
In their beginnings, it  was not likely that either Kenneth Leroy Wiggins or Thomas Miller
Thompson  would end up as mathematics professors.  I mean, and I really mean it, no one was
thinking such a thing.  Ken’s family had no inclination toward college education, certainly not
advanced degrees, and certainly not mathematics.  Tom’s father was a dentist with firm
convictions that the medical professions offered respectability and, maybe even more important
to him, independent employment - you worked for yourself, and you would always be needed.

So, since these two have achieved such unlikely outcomes, we are now gathered at an event with
a really low probability of occurrence:  I mean, we’re at a really rare event.

Now, in today’s world when you’re introducing people and you need a little information - well,
there’s Google, and you just have to Google around a little bit.  First up, we have

WWU Mathematics: Kenneth L. Wiggins
K. L. Wiggins - Walla Walla University

Next, we have

Kenneth L. Wiggins (Author of Problem Solver for Finite Math & Calc)
KENNETH WIGGINS is an archaeologist based in Limerick

Woops.  But all is not lost because then comes a really great picture lineup.
Here’s part of it; and, there he is.

Ken spent his childhood at Veneta, OR, just west of Eugene, a peaceful place near a large
reservoir.  Summer swimming was great, and bean picking topped out at $12 in one day, but it
was certainly not an educational center.  However, Mrs Moran, his seventh-grade teacher, did tell
the family that Ken should go to college.  By tenth grade, Ken was mostly on his own, especially
regarding education, but Mrs Moran’s college idea stuck, and he went to Laurelwood Academy
where he worked, and then worked a bit more, graduating as a class officer.

In 1964, Ken came to WWC where he entered thinking about engineering, chemistry or math,
and we now know how that was settled.  His first year, he played in a trumpet trio with Bill



McVay, the considerably older brother of our president, John McVay.  I remember that trio, the
best that I have heard.  Right in the middle of college, Ken married JoAnn Werth, the daughter of
my eighth-grade teacher, Gladys Werth, who had given me a spectacular final year of elementary
school.

Following graduation in ’68, Ken taught a year for the math department before heading to
Bozeman and Mt Ellis Academy where he started teaching math.  The Viet Nam war was in full
swing, and all of us in that time played tag with our draft boards.  Ken got one pre-induction
physical, but ended up as a full-time graduate student in math which gave him an educational
deferment, and that deferment set him on the path to a PhD at Montana State University.  In
1974, his degree concluded with his dissertation, Application of Approximation Theory to Initial
Value Problems.

Ken and JoAnn then headed to the College of Charleston in SC, a rather old and prestigious
school.  From the college Web site we read:  “Founded in 1770, the College is among the
nation’s top universities for quality education, student life and affordability.”

Before long, the West began calling, and Ken and JoAnn started a two year migration that ended
up at Walla Walla College in 1980.  Then, about 21 years ago, Ken became chair of the math
department.

Kenneth L. Wiggins, Professor of Mathematics (1980)
B.A. 1968, Walla Walla College
M.S. 1971; Ph.D. 1974, Montana State University



Next, we go back to Google for Thomas Miller Thompson

First, from the Google dropdown: “Thomas M Thompson Executed.”  Woe, not so good.
Then, we find “George Guilford Thompson appeared on the 1887 census in the household of
Thomas M Thompson, Walla Walla Co.”  Oops, wrong guy.

“Thomas Thompson Walla Walla” gets better results:  It seems that he has written a book, which
we’ll talk about later.

Tom’s early life landed him in the family of a military dentist, which settled in Enterprise, OR,
and later in the Walla Walla Valley.  His sister, Evelyn, joined my class at Rogers, but I didn’t
know about Tom until he started at Walla Walla College Academy.  We were both involved in
amateur radio, and Tom was always busy building things.  He seemed to like building more than
using, and to this day he is still making things, often something formed from wood.

Despite the two year’s difference in our ages, Tom and I got connected working on the WWCA
student paper when I was the editor and he came on as the circulation manager.  We share a lot of
history starting from that point.  For example, we both collided with telephone poles.  Mine is
still standing at the west end of Fourth St, but Tom separated his into three pieces while also
fracturing his pelvis into several pieces.  We have both driven much better since.

Tom entered WWC as a chemistry major because, of course, that’s how one gets to medical or
dental school.  In 1966, I graduated and Tom’s parents announced that the family was moving to
Southern California, but Tom announced that the Crosses would have an empty room and that he
planned to fill it.  The scheme worked, but there is not nearly enough time to get started on that
chapter.

Tom graduated, married Clare Rasmussen and headed off to medical school.  (Remember, that
was the plan - independent employment in a profession that would always be needed.)  On the
second day of classes, reality disrupted the pre-planned trajectory, and Tom knew he would not
continue with medical school.

By December, he was admitted to the University of Washington for a Master’s in math and his
plan to at least finish the first semester of medical school was abandoned.  Tom and Clare moved
to UW arriving there in December not long after the ROTC building had been burned by
arsonists and just before a series of bombing and arson attacks on the campus.  Tom finished his
Master’s degree in 1971 and joined the WWC math department in the fall.

Before long, Tom’s education continued at the Davis campus of the University of California,
where his research focused on the history and development of coding theory.  That work was
completed in 1979, and was published in the Carus Mathematical Monographs by the
Mathematical Association of America under the title From Error-Correcting Codes through
Sphere Packings to Simple Groups.  It is now No. 21 in a series of 31 monographs.

So, here we are, just a simple group getting ready to celebration the work of two serious dudes. 



And I can hear a little muttering from the dentist, Dr. T. R. Thompson:  “I just couldn’t get the
calculus off of that boys teeth.”

Thomas M. Thompson, Professor of Mathematics and Adjunct Professor of Physics (1971)
B.A. 1968, Walla Walla College
M.A. 1971, University of Washington
Ph.D. 1979, University of California at Davis


