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Professor Mike 
P.sliaruso's Retired, Bul 
Nol"From" Anything 

By Priscilla Richardson 

"Don 't retire from anything," Virginia 
Tech chemistry professor emeritus 
Michael A. Ogliaruso says. Rather, 
"retire to something." 

Following his own advice, Ogliaruso 
- who took early retirement in June, 
1996, after teaching undergraduate and 
graduate level courses in organic 
chemistry and continues to be "on call" 
- retired to writing a fourth book and to 
being on call to teach . But mostly he 
retired to the theater. Now 61 , he works 
as an actor, set builder, controller, 
and board member in Blacksburg 's 
community theater. 

But theater isn 't a life-long passion 
for Ogliaruso. 

As a young man , "I knew I liked 
science," he says. Fortunately for him, 
his home town of Brooklyn, New York, 
had a rigorous science program at 
Brooklyn Technical High School where 
he majored in chemistry. 

"I had a great chemistry teacher, 
Louis Sorotto, who helped me along," 
he recalls. As a result, he attended 
Brooklyn (now New York) Polytechnic 
Institute where he earned his bachelor's 
degree in chemistry in 1960. 

Why did he choose organic 
chemistry? Simply put, because the 
knowledge is vital. 

"You have to know chemistry to 
know how your body functions," he 
explains. And because this knowledge 
is vital, he helped create, and still teaches, 
when called , the organic chemistry 
section for Virginia Tech sophomore 
non-chemistry majors. 

Financing his college with four years 
of ROTC required a year for the military. 

"ROTC was my father's idea, but I 
came to appreciate it," he says. "I 

learned how to deal with people. " 
Then back in Brooklyn, he finished 

his Ph.D. in organic chemistry in 1965 
from Brooklyn Polytechnic Institute. He 
remembers professor Ernest Becker, a 
college mentor, who then chaired his 
doctoral committee. 

"He kept me on the right path and 
directed me," explains Ogliaruso. After 
two years at the University of California 
in Los Angeles (UCLA) on a post-doctoral 
and teaching assignment, he came to 
Blacksburg and Virginia Tech for good, 
courtesy of an assist by mentor Saul 
Winstein , a now-deceased well-known 
organic chemist on the faculty at UCLA. 

With two Nobel prize winners on the 
UCLA faculty, you might think he'd 
rather stay there, but that wasn 't so. 

"The graduate students who came to 
UCLA all wanted to work with the prize 
winners and weren 't interested in joining 
me in my research ," he says. "I wanted 
to be at an institution where there'd be 
more opportunity to do my own 
research on reaction mechanisms in 
physical organic chemistry. " 

Along with professor James Wolfe, 
now also a part of the retired Tech 
faculty, Ogliaruso published three 
reference books for professional 
chemists. These, along with his current 
book in progress, bring together data 
and research literature about the 
sythesis of lactones and lactams, the 
synthesis of carboxylic acids, esters as 
well as their derivatives, and the 
chemistry of tetracyclones. 

One big advantage to being at Tech 
he couldn 't have anticipated when he 
arrived was his early use of the internet. 

"The books, written between 1989 
and 1991 , were edited on the internet, 
long before everybody else was using 
it," he shares. "My editor was in Israel. I 
would get his requests in the morning, 
work on them during the day, send them 
out and get his additional comments the 
next morning." 

By relying on internet technology, 
Ogliaruso estimates he cut the edit time 
down to about a month from at least 
what would have taken several months. 

Ogliaruso, better known as "Mike" to 
his theater friends, started his theater life 
by helping out in the Summer Musical 
Enterprise, a 10 year old group that 
produces a musical every summer. 

Every April they audition and in June 
they start to rehearse. At the end of 
August they present their show with a 26 
piece orchestra. 

"My wife got me interested ," he says, 
noting that Babs also enjoys theater. The 
couple met in college at a fraternity­
sorority event and married in 1961 . "She 
was on stage in the first ones while I 
worked backstage building sets. By the 
time the fourth show came around , they 
got me on stage (in 1992)." 

Soon he was acting , handling 
finances and serving as a permanent 
member of the production board . 

continued on page 16 
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Phillip Silverman Thomas Perfetti Rebecca Linkenhoker 
Gudgeon 

'43 Ingram O. Robertson Jr, 
Richmond, retired from Reynolds Metal 
Company. 

'43 Benjamin P. Rouse Jr., 
(B.S.'43, M.S.'48, PhD.'49), Aiken, S.C., has 
relocated from Florida to S.C. after 20 years. 

'44 James G. Hilton, 
Galveston, Texas, has retired after teaching 
University of Texas medical students for 42 
years. 

'56 John LaRue, died last year. He was an 
active member Virginia Tech's Alumni 
Advisory Council. 

'69 Michael B. Smith, Stoors, Conn., is an 
organic chemistry research professor at the 
University of Connecticut and has authored 
several textbooks. 

'74 John E. Davis, Cedar Bluff, married 
Debra (B.S. Biology, Virginia Tech'75) 
and works as a pediatric doctor. 

'77 Thomas Perfetti, (PhD.), Winston­
Salem, N.C., serves R.J. Reynolds Tobacco 
Co. as a principal scientist and has finished 
a chapter which will be published in a book 
about determinations of nicotine. 

'78 Joseph Thrasher, (PhD.'81), 
a professor at the University of Alabama, 
guided the research of undergraduates 
who held prestigious Moissan fellowships. 

'82 Deanna Miller Emory, 
Westbury, N.Y, started her own company. 

'82 James F. Haw (Ph.D.'82), 
professor of chemistry at the University of 
Southern California at Los Angeles, won the 
ACS George A. Olah Award in hydrocarbon 
or petroleum chemistry. 

'86 Michael William Shockley, 
Bartonville, III., works for Caterpillar in the 
tribology and advanced fluids group. 

Class 2000 

'87 Matt Mcintosh, 
(PhD.'98) , Fayetteville, Ark., serves as an 
assistant professor of chemistry at the 
University of Arkansas and received his 
postdoctorate from Stanford in 1996. 

'87 Bruce R. Outland, Boyertown, Pa. , 
teaches honors and advanced chemistry at 
Methacton High School and completed his 
master's degree in chemistry from West 
Chester University. 

'87 Richard D. Reid, (PhD.) Richland, 
Wash., has been promoted to vice-president 
of chemistry and health physics and was 
co-winner for a research and development 
top 100 award. 

'88 John Severynse, 
Rockville, Md., offers advice and help to 
those in the chemistry field through the 
Tech Outreach Alumni Program. 

'89 Gregory M. Porta, (PhD.), Mt. Vernon, 
In., is the cycoloy technology manager with 
GE Plastics. 

'89 L. Phillip Silverman, Athens, Ga., 
finished his master's degree in organic 
chemistry at the University of Georgia and 
now works for the U.S. Navy as an 
aerospace physiologist. He completed his 
Officer Indoctrination Course at the naval 
station in Newport R.I. 

'89 Shane Street, Northport, Ala., works 
as a assistant professor at the University of 
Alabama, after receiving his PhD. from the 
University of Illinois, doing his postdoctorate 
work with Texas A&M, and getting married. 

'90 John Walton and his wife Elizabeth are 
the proud parents of their first child, Clara. 

'93 Scott Gayor, the assistant director of the 
Center for Macromoloecular Engineering at 
Carnegie Melon University, won the 1999 
Unilever Award for outstanding PhD. work. 
While at Tech, he conducted research in 
the Gibson Lab. 

'94 Patrick Fromal, Richmond, works as a 
technical sales engineer for Shimadzu 
Scientific Instruments, serving the 
Commonwealth of Virginia. 

'94 Rebecca Linkenhoker Gudgeon, 
Martinsville, married Mike Gudgeon in 
October and works as a color chemist for 
CP Films. 

'94 John Scherrer, Denver, Colorado, 
works for TRW and is married to Suzanne 
Swartwood Scherrer (B.S. '92 biology, M.S. 
biology,'95 Virginia Tech). 

'94 Gregg Kauffman, helped re-establish 
the Nu Chapter of Alpha Chi Sigma 
fraternity at Penn State. 

'94 Michael Ramey, Gainesville, Fla., is 
working on his graduate degree in organic 
chemistry at the University of Florida. 

'94 David Porter, (BA), Kingsport, Tenn. 
works for the Eastman Chemical Company 

'95 Shelley Porter, (B.S. '95, M.S. '97), 
Kingsport, Tenn. works for the Eastman 
Chemical Company 

'96 Donna Osburne, is pursuing a master's 
degree from Seton Hall University in South 
Orange N.J. 

'96 Karen Yang, (M.S. '96, M.S. '99), 
Germantown, Md., relocated to 
Washington, D.C. 

'97 Michael T. Combs, (Ph.D.) , South 
Charleston, WVa. , is part of the Union 
Carbide Corporation team. 

'98 Lucy Ying Zhou, (M.S.), Kalamazoo, 
Mich., works with Pharmacia and Upjohn. 

'99 Lori H. McDaniel, (PhD.), Narrows, 
accepted a position with Hoechst Celanese. 
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Ellen Burls 
FoUaws A Fascination 

by Beth Pullin 

Things don't always go as planned. 
Just ask Ellen Burts, a fourth-year graduate 
student in polymer chemistry at Tech. 

"1 always thought I would be a lawyer," 
says the 25-year-old, who graduated in 
1992 as valedictorian of her West End 
High School class in Birmingham, Ala., 
where she was part of an honors program 
that focused on govemment issues and 
conducted mock trials. "1 was planning on 
going to law school, knew that's what I 
wanted to do and nothing was going to 
stop me." 

But change is inevitable and some­
thing did stop her - a newfound 
fascination for polymers. 

The youngest of seven children and 
the first to go to college, Burts received the 
Eckard Scholarship to attend Stillman 
C~lIege in Tuscaloosa, Ala. While at 
Stillman, she received a scholarship from 
the National Science Foundation that 
required a science intemship. 

"That's how I became interested in 
chemistry," she explains. 

Her sparked interest grew into a true 
fascination during that internship where 
she worked as a research intern with the 

Department of Chemistry at the University 
of Alabama in Birmingham her sophomore 
year as an undergraduate. 

"Every part of the world we live in 
involves some type of chemistry" says 
Burts, who's grades reflected a natural 
knack for math and science anyway. 

Burts admits she's not completely sure 
how she has ended up on the path she's 
traveling, but she does believe the result of 
her journey is a combination of things that 
have happened over tirne. 

It was during another internship at 
Lucent Technologies-Bell Laboratories 
that Burts was introduced specifically to 
polyrners and saw firsthand how the long 
chains of rnolecules linked together could 
provide a higher molecular weight material. 
When a high molecular weight is used, 
better properties can be achieved, which 
is particularly helpful when a light material 
with high strength is required. 

"Polymers is a fast-growing field," 
explains Burts, "because almost every­
thing today - plastics, rubbers and 
nylons, for example - are polymers." 

In addition, polymers can often be 
used to replace other materials because of 
their ability to be chemically modified to 
improve their properties. 

With a bachelor of science degree in 
chemistry and a minor in mathematics 
from Stillman under her belt, Burts knew 

she was going to pursue a graduate 
degree in polymer chemistry. And for her, 
Virginia Tech was an easy decision. 

"I picked Tech because they had a 
strong polymer program and I wanted to 
work with professor Judy Riffle, who is very 
well-known in the field. " 

And professor Riffle has been a large 
part of Burts' positive experience at Tech. 

"People say she's committed to her 
research," says Burts. "But I'd say she is 
even more committed to her students." 

Perhaps surprisingly, it wasn't until 
Burts actually got to Tech that she learned 
the polymer program is ranked fifth in the 
country. That, of course, was an added 
benefit. 

The splendid scenery didn't hurt either. 
"I love the blue mountains and just 

think it's gorgeous here," she says. 
Burts' love for Tech goes far beyond its 

prestige and rolling landscapes to the 
research she's had the opportunity to do 
while at the university. 

Burts examines the network formation 
of thermoset materials to see how the 
structure affects the material's overall 
properties, including toughness, hardness 
and strength. Network formations are long 
polymeric chains entangled together and 
connected through chemical reactions that 
form solvent resistant structures. 

In a collaborative effort with Dow 
Chemicals, Burts characterized various 



vinyl ester resins that the company provided 
to determine which ones had better proper­
ties. By characterizing materials, Burts 
hopes to produce better materials. 

"I want to make a bigger impact on 
infrastructure applications, like bridges," 
says Burts. 

Burts has already witnessed the 
impact vinyl esters can make. She's seen 
firsthand that vinyl ester resins when used 
in composites - carbon fibers bound 
together - can replace and improve 
upon traditional steel metal. Since vinyl 
ester composites don't corrode and have 
similar strengths to steel , it can form 
better, longer-lasting bridges. 

Burts believes that reviewing a material's 
network formation has a strong bearing on 
developing better materials that can make a 
difference in the construction industry. ''A lot 
of people look at vinyl esters, but they have 
not looked at network formations and how 
that affects properties," says Burts. 

Through her research, Burts has studied 
the arrangement of network formations due 
to various curing procedures, or the way 
materials go together, as well as molecular 
weight and molecular weight distributions. 
And she has evaluated their physical and 
mechanical properties. 

While Burts' has found her research to 
be satisfying, she says her most gratifying 
experience has been working with college­
bound high school students through Tech's 
Upward Bound Talent Search program. 
Basically, teachers like Burts offer high 
school students an opportunity to truly 
experience college life in every curriculum. 

So, for two Saturdays each month, Burts 
tutors students in general chemistry. 

"I enjoy my research, but it's exciting to 
think that something you have said or done 
may get a high school student interested in 
this field or college," says Burts, who also 
serves as a teacher's assistant in organic 
chemistry. 

In addition to her academic and research 
efforts, Burts stays active with Alpha Kappa 
Alpha, a sorority that focuses on community 

service-oriented initiatives such as offering 
free help to younger students and rais­
ing money to provide college scholarships 
for area high school students. 

It would seem obvious from Burt's hectic 
schedule that she believes teaching is a 
priority, however, she isn't sure if it will be 
part of her future plans. 

"I haven't decided if I want to teach or 
work for industry," she says. "For now, I 
hope to secure a post-doctoral research 
position for a year or two." 

While she may not be sure of which 
direction her path will continue, she is 
certain of one thing. She isn't taking her 
joumey alone. 

"My family has really helped me and I 
don't think I'd be here without them," she 
says, noting that her dad, who retired from 
the construction business, provides a lot of 
mental and emotional support and her 
mother, who died a few years ago, always 
stressed a solid education. Not to mention 
her six siblings, who serve as mentors. 

Because of her hard work - another 
thing she's learned from her father - Burts 
has been able to attend Tech and get her 
graduate degree with the help of two 
fellowships from both Lucent Technologies­
Bell Laboratories and the David and Lucile 
Packard Foundation. 

"I am very grateful," says Burts, who 
probably wouldn't have pursued a graduate 
degree without the fellowships. "We have to 
remember we never do it all by ourself." rEI 
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from Ogliaruso, page 12 

Musical theater favorites such as 
Music Man, Fiddler on the Roof and the 
Wizard of Oz featured Mike in various 
roles. But his most memorable role of 
the more than 50 or so productions he 
has performed in, was that of Colonel 
Zapt in the Prisoner of Zenda, which is an 
original piece with book and music by 
Steve Brown, a Virginia Tech employee. 
The story concerns a kidnaped king and 
a look-alike who fills in for him until the 
real king can return. The Colonel Zapt 
character serves as advisor and mentor 
to the king. 

Mike isn't just a musical-one-note. He 
participates in theater productions for 
children in the schools via the HaeBo 
group, which performs during reading 
month to stimulate children's interest in 
reading. The most recent production, the 
House at Pooh Corner, "seemed to work 
very well. It helped them visualize the 
characters, including me as Owl," he says. 

Yet another theater group Mike 
participates in is Black Dog. Once every 
three months he joins the company in 
their interactive murder mysteries. They 
perform at the Chateau Morrisette 
Winery on the Blue Ridge Parkway and 
also the Warm Hearth Village retirement 
community in Blacksburg. 

This full acting, teaching and writing 
life doesn't leave much time for his 
hobby of fine woodworking, an interest 
that his father introduced him to back in 
Brooklyn. 

"I make desks and grandfather 
clocks to order," he says of his "spare 
time." In fact, he just finished a built-in L­
shaped desk in red oak that "had to be 
made so the owner could move his chair 
up and down the desk without hitting his 
knees." 

Somehow, he occassionally finds 
time to fish with his retired Tech buddies. 
He also tries to work out somewhat 
regularly with his son Michael, the text 
book supervisor at Volume II, Tech's off 
campus bookstore. 

From scholarly book to pretend play, 
Mike gives a new twist to his own 
admonition to "retire to something." mJ - L!!J 





Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 
Department of Chemistry 
Blacksburg, Virginia 24061-0212 

Bulk Rate 
U.S. Postage 

PAID 
Blacksburg, VA 
Permit No. 28 


	201804041530
	201804041533



