
 Fall 2016Vol. 8, Issue 1

News from
Holden Hall

V i r g i n i a  Te c h  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  M i n i n g  a n d  M i n e r a l s  E n g i n e e r i n g

Erik Westman named Head of  
Mining and Minerals Engineering
Erik Westman, professor 
of mining and minerals 
engineering, has been 
named head of Virginia 
Tech’s Department of 
Mining and Minerals 
Engineering in the College 
of Engineering.

“Erik and his students have 
conducted groundbreaking 
research — literally — 
using novel techniques 
to map and image stress-
induced changes in mines 
that are more than a mile-
and-a-half deep, thus 
increasing safety and efficiency for workers,” 
said Don Taylor, acting dean of the College of 
Engineering. “He has worked hard to attract 
new, young talent to our mining department 
and diligently prepare them for career success.”

Westman will lead the department of 11 
faculty members, which includes two 
National Academy of Engineering members, 
and administrative and support personnel. 
The department enrolls approximately 150 
undergraduate and more than 35 graduate 
students.

Westman had served as interim department 
head since fall 2015, and during the two years 
prior to that was the interim associate dean for 
academic affairs for the College of Engineering. 
He has served as the faculty advisor for his 
department’s senior design project that is 
submitted annually to the Carlson Software 
Senior Design Competition. Under Westman’s 
leadership, nine teams have garnered national 

championship first-place 
victories.

Westman’s research 
efforts have focused 
on developing novel 
methods for geotechnical 
monitoring of the entire 
rock mass volume rather 
than only point locations.
Togther with his students, 
Westman’s most significant 
accomplishment was 
pioneering the use 
of passive seismic 
tomography to image 
time-lapse, stress-induced 

changes near the face of a longwall coal mine. 
The National Science Foundation, the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, 
and the U.S. Department of Energy have 
supported Westman’s work in this area.

Westman has been an invited speaker to 
numerous symposiums and conferences, 
including as the Society for Mining, Metallurgy, 
and Exploration Henry Krumb Lecturer. In 
2002, he won a National Science Foundation 
CAREER Award to develop a practical method 
for predicting failures in rock masses. Westman 
worked for the U.S. Bureau of Mines from 1991 
to 1996. Prior to becoming a faculty member at 
Virginia Tech in 1999, Westman also spent five 
years in consulting engineering in addition to 
five years in government research.

Westman earned a bachelor’s from the 
Colorado School of Mines, a master’s from the 
University of Colorado, and a Ph.D. in mining 
and minerals engineering from Virginia Tech.

Dr. Erik Westman
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Dr. Greg Adel Retires After 
34 Years of Service to 
Department and Students
Dr. Greg Adel retired this past May after more than 30 years of dedicated 
service to the mining and minerals engineering department and its 
students, and in that time he has contributed to the university and the 
program through his many efforts as faculty professor, recruiter, advisor, 
assistant department head, and, most recently, department head.

Greg joined the department in 1982, in what seemed like a rapid transition 
from graduate student to faculty member. After completing the Ph.D. 
program in metallurgical engineering at Berkley, “I turned in my dissertation, got in the car, and drove across the country to come 
to Blacksburg,” remembers Greg. The early years were spent setting up research and writing proposals. His role as a metallurgist 
proved a good fit, as he quickly found himself collaborating with Dr. Yoon, whose work in coal was complemented by Greg’s 
expertise and background in modeling. Dr. Luttrell would join them a few years later, and the three of them would collaborate on 
numerous DOE-funded projects.

Unlike universities today, which prepare and develop faculty as teachers, for Greg becoming an instructor boiled down to on 
the job training. “I was pretty much thrown into the fire,” says Greg about being asked to immediately cover a metallurgy course 
upon his arrival. Greg went on to teach numerous courses for the department, including mineral processing and graduate courses 
on modeling and processing. In addition to his regular mining engineering classes, Greg was tasked early on to be an instructor 
in the College of Engineering’s “Engineering Fundamentals.” These courses, taught by faculty from throughout the engineering 
disciplines, presented incoming freshmen with basic courses on engineering and problem solving. Greg found that this was a 
great way to get to know incoming students. “I really gained an appreciation for how excited these kids were who were coming to 
Virginia Tech to study engineering,” notes Greg. “I felt like it was our job as faculty to keep that excitement going once students 
declared a major and continued in a specific engineering field.” 

In the early 90s, Greg took over a growing number of departmental responsibilities, from curriculum planning to student advising, 
which eventually earned him the official title of “Assistant Department Head.” A challenge during this period was overhauling 
and implementing ABET’s accreditation program, which required new assessments and changes to the department’s curriculum. 
He also played a bigger role in advising and recruiting students. His personal approach to recruiting—which he learned at the 
South  Dakota School of Mines and Technology—made a significant impact on the growth of undergraduate enrollment. “I would 
contact and invite interested students to a one-on-one meeting in my office,” Greg says, “to explain the program and answer their 
questions.” He found this helped convey enthusiasm for the field while also making recruitment more successful. After a short 
stint as interim department head, Greg was appointed full department head in 2009 and went on to serve in that capacity for over 
seven years—a period which saw an expansion of the department’s student diversity, an increasing undergraduate and graduate 
enrollment, the hiring of three new faculty with new areas of expertise, and a strengthening of the in-house recruiting program—
all despite recessionary budget constraints.

Greg witnessed many changes during his career at the department, but perhaps the most important in his eyes was the diversification 
of the program. “When I started, the department was largely seen as a regional coal school,” recounts Greg. “It was rare for our 
graduates to get a job outside of the coal industry.” Largely spearheaded by then department head Mike Karmis and industry 
leaders, such as LuckStone, the department’s students began gaining the attention of other mining industries. “Now we have 
students going into copper, into gold and into industrial minerals,” says Greg. “We’ve gone from being a pure coals school to one of 
the largest and most diversified mining engineering programs that places its graduates in all areas of the industry.”

Greg is looking forward to his retirement and having more time for traveling with his wife, Kim. Their son, Jay, is a percussionist 
performing at numerous orchestral venues throughout the year, and they are looking forward to attending his performances. With 
their shared passion for classical music, Greg and Kim have a bucket list of major musical performance venues around the world 
that they’d like to visit in the coming years. However, despite the busy travel itinerary, the couple plans to keep Blacksburg as their 
home base, where they can take part in the growing arts community at the Moss Arts Center as well as Hokies sporting events.

Dr. Greg Adel (right) is honored during a retirement 
ceremony at the 2016 Scholarship and Awards Banquet
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Department of Mining and Minerals Engineering
2016 Distinguished Alumni

The department has recognized three outstanding graduates of its program with the Distinguished Alumni Award 
in 2016. The awards and honors were conferred at two prominent industry events to maximize the attendance of 
fellow alumni as well as industry colleagues. The first two recipients, Charlie Lilly (1979) and Rick Honaker (1986), 
were honored at the department’s Alumni Reception during the SME Conference and Exposition in Phoenix, 
Arizona. The third recipient, Rodney Hobbs (1982) was presented with his award during the NSSGA’s AGG1 
Academy & Expo in Nashville, Tennessee.

Charlie Lilly, B.S. 1979, Director of Engineering, Peabody Energy
Charlie was a student leader and a very active undergraduate, serving as the Burkhart 
Mining Society President in his final year. Upon graduation in 1979, he entered the 
coal industry with Eastern Associated Coal.  He had production and engineering 
positions, as well as mine management, and, with the mergers and acquisitions 
of the industry in the 1990s, he was moved to the main team at Peabody energy, 
eventually reaching his current position of Director of Engineering for their world-
wide operations. Charlie is the main supporter and a very engaged company partner 
for the department’s atmospheric monitoring and risk management research 
programs. He has taken department researchers on extensive mine tours of the 
Peabody operations, both in the USA and Australia, and has facilitated a number of 
meetings and workshops for its teams.

Rodney Hobbs,  B.S. 1982, Area Operations Manager, Vulcan Materials
Rodney started his career with a short spell in the coal industry, in southwest Virginia, 
before making a career change into the construction materials and aggregates 
industry by joining Vulcan Materials. He has been very successful with this company 
(largest in that sector) by serving in engineering and management positions, 
mostly operating in Vulcan’s mid-east division, headquartered in Charlotte North 
Carolina. He has recently assumed even a greater role and responsibility with that 
company by serving as the Area Operations Manager, with a number or quarrying 
operations reporting to him. Rodney is the department’s most senior alumnus in 
the aggregates industry and a dedicated ambassador of the department within the 
Vulcan organization. Vulcan hired more seniors last year (8) than any other mining company, and Rodney’s role in 
promoting Virginia Tech has been a significant factor for this exceptional recruitment by that company.

Ricky Honaker, B.S. 1986, M.S. 1988, Ph.D. 1992, Professor and Head, 
Department of Mining Engineering, University of Kentucky
A native of Honaker, a small coal mining town in Southwest Virginia, Rick was 
a truly outstanding undergraduate student, who stayed on at the Virginia Tech 
mining and minerals engineering department  after his BS degree to complete his 
graduate education. He started his academic career at the Mining Department of 
the University of Southern Illinois, Carbondale, before moving to the University 
of Kentucky. He has risen through the academic ranks at that institution, currently 
serving his 8th year as the Head of the Mining Engineering Department. He is an 
internationally recognized expert in the field of mineral processing, and he is a 
partner, in many funded research projects, with Virginia Tech’s own mining and 
minerals engineering processing team.  He also participates in joint advising of graduate students with Virginia 
Tech faculty who, together, have organized lectures and short courses offered to both schools.
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Thank You to Our Donors
Each year the department faces the challenge of  securing sufficient funds to operate. Our annual budget allocation covers 
most of the faculty salaries and some of the staff salaries, but there is virtually nothing provided for the day-to-day operations 
(telephones, copying machine, supplies, etc.). Nearly all of our operating revenues come from research overhead, interest 
on our endowment, and gifts from our alumni and friends. In fact, as our student body grows, it is becoming increasingly 
difficult to provide funds to support scholarships and student organizations. That is why gifts from our alumni, friends and 
corporate sponsors are so important to us. We would like to take this opportunity to extend a heartfelt “thank you” to the 
following donors for supporting our department and mission during the 2016 calendar year.

1950’s
Barbery, Wilma S. (in Memory of Paul 

S. Barbery, Class of 1959)
Bucklen, O.B. (Class of 1959)
Kilgore, Bill (Class of 1957)

Van Meter, Horace (Class of 1959)

1960’s
Bucklen, Jerry (Class of 1962)

Reggel, Walter S. (Class of 1968)
Schrader, Sam (Class of 1963)
Skaggs, Gary (Class of 1968)
Womble, William L. (Class of

1965)

1970’s
Artrip, Patrick S. (Class of 1979)

Bates, Dan (Class of 1979)
Hibbitts, Charles (Class of 1974)
Quillen, Michael (Class of 1970)
Ross, Timothy (Class of 1977)
Smith, Bryan (Class of 1979)

White, David J. (Class of 1974)

1980’s
Abbatello, Steven (Class of 1980)

Albert, Randy (Class of 1980)
Bartkoski, Mark (Class of 1981)
Brown, Michael (Class of 1983)
Denton, Thomas (Clas of 1982)

Compton, Timothy B. (Class of 1983)
Craynon, John (Class of 1982)

Ensminger, Mark (Class of 1981)
Mullins, David W. (Class of 1983)
Prelaz, L. David (Class of 1984)

Stover, Gary (Class of 1982)
Tussey, Joe (Class of 1982)

Whipkey, Ronald (Class of 1983)

1990’s
Barksdale, Drew (Class of 1998)

Berra, Laura and Benjamin (Class of 1996)
Boyt, John (Class of 1995)
Bush, Terry (Class of 1996)

Deibel, Jeffrey (Class of 1993)
Ellis, Jennifer (Class of 1998)

Jablonski, Dianna (Class of 1990)
Knowles, Kenneth N. (Class of

1998)

2000’s
Bowyer, Bandon (Class of 2013)
Burton, Michael (Class of 2012)
Ellis, John. E. (Class of 2005)

Miller, Joanna L. (Class of 2006)
Rawls, Aaron (Class of 2001)

Sadtler, Daniel (Class of 2010)
Sprick, Paul (Class of 2006)

Van Arsdale, Chris and Kara (Class
of 2006)

Wauford, Johnathan (Class of 2013)
Yarborough, Jay (Class of 2009)
Young, James (Class of 2006)

Other Donors
Adel, Greg (Professor and Former 

Department Head)
Anderson, Rachel
Andrews, Steven

Billlings, Virginia (wife of the late 
George Billings, Class of 1953)

Breedlove, Diane
Dooks, Wendy-Lee

Gibson, Alice (wife of the late Raymond 
Gibson Class of 1950)

Hafker, Lisa
Harris, Mike (Advisory Board Member, 

Joy Mining Machinery)

Koermer, Gerald S.
Laba, Ed and Patricia

Lucas, Eric
MacCormac, Michael

Martin, Mary M.
Stephenson, Bill

Wiler, Marianne (mother of Jeff Wiler, 
Class of 2007)

Cameron Smook Memorial 
Scholarship

Foster, Andrew 
Merkle, Elizabeth E. 

Phippen, David
Stine, Mary M.

Corporate Donations
Cargill

FL Smidth
Freeport-McMoRan

Joy Mining Machinery
Luck Stone

Martin Marietta
Minerals Refining Company LLC

Mosaic
Newmont

Oldcastle Materials–The Shelly
Company

Paschal Associates, LLC 
PCS

Polydeck Screen Corporation
Southern Coals Conference

Univar
WAAIME

If you donated to the Department during Calendar Year 2016 and your name is not listed above, please contact us. We strive 
to ensure that our information is accurate, and we want to know if a mistake has been made. It is also helpful if you specify 
“Mining Engineering” on your check to ensure that your donation goes directly to this department. If you donated directly 
to the Burkhart Mining Society or one of our other student organizations, note that these donations do not come through the 
department. Nevertheless, these contributions are very important to us and we thank you for helping our student activities. 
Finally, if you prefer to give on-line, we have a link on our website to make a donation via credit card: 

http://www.mining.vt.edu/sponsors/giving.htm

Please follow the instructions to ensure that your gift goes directly to Mining and Minerals Engineering.
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In Memoriam 
Bennett K. Hatfield, Class of 1979

Ben Hatfield

The department is sad to announce the 
loss of alumnus, supporter, and, above 
all, close friend, Bennett K. Hatfield, 
59, of Charleston, West Virginia, who 
passed away unexpectedly Sunday, May 
22, 2016. 

Ben was a third-generation coal miner, 
born October 26, 1956, in Williamson, 
West Virginia, to Rev. Sonny and 
Nola Phillips Hatfield. Hatfield was a 
Virginia Tech alum, graduating cum 
laude in 1979 with a bachelor’s in 
mining engineering. He received the 
Distinguished Alumnus Award from 
the Virginia Tech Mining and Minerals 
Engineering Department in 1999. In 
2015, Hatfield was inducted into the 
Academy of Engineering Excellence by the Virginia Tech 
College of Engineering and most recently was serving on the 
College’s advisory board, having completed his first year of 
the four-year term.

Ben was an ardent supporter of the mining and minerals 
engineering program, ande is remembered for presenting 
the Old Timers Club award to a deserving student each year 
at the department’s Scholarship and Awards Banquet.

A longtime business leader in this region, Hatfield was 
the principal of Coal Strategies, LLC and also served as an 
independent director on the boards of Foresight Energy, LP 
and Minerals Refining Company. Hatfield served in senior 
executive positions for more than 20 years at Massey Energy, 
then was CEO of International Coal Group and later CEO of 
Patriot Coal. Hatfield was a registered professional engineer 
and served for many years on the board of the West Virginia 
Coal Association.

Hatfield was preceded in death by 
his wife, Debbie Starr Hatfield, and 
his father, the Rev. Sonny A. Hatfield. 
Survivors include his mother, Nola 
Phillips Hatfield of Inez, Kentucky; 
daughters: Ashley Kay (Watson) Stelly 
of Richmond, Virginia, and Lauren 
Nicole Hatfield of Arlington, Virginia; 
and son, Michael Shawn Lee of 
Louisville, Kentucky. Also surviving are 
brothers: Ronald (Naomi) Hatfield of 
Logan, West Virginia, Stephen (Mary) 
Hatfield of Charleston, West Virginia, 
and Dennis (Trish) Hatfield of Louisa, 
Kentucky; sisters: Roma Marcum of 
Inez, Kentucky, and Pat (Bill) Keck 
of Huntington, West Virginia; and 

a cherished honorary family member Yufei Wu (David) 
Albizzati, now of Edinburgh, Scotland. He also leaves many 
nieces, nephews, great-nieces and great-nephews who all 
loved their Uncle B. dearly.

Hatfield’s favorite pastime was spending time with his family. 
He went to great lengths to plan yearly family reunions 
together. He was a benefactor to many special causes 
and charitable events, many done anonymously. Hatfield 
attended the River Ridge Church, where he and his late wife, 
Debbie, were strong supporters of the Ambassador Christian 
Academy at Williamson, West Virginia.

The family received friends at River Ridge Church on 
Saturday, May 28. The funeral took place at the Regional 
Church of God at Delbarton, West Virginia with the Rev. 
Mitchell Bias officiating on Sunday, May 30.
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Bahareh Nojabaei has been appointed assistant professor in the Department of 
Mining & Minerals Engineering at Virginia Tech.

Nojabaei earned her bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering from Iran 
University of Science and Technology, her master’s degree in mechanical 
engineering (energy conversion) from Amirkabir University of Technology 
(Tehran Polytechnic), and her doctoral degree in energy and mineral engineering 
from Pennsylvania State University.

Nojabaei joins the department after having served as an academic  aHer research 
interests include enhanced oil recovery, unconventional gas and oil production, 
CO2 sequestration, thermodynamics and phase behavior of reservoir fluids, and 
reservoir simulation and fracture modeling. She has authored six peer-reviewed journal papers and has co-authored the 
recently published Introduction to MATLAB for Chemical and Petroleum Engineering, a student reference specifically 
designed for chemical, petroleum and energy engineering applications.

Her appointment is part of the Virginia Tech and University of Nottingham’s joint initiative, Best with Best Alliance, designed 
to enable high-impact research aimed at addressing the security, supply, affordability and sustainability of global energy 
resources. 

Bahareh Nojabaei Joins Department 
as Assistant Professor

Bahareh Nojabaei

Cheng Chen Recieves ICTAS Junior 
Faculty Research Award
Cheng Chen, Assistant Professor of mining and minerals engineering, has been 
awarded the Institute for Critical Technology and Applied Science’s (ICTAS) Junior 
Faculty Award for Research for the 2017 Fiscal Year. The award program aims to 
identify and engage Virginia Tech’s rising stars and support their efforts to develop 
innovative research programs relevant to ICTAS’ mission of enhancing Virginia 
Tech’s ability to address large-scale research by crossing traditional discipline 
boundaries.

Chen’s research proposal, chosen by five panels of faculty with diverse and 
complementary expertise, was selected based on its intellectual merit, innovation, 
technical risk and likelihood of success, alignment with ICTAS’ solution spaces 
and potential for growth and external funding. His research proposal, “Study of the Effects of Human-Induced Subsurface 
Fractures on Surface Water-Groundwater Interaction,” aims to advance the understanding of the environmental and 
hydrogeological impacts of hydraulic fracturing, which is a widely used stimulation method for unconventional fossil fuel 
energy recovery in shale formations.

His work will involve several co-PIs from Virginia Tech, to include Stephen McCartney from ICTAS, Nino Ripepi and 
Erik Westman from the department of mining and minerals engineering, Kyle Strom from the department of civil and 
environmental engineering, and Tim Warburton from the department of mathematics.

Chen holds a BS degree in hydraulic engineering from Tsinghua University, China, and a PhD degree in civil and environmental 
engineering from Northwestern University. He joined mining and minerals engineering in 2015 as the department’s first 
natural gas engineer after having served as a reservoir engineering and project leader at Halliburton. His research is directed 
at enhanced oil recovery, rock characterization and multiscale simulation of flow and transport in porous media.

Cheng Chen
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Victoria Johann, graduate 
studnt in the mining and 
minerals engineering 
department, won the 
2016 Paul E. Torgersen 
Graduate Student Research 
Excellence Award in the 
Masters Student Poster 
Presentation category.

Each year the Virginia Tech 
College of Engineering showcases top research performed by 
graduating Masters and Doctoral students by inviting either oral 
presentation or poster presentation submissions describing 
students’ research. Presentations are judged on several criteria 
to include underlying research motivation and impact, technical 
communication skills and an ability to describe the research to a 
broad, multidisciplinary engineering audience.

Victoria’s poster presentation, “Automating an SEM-EDX Routine 
for Characterizing Respirable Coal Mine Dust,” describes her 
research addressing recent trends of increased instances of Coal 
Workers’ Pnuemoconiosis (CWP)/Black Lung among miners. 
Over the past several decades, much effort has been devoted to 
reducing dust exposure, and rates of lung diseases such as CWP 
and Silicosis have dropped significantly. Yet in some regions, 
including parts of Central Appalachia, the incidence of CWP 
appears to have recently been on the rise.

Working with her advisor, Dr. Emily Sarver, Victoria’s research 
project is the first instance where respirable coal mine dust 
particle size, shape, and chemical composition data can be used 
to provide insights into miner health. It is also the first time an 
automated SEM-EDX routine has been developed for and used 
to analyze respirable coal mine dust samples.

Mining and minerals engineering 
graduate student, Meredith 
Scaggs, of Ashburn, Virginia, 
has been named Virginia Tech 
Graduate School 2015-16 
Outstanding Master’s Degree 
Student for the College of 
Engineering. Each year the 
Graduate School salutes its top 
graduates with awards for a 
variety of categories to include top 
dissertations, service, teaching 
and research.

Graduate students were 
nominated for the awards by 
each of the university’s eight 
colleges. In addition to receiving their awards at a dinner during 
the university’s Graduate Education Week, recipients were 
recognized at the graduate commencement ceremony on May 
12, 2016.

Meredith earned her BS in Mining Engineering from Virginia 
Tech in 2014. During her two years as a graduate student, her 
thesis research has focused on characterization of respirable 
dust in underground coal mines with thermogravimetric analysis. 
Working with her advisor, Dr. Emily Sarver, Meredith has been 
recognized for several publications and conference presentations 
on this subject, as well as on risk management for non-hazardous 
chemicals such as those involved in the Elk River Spill.

Student Design Team Takes First Place in 2016 SME/
NSSGA Student Design Competition

Johann Wins Paul E. Torgersen Graduate 
Student Research Excellence Award

Meredith Scaggs Named Outstanding 
Master’s Degree Student for College of 
Engineering

Members of the Department’s Student Design Team won first place during the 
final phase of the 12th Annual SME/NSSGA Student Design Competition, held 
during the 2016 SME Annual Exhibit in Phoenix, Arizona.

Twelve teams from the United States, Canada, India and South America took 
part in the 2016 event, which began at each school in the fall of 2015. During 
Phase I of the competition, teams developed and submitted an operational 
feasibility report for a surface limestone quarry facing unique challenges related 
to geology, land use, economic performance and barge shipping. An industry 
donor provided the data and challenges from a real site for the problem.

A panel of mining industry judges reviewed the entries, and the top six teams were 
invited to the second phase, held at SME’s 2016 Meeting in Phoenix, Arizona. 
In Phase II, finalists were presented with an expansion to the initial problem 
and were required to develop a modified solution within 48 hours. Teams gave 
their final solutions and recommendations in a PowerPoint presentation to the 
competition judges.

This year’s winning Virginia Tech team, dubbed “Adel Aggregates” (in honor 
of retiring Professor Greg Adel), consisted of Dylan Blake, Andrew Day, John 
Naessens, Molly Reed, Jenna Spencer and Sam Sydnor, all members of the Class 
of 2016.
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Two alumni from the Department of Mining and Minerals Engineering were honored this year at the Virginia Tech College 
of Engineering’s 17th Annual Academy of Engineering Excellence. 

Randall M. Albert of Bluefield, West Virginia, and a graduate of the Class of 1980, was inducted into the college’s Academy 
of Engineering Excellence. Albert was one of six new members inducted into this year’s Academy, which now consists of 141 
alumni out of Virginia Tech’s more than 65,000 living engineering alumni who have achieved exceptional career successes. 
“This alumni group represents some of our most dedicated ambassadors,” said Richard C. Benson, former dean of the College 
of Engineering and the Paul and Dorothea Torgersen Chair of Engineering. “The inducted alumni epitomize the spirit of Ut 
Prosim to the fullest extent.”

Upon graduating from the department in 1980, Randy Albert went to work for CONSOL, now known as CONSOL Energy. 
One of his first tasks was to figure out how to degasify the Pocahontas No. 3 coal seam ahead of mining to reduce the amount 
of combustible methane, which Albert described as the “gassiest bituminous coal bed in the world.” Albert and his team came 
up with the idea of hydraulically fracturing the coal seam to allow the methane to escape. Traditional engineers worried the 
fracturing process would destabilize the mine roof and make the coal impossible to mine, but in 1985 Albert was successful 
and was charged to lead the company’s coal bed methane gas operation in Southern Appalachia. Albert retired as chief 
operations officer of CONSOL’s CNX Gas Company in 2013 after an eventful 34-year career. He has served on the board of 
directors of the Virginia Oil and Gas Association, the Coalfield Water Development fund, and the Virginia Tech Mining and 
Minerals Engineering department advisory board. Currently, Albert is helping the department in developing its natural gas 
engineering program.

At the ceremony the college also presented its Outstanding Young Alumni Achievement Award to Frank N. King of Mount 
Laurel, New Jersey, and a 2005 Mining and Minerals Engineering department graduate. King’s first job after earning his B.S. 
in Mining Engineering was at Rinker 
Materials in Phoenix, Arizona. King 
initially thought he would concentrate 
on the mining aspect, but instead found 
himself drawn to ready mix concrete 
operations due to the technical aspect 
of quality control and his intrigue 
of science. A year later, King was 
promoted to plant manager at one of 
Rinker’s ready mix concrete plants, and 
within a few months he was promoted 
to regional manager, overseeing all sales 
and operations for Rinker’s concrete 
operations. When Cemex Inc. acquired 
Rinker, King stayed on to help combine 
the two largest concrete operations in 
Phoenix. In 2011 the Silvi Group—a 
large concrete supplier, cement, salt, 
and gypsum importer and hard-
rock mining company headquartered 
in Philadelphia—hired King as an 
operations manager. Currently, King 
serves as the Silvi Group’s vice president 
of operations and currently oversees all 
of Silvi’s eleven concrete plants.

Department Alumni Honored by
Virgina Tech College of Engineering

Frank N. King, ‘05 (standing, far left) and Randy Albert, ‘80 (standing right of King) join 
other members of this year’s Academy of Engineering Excellence inductees, as well as 
Richard C. Benson, former dean of the College of Engineering (standing far right).


