
strict, Sargent found his stride. He disciplined himself 
to study and worked hard for Bs and the A he earned 
in Organic Chemistry his second year.

“They taught me how to work. Roland Dietmeier, in 
particular, was the most influential person in my life,” 
said Sargent.

Sargent had a shot at getting into the University of 
Oregon dental school. Acceptance was based on a high 
grade-point average. Of the 700 applicants in 1952, 
a total of 77 were accepted and only one was from a 
community college—Sargent. He met the standard 
thanks to a last-minute change to his final Organic 
Chemistry letter grade. Dietmeier admitted he’d been 
hard on Sargent and switched his 94 grade from a 
letter B to a letter A. 

After earning his doctor of medical dentistry (DMD) 
degree, he served as a captain in the Army for two 
years as a dentist, then opened a private practice in 
Burlington, Wash. He served patients for five decades. 

“I’m indebted to Clark College,” said the 85-year-old.

Chemical reaction
Tom Wolford ’65 had aspirations to work in the science 
field. But he had a challenge. He is dyslexic, though 
he wasn’t diagnosed until well past his college days. 
Writing reactions on the chalkboard was very difficult. 
He’d write O2Si instead of SiO2 for a silicon and 
oxygen reaction.

“I can’t spell cat, but I know Ca stands for calcium 
because of Dietmeier,” he said.

Dietmeier told Wolford that he was a good enough 
student, but he simply didn’t put in enough effort. 

Wolford rose to the task of memorizing the periodic 
table of elements and solubility table of ionic 
compounds. He went on to get a master’s in Chemistry 
at Western Washington University and a doctorate 
from the University of California at Davis and had 
a productive 22-year career with Crown Zellerbach 
Corp. He was also a college recruiter for University 
of Washington’s paper science program. Until his 
retirement three years ago, Wolford worked with 
Clark College’s Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics (STEM) department to recruit students.

Flying erasers
Betty and Glenn Tribe were also Dietmeier’s students. 
Glenn attended Clark for one year in 1952 before 
transferring to Washington State University in 
Pullman. Betty attended for two years and completed 
her associate degree.

Dietmeier, they agree, was a taskmaster, and at 6 foot, 2 
inches and broad-shouldered, an intimidating presence 
at the front of the class. He frequently encouraged 
students to compete against each other. Pop quizzes 
were standard and often the professor would 
acknowledge—by name—who answered questions 
correctly and who did not.

Memorizing elements and valences were a key part 
of the Chemistry class. Valences are the charges of 
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Chemistry lab boasts familiar name

Chemistry,” said Betty, who after raising her family, 
returned to college for a Fine Arts degree.

For those, like Glenn, who stood facing the chalkboard, 
frantically trying to recall what the valence of chloride 
was in hydrogen chloride, the sound of an eraser 
passing their ears or a piece of chalk splitting as it 
smashed against the board was a common occurrence.

“I’d be told it might be to my advantage to study more 
that evening,” said Glenn, who went on to obtain an 
advanced degree, a Professional Engineer license and 
had a career as a mechanical engineer.

ions formed from atoms. Ion charges then form the 
molecular structures of compounds. 

Chalkboards framed the classroom on three sides and 
students were routinely called upon to write reactions 
or compounds on the chalkboard in front of the class. 
If you didn’t do your homework, the Tribes recall, the 
next day’s class was painful.

“I had no idea about valences. Chemistry class was a 
drilling experience for me,” said Glenn.

Betty, however, studied chemistry in high school, which 
gave her an advantage. “I knew all about valences 
and still do to this day. I sailed through General 

Women in STEM
Dietmeier was particularly interested in getting more 
women involved in STEM, according to his daughter 
Klaras Dietmeier Ihnken.

“He’d invite his female students to dinner on Sunday with 
our family,” said Ihnken. She recalls him telling the women 
that they must finish their degrees and find a job in STEM 
in addition to raising their families.

“This was a regular conversation at our supper table,” said 
Ihnken, “This was post-World War II and my father saw 
that women needed training and education to go to work.”

Ihnken was also a pupil of her father’s disciplined work ethic, 
which prepared her for a career as a high school teacher and 
mother. She studied under Dietmeier at Clark during the day, 
then returned home with her father and to the rest of her 
family to study at night.

The learning process for Ihnken and the rest of Dietmeier’s 
students was rich, challenging and rewarding. Clark has a 
tradition of such a process: former and current faculty are a 
special group of professionals who go to great lengths to help 
students understand and apply what they learn. And though 
classroom interactions have evolved since Dietmeier’s tenure, 
the premise still exists: Do your homework, think critically 
through a problem and never, ever be late for class. 

Klaras Dietmeier Ihnken proudly displays the name of a 
new chemistry lab in honor of her father, Roland Dietmeier, 
who taught at Clark in the 1950s and 1960s.

When Clark’s new STEM building opens officially during a ribbon cutting 
ceremony on October 3, alumni  from the 1950s and 1960s will see a  
familiar name.

Anonymous donors contributed $265,000 in honor of Professor Roland 
Dietmeier. One of the spacious rooms on Chemistry’s second floor now carries 
the name: Roland E. Dietmeier Lab.

White erase boards line the walls in place of the old green chalkboards, with  
dry erase markers substituted for the yellow and white chalk. The erasers  
haven’t changed a whole lot; they are a similar size to their ancestors, though 
perhaps a little lighter. Wonder if they sail through the air at the same speed as 
chalk erasers? 

There are many opportunities still available to name spaces in the new STEM 
building. Take part in the power of philanthropy by contacting  
Joel B. Munson, Sr. VP of development at jmunson@clark.edu or 360.992.2428.
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Jerry’s story

Jerry and Louvenia “Lou” Smith were the adventurous 
types together. Retired by their late 50s, they spent 
two decades sailing the Atlantic Intercoastal Waterway. 
Then about five years ago, one of their sons got a job 
in the Northwest and the couple started driving the 
2,800 miles each way to visit their grandsons.

Jerry said there really wasn’t a plan when they put up 
a for sale sign. The couple simply wanted to test the 
housing market in Greensboro, N.C.

The house sold in a week. They had 30 days to move. 
After 71 years of living in North Carolina, they packed 

their Toyota Sienna minivan on a hot July afternoon in 
2014, and drove to Vancouver, Wash.

Lou would be dead within eight months. Cancer.

High school sweethearts, Jerry and Lou had been 
together since they were 18. They married on a 
spring day in 1961. He went to night school to get 
his bachelor’s degree. Lou went to school after Jerry 
finished, while caring for their two children. She 
studied nursing, was a National Honor Society student 
and passed her state boards with flying colors. 

Wife’s lifetime service to strangers 
motivates husband to give back

Donor Jerry Smith with Tia Clary (left) and Stellah Nyamongo (right), the Nursing students his scholarship 
supports. At right, Smith practicing his health care skills on a simulation model during an event in May.
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Try men’s souls
Lou had her share of health concerns in her lifetime. 
She had a heart condition which required a pacemaker. 
While walking in her neighborhood one day, the 
68-year-old had a heart attack and would have died on 
the sidewalk if it hadn’t been for quick responses from 
neighbors and life-saving measures administered by the 
paramedics.  

Jerry and Lou went to a hero ceremony after she 
recovered and hugged the 35-year-old paramedic. 
“Thank you for saving my wife,” he remembers saying. 
He still tears up. 

The sketchpad of Jerry ’s mind noted how strangers 
came to his family ’s aid at a life-changing moment.

As he struggled with grief following his wife’s death 
from cancer five years later, he was particularly gripped 
by the reality of his new surroundings. Jerry was 
thousands of miles away from home and friends, with 
only the familiar faces of his son, daughter-in-law and 
grandchildren to call upon for comfort.

“These are the times that try men’s souls,” he said, 
quoting 18th century political activist and author 
Thomas Paine.

Some of the respite he sought was found by giving to 
others. Jerry reached out to Clark College Foundation 
and set up three scholarships for students studying 
nursing with the intent to be registered nurses.

Tia Clary, 32, is one of those recipients. She’s a single 
parent who worked part-time at Safeway while she 
attended Clark. She has always had an interest in the 
medical field, but caring for her grandfather before 
his death sealed her decision. She graduated with her 
nursing degree in June.

Lou worked in the field for two decades, specializing 
in occupational nursing. 

“She loved helping people and she loved being a 
nurse,” said her husband of 54 years. “You have to 
have the heart to be a nurse. You have to want to help 
others.”

Her tenderness and commitment to relieving the 
suffering of strangers always struck a chord with 
Jerry. He reflected on this upon her death, which led 
him to call Clark College Foundation to find out 
how he could help aspiring nurses while honoring his 
wife’s memory.

The good times
While Lou was enjoying her work, Jerry ’s career 
was taking off. He worked in data processing and 
traveled the world—Italy, Australia, Germany and 
South Africa—putting in computer systems for the 
fuel dispensary services company Gilbarco, now doing 
business as Gilbarco Veeder-Root. An opportunity 
arose to do a rotation in the manufacturing section of 
the business. He’d work directly with workers on the 
shop floor. Turns out, this was Jerry ’s niche and he 
never returned to installing computer systems.

He was in charge of implementing what is today 
known as LEAN manufacturing—eliminating waste 
in a system. He toured other companies to observe 
their processes, returning to Gilbarco bursting with 
new ideas. Workers were unconvinced that they could 
cut the time it took to change dies on a 100-ton steel 
press. But they did cut the time—in half. Then they 
reduced it even further, eventually achieving a three-
minute die exchange instead of a 45-minute one.

Gilbarco got noticed. Jerry submitted the company’s 
success implementing LEAN manufacturing to an 
industry publication. To his delight, Gilbarco was 
chosen as one of the industry ’s best plants in 1994, 
and capitalized on the achievement for the next five 
years. Business thrived.

“Gilbarco brought in $20 million in new business the 
first year,” said Jerry. 

Promotions followed and for the next 17 years, Jerry 
was in his element. 

“I loved working with front-line employees,” he said.

“Some people can throw money at 
a problem and it makes them feel 
good. But this is personal for me.”

(Continued to page 22)
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Lisa Gibert 
President/CEO, Clark College Foundation 
 

Left to right, Dr. Gary Gilbert talks to Ed and 
Edri Geiger during a June STEM event.

Contact Joel B. Munson
jmunson@clark.edu
360.992.2428
clarkcollegefoundation.org

Plan for the future. 
Support Clark students now!

Clark College Foundation can 
help with your estate planning.

Clark College’s Board of Trustee Royce Pollard 
has an estate plan through Clark College 
Foundation that provides for his family’s future 
and supports Clark students today.

Royce Pollard, left, with his 
grandson, Stanley, and son Will.

“I was born and raised here. I want to live a life of 
service to this community,” she said. “It ’s a privilege to 
be able to care for people when they are at their most 
vulnerable.”

“I met Jerry and his daughter-in-law at the (Clark 
College Foundation) Scholarship Reception last year. I 
think because of my story, we felt a connection to each 
other,” said Clary.

She learned about Lou’s compassion for serving others 
and her love for nursing was fortified. 

“Learning about (Lou) and her career makes me want to 
do my best and be an inspiration for others,” said Clary.

The Louvenia “Lou” Hart Smith BSRN, COHN 
Memorial Scholarship relieved some of the financial 
burdens for Clary and allowed her to focus on her 
studies. She’ ll graduate with a $17,000 student debt, 
but Clary feels it is less than it would be without the 
scholarship.

“It ’s a healthy debt, but it ’s worth it. I’ ll be making a lot 
more money soon and I’ ll be able to pay it off,” she said. 

Jerry went to Clary ’s pinning ceremony, a welcoming 
of newly graduated nurses into the profession. He’ll 
also pay for her state board exams.

Following the scholarship recipients’ progress keeps 
him aware of any barriers that pop up during their 
education. He wants to alleviate financial burdens 
that could derail their accomplishments.

“Some people can throw money at a problem and it 
makes them feel good. But this is personal for me.” 

“I like to know why they need the help. It ’s not just 
a curiosity. I don’t want any stumbling blocks along 
the way. I want them to succeed,” he said.

Though he sold the sailboat years ago, Jerry often 
reflects on the good fortune he and Lou had during 
their more than half-century of marriage. They 
sailed calm waters on warm, lazy afternoons and 
learned how to navigate the stormy channels in their 
lives. Today, he honors his wife’s kindheartedness 
and all those who helped them along their voyage 
with the gift of education. It ’s an adventure that 
lasts a lifetime. 

( Jerry, continued from page 21)
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(Culinary, continued from page 9)

“Tod believed in first-class service and an excellent dining 
experience. The Red Lion was also the launching pad for 
hundreds of careers in the hospitality business for this region 
and beyond. That light of excellence for the McClaskeys will 
now shine for generations,” said Gibert.

The McClaskey family are excited about being an integral part 
of the college’s future.

“Clark’s new culinary program fits our family’s ideals for 
excellent food preparation and management, as well as 
collaborating with other state educational organizations. We 
are thrilled to be a part of this innovative project,” said Jillian 
Hagstrom, granddaughter of Tod and Maxine McClaskey.

Clark College also has educational partnerships with the 
Clark County Skills Center and Washington State University 
Vancouver that consolidate the steps for students who are 
working toward a college degree.

Construction dates have not been set, but portions of 
the facility are expected to open in 2017. There will a 
food court with several kiosks offering cooked-to-order 
items, soups, sandwiches, salads, a bakery and a variety 
of ethnic and food-sensitive choices. A full-service 
bakery will serve artisanal desserts, breads and offer 
a barista station. And Clark’s popular restaurant will 
return, modeled after modern, open-kitchen dining 
establishments. All services will be open to Clark’s 
community as well as the general public. 

Clark College Foundation is accepting donations for the 
culinary project, which is expected to cost $10.5 million. 
For more information, contact Joel B. Munson, Sr. VP of 
development at jmunson@clark.edu or 360.992.2428.

We lost a treasure of a man this summer. Ed Geiger passed away on 
June 22 after an extended battle with Parkinson’s disease.

Ed was a beloved part of the foundation family for 29 years. Ed first 
joined the board in July 1987, served as board chair in 1995 and on several 
committees, most notably our investment committee.

He was, and his wife Edri continues to be, an avid supporter of education. 
They provided scholarships for Clark students over the years.

We had the great fortune of seeing Ed at a Clark event shortly before his 
death. He and Edri joined us for a group tour of Clark’s new 70,000-square-
foot science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) building. 
Ed got the chance to see eight years of planning come to fruition. He was 
energized being there with 150 other invited guests to get a first glimpse of 
the future of STEM in our region.

I was very happy to see him and to talk about the other exciting projects 
Clark is embarking on, such as a culinary facility remodel. He was always an 
enthusiast for Clark College and its mission of serving the community. 

As I reflect on his life, I am reminded of how Ed was my friend, mentor, 
a hero in our community and an example of how one should meet their 
challenges head-on.

I am deeply saddened by the loss of this terrific man. I will miss you Ed, but 
I will never forget how you impacted my life and the lives of so many others.

From the president

Lisa Gibert 
President/CEO, Clark College Foundation 
 

Left to right, Dr. Gary Gilbert speaks with Ed Geiger during a 
special STEM event on June 6, 2016.
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Clark College Foundation
1933 Fort Vancouver Way

Vancouver, WA 98663-3598

Last Glance
In June, 23 students were the first to receive a 
bachelor’s degree in Applied Science in Dental 
Hygiene, a new degree offered at Clark.


