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Mission accomplished!
Elementary wing renovations complete
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ave you been to Saint Mary’s lately? You might see us before you round
the corner from Gaskins to Gayton, and it’s not because of the Christmas
tacky lights nearby. We are glowing with pride in our beautiful renovated
spaces.
The week beginning Sunday, December 2 marked opening week for our newly
fitted front office and entrance. While there are still a few tweaks left to be
made, it feels like we have arrived!
The elementary wing has been ready since the beginning of the school year,
and since then the library, technology classroom, art and music rooms have
been renovated. The front entrance and office are redone. The windows are new
and more efficient. There’s new HVAC, brighter and more efficient lighting,
and remodeled bathrooms along the elementary hallway.
The teachers have a teacher’s lounge/workroom now upstairs, and the
custodial crew has a new space, too. You really have to see it for yourself, but
we think the renovations are well worth the wait.
Our three-year capital campaign is ongoing, and we’ve raised more than $1.6
million in gifts and pledges toward our renovation.
To the many supporters who have helped and continue to help make this
renovation possible, we say THANK YOU. We are so grateful. We will have
other open house and alumni-visit opportunities, but if you don’t live in
Richmond and would like to come by some time when you are visiting, please
email development coordinator Jennifer Janus at jjanus@saintmary.org. We’d
like to share our joy and gratitude with you in person!

Alumnus
Chip Wirth
Changes Lives
in Haiti
Saint Mary’s Class of 1972
hip Wirth said if you’d have known him in eighth
grade, you would never have expected him to end
up where he is today. He spent a lot of time in Principal
Sister Patricia’s office being disciplined, and on his report
card one year, Sister Elaine wrote: Chip has trouble with
authority figures. “I was a handful,” he said.
Today, Chip is founder, builder and president of Wirth
Development Corporation. He and his wife, Patty, have
three children whose successes make Chip and Patty
thankful and proud. And he’s deeply committed to serving
the poor, particularly in the country of Haiti. Chip is a
co-founder of the Maison Fortuné Orphanage Foundation
in Hinche. He’s involved in numerous projects that benefit
the country’s people and infrastructure, among them
initiatives to give Haitians educational opportunities they
need, and also in the construction of Haiti’s first salt
processing plant. The plant is under the sponsorship of
the University of Notre Dame in South Bend, Ind.
Chip has been integral to the salt project, called the
Haiti Program Salt Project, which has help from the
Gates Foundation, Cargill, Deloitte and other highprofile organizations. The salt project’s goal is to stop the
transmission of Lymphatic Filariasis (LF) – a terrible but
preventable mosquito-borne parasitic disease, transmission
of which is exacerbated by poor water quality and
sanitation – and to achieve universal salt iodization
in Haiti (the World Health Organization has called

Chip Wirth with the valedictorian from the first bioscience
graduating class, Johnny Sharon. Johnny hails from the Maison
Fortuné Orphanage.

iodine deficiency the world’s most prevalent, yet easily
preventable, cause of brain damage). The project places
two drugs – iodine and diethylcarbamazine or DEC – into
the humanly consumed salt. The iodine addresses that
deficiency in the Haitian population, and the DEC kills the
parasite that causes LF.
In addition to co-founding the Maison Fortuné Orphanage
Foundation, Chip also created the Kwasans Foundation
(“kwasans” means “growth” in Haitian Creole-- www.
kwasans.org) to provide funding, opportunities and other
resources for Haitian entrepreneurs, to help them sustain
social and economic growth for their own communities.
Kwasans is working in conjunction with the University
of Notre Dame Haiti in promoting entrepreneurship by
sponsoring degree programs in business and bioscience.
Kwasans also recently sponsored the opening of Haiti’s
first university-centered jobs placement office.

#GivingTuesday 2018

Thanks to a generous lead gift from an anonymous
donor, our school had the opportunity to double our
dollars on #GivingTuesday this year. The donor offered
a matching challenge: They’d double gifts to our 201819 Annual Fund up to $7,000. The Saint Mary’s family
answered the call – together with the matching gift, we
raised more than $18,000. Thank you!
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Catholic Impact
Chip’s family was one of the “first families” of Saint
Mary’s parish and school when the community began in
the 1960s. He remembers Latin Masses pre-Vatican II, and
remembers his parents helping the school get on its feet.
For instance, Chip’s mom, La Verne, was the first female
lector at Saint Mary’s. His dad, Gilbert, helped the first
pastor, Father Rea, do the electrical wiring for the convent
that used to exist across the street from the school.
He said Saint Mary’s had a very positive effect on him.
“It was just a good place,” he said. “There were some
foundations laid there – there was a spiritual side, but
something sociological as well. While I can’t explain it, it
definitely had a positive impact on my life.”
He and Patty sent their three children to Catholic
elementary and high schools in the Virginia Beach/
Chesapeake area, and they were recently reflecting on how
remarkably well not only their children, but also their
children’s schoolmates, have done in life.
“It’s incredible the success personally and professionally
that my children are having and what their friends are
doing,” Chip said. “I’ve wondered which had a bigger
impact – the Catholic high school or the Catholic grade
school, and it’s my personal belief that it’s the Catholic
grade school.

Secret Sauce
Chip thinks part of the “secret sauce” of Catholic
education is discipline. Expectations are set and children
are not allowed to break the rules – even the seemingly
insignificant rules like which pair of socks to wear with a
uniform.
“Take care of the little things,” he said. “It makes a
difference.”
When I asked him if he thought his years at Saint Mary’s
helped draw him to the life of service he’s leading today,
he answered unreservedly: “I’d say definitely. I guess you’re

going deeper into the secret sauce. If you go to the public
schools, they may talk about it to some degree, but your
eyes are opened to the world as a whole in the Catholic
schools because ‘Catholic’ – the word itself -- means
universal.
“Looking back at this, I was exposed to things that other
people probably were not,” he said. “You get more than you
give when you strive to try to help others. That’s really
true. The teachers, the nuns that I was lucky enough to
have, really reinforced that.
“I joke sometimes about ‘Damn Catholic guilt,’” Chip said.
“There is some truth to that. I think it’s a very positive
thing. I’ve tried to instill that into my own children.
“You’re given a lot, but it’s for a reason,” he said. “You’re
given certain gifts, and with those gifts you owe back in
some form or fashion, and you’re better for doing it – it’s a
win-win.”
When asked what advice he’d give the eighth-grade class
of Saint Mary’s today, Chip had a few thoughts to share.
1. “If I can do it, anybody can do it,” he said.
2. “The cliché ‘Follow your passion’ is true.”
3. “Life is going to throw you a lot of loops,” he said.
“[When you’re in them,] you may think: ‘right
now this looks like the bleakest time,’ but one day
you’ll look back at that time as positive. It sounds
weird but it’s true.
“That’s what you’re going to be most proud of:
how you deal with the failures, not the successes.
When you give back, you get more in return. The
Gospel is a pretty good way to live your life.”
4. Last but not least: have fun.

$50,000 Grant
As Saint Mary’s prepared for our school renovation,
we included in our efforts a long-talked-about grant
application. We received a letter in late November
with fantastic news: Richmond’s Mary Morton
Parsons Foundation will give Saint Mary’s a $50,000
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matching grant that will help fund our capital
campaign. This grant is an answered prayer and a
generous gift from the Foundation. Thank you for
your participation in our campaign, as your generosity
helped make the receipt of this grant possible!
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Rocket man:

Saint Mary’s technology teacher
Peter Tlusty gets kids hooked on space
training sessions so that he’s now able to schedule time on
the radio telescopes at NASA’s Wallops Flight Facility.
Since he’s done that training, you might walk into the tech
classroom and find a group of middle school students with
headphones on, using a remote connection to listen to -for instance -- Jupiter via radio satellite hookup.
Pretty cool, isn’t it?

Saint Mary’s students and Peter Tlusty work on their Cubes in
Space project

elted crayons? Check. Salad spinner? Check. Flight
simulator? Check. Homemade rocket launcher? Sure.
3-D printer? Yep, got that too. Afternoons in Mr. Peter
Tlusty’s technology classroom can be messy, but they’re
never boring – and they’re making the news.
Tlusty and his students were featured in May in the
Richmond Times Dispatch, with an article written by
columnist Bill Lohmann (link here: https://www.richmond.
com/life/bill-lohmann/lohmann-st-mary-s-middle-schoolstudents-will-send-their/article_774b3ab6-0954-51288080-482de8a86602.html). Tlusty and the members of
the school’s middle school Cubes in Space technology club
had three projects selected from hundreds of proposals
worldwide to fly aboard a sounding rocket launched from
the NASA Wallops Flight Facility on the Eastern Shore of
Virginia in June.
The research rocket traveled approximately 75 miles
above the Earth and flew for about eight minutes before
splashing down, exposing the experiments in eighty
4-centimeter cubes aboard the rocket to launch G-forces,
as well as the microgravity and temperature changes of
space.
After the Cubes in Space expo, a Saint Mary’s student-led
presentation to aerospace business leaders, and the predawn launch, which several students and their families
attended, Tlusty stayed on the Eastern Shore to attend
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What’s next for Mr. T and his students? Well, Cubes in
Space for spring 2019, for one thing – interested students
are beginning to meet to think about what experiments
they might propose and submit for next summer’s
launch. Also this year, Tlusty is assembling two teams
from Saint Mary’s to be part of the Team American
Rocketry Challenge (www.rocketcontest.org). This is the
world’s largest student rocket contest and a key piece of
the aerospace and defense industry’s strategy to build a
stronger U.S. workforce in science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM).
According to the contest site, nearly 5,000 students from
across the nation compete each year. This year’s contest,
themed around the upcoming 50th anniversary of the
Apollo 11 moon landing, challenges students to design,
build and fly a rocket carrying three raw eggs in a capsule
to an altitude of 856 feet and return it to ground with the
eggs intact within 43-46 seconds.
As well, Tlusty has been asked to present at Space Port
Area Conference for Educators (SPACE) in July. SPACE
is a three-day conference hosted by The Astronauts
Memorial Foundation at Kennedy Space Center Visitor
Complex, Center for Space Education.
Mr. T says the conference focus is STEM for K-12
educators, as it relates to Next Generation Science
Standards (NGSS). The goal of the conference is for
teachers to leave at the end of three days with ready-togo lesson plans and ideas to take back and use in their
classrooms.
His presentation is titled: Aeronautics, Basics of Flight,
Model Plane Construction, and the Engineering Design
Cycle. He says he’ll share lessons on how to construct
gliders and plans with everyday household items to teach
the principals of flight, and how to use the design cycle in
project-based learning/teaching.
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New Faces at Saint Mary’s this year
Brandon Hess
Interim Principal

Brandon joined us at Saint Mary’s
as interim principal on October 3.
Before that, he was an education
consultant for his own company,
called LaunchEd.
He grew up in central
Pennsylvania, and went to James
Madison University. He earned his BA in English and
got a teaching license in secondary English education,
then later earned his MA in education leadership and
supervision.
When asked what drew him to Saint Mary’s, Brandon said:
“The fact that it is a Catholic school in my community with
a lot of room for personal and professional growth.”
He said that his time at Saint Mary’s has been wonderful.
“With such a supportive faculty and an amazingly
welcoming parent community, it’s been a very easy
transition,” he said.
Outside of work, Brandon likes to mountain bike and
watch sports on TV. He also enjoys coffee, and likes to
take time to savor it. He and his wife have three children
who all attend Catholic schools – Saint Gertrude and St.
Bridget). His wife teaches 7th and 8th grade language arts
at St. Bridget. They have a rescued lab named Rosie who is
“the best!”, Brandon said.

James Hodges
Math Teacher

James also joined Saint Mary’s
this year. Before Saint Mary’s, he
taught at Mountain High School
in Stafford, Va. He spends his
weeks in Richmond to teach at
Saint Mary’s and to help his son,
Jacob, coach football at Atlee High
School in Ashland.
James grew up in the small town of Crewe, about 50 miles
south of Richmond. He came to Saint Mary’s because he
needed a part-time job; he says all the people here have
been very kind and helpful.
When James isn’t at work, he enjoys playing basketball,
coaching football, and watching his students in their
after-school activities. He has two children, Jacob and
Blaire, who both graduated from U.Va. His wife Sarah is
the director of counseling at Mountain High School in
Stafford County.
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Danielle Moretti
Music Teacher

Before coming to Saint Mary’s,
Danielle was a part-time choral
director in Henrico County
Public Schools for the last two
years, in addition to teaching
private voice and piano lessons.
Danielle grew up in Midlothian
and attended college at James
Madison University. She got her bachelor’s in music (vocal
performance, musical theater) and then attended Mary
Baldwin College for her teacher’s license.
Danielle said she was drawn to Saint Mary’s initially due
to wanting a full-time teaching position, but when she
learned of our support of the arts, that sealed the deal. She
said: “I have truly enjoyed meeting all the wonderful Saint
Mary’s family, and though it’s been hectic, I love it here!”
When she’s not at school, she enjoys hanging out with her
family, cooking, doing makeup and playing piano. She has
one daughter, Isabel, who is in kindergarten in Chesterfield
County; a five-month-old kitten named Loki; and a
“wonderful, super-supportive” husband, Jonathan Hawkins.

Ellen O’Leary
Third Grade Teacher

Ellen is a mom of five who worked
as a substitute at Saint Mary’s
before joining the faculty this year
as a full-time third-grade teacher.
She grew up in New York City
and went to college at Catholic
University in Washington, D.C.,
where she got her degree in early
childhood education. She taught kindergarten before
staying home with her kids for 15 years.
She and her family moved to Richmond in 2007 and they
came to Saint Mary’s Church. “We liked the school so
much we never left!” she said.
Working here full time has been “awesome,” she said.
“Everyone is so kind and welcoming.”
Outside of school, Ellen loves cooking and baking and
spending time with her family – husband Kevin, five kiddos
and their crazy dog Daisy.

5

Go Forth 5k
In its fifth running this fall, Saint Mary’s kicked off
the school year with another successful Go Forth
5k. Held at nearby Deep Run Park, the Go Forth
events feature a kids’ fun run and a 5k walk and
run. Members of our school, parish and Richmond
community came together for fun, fellowship and
fitness. The Go Forth this year raised money toward
our capital campaign through sponsorships from local
businesses. Want to join us next fall? Email Jennifer
Janus at jjanus@saintmary.org.

Trunk-or-Treat

Saint Mary’s hosted its first trunk-or-treat on the
Monday before Halloween, and it was a resounding
success. Trunk décor was fantastic, and ran the
gamut with themes like Wizard of Oz, Mary Poppins,
Christmas, car wash, camp-out and more. Attendees
of all ages report having a great time, and some
participants are already planning their trunk theme
for next Halloween. Plan now to join us!
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Alumni news
Saint Mary’s class of 2012 graduate Ellie Bisese,
now a junior at Furman University, spent 10 weeks last
summer working in Cape Town, South Africa, at both the
Khayelitsha Site B Clinic, located in one of Cape Town’s
most impoverished townships, as well as Christiaan
Barnard Memorial Hospital, one of Cape Town’s most
wealthy and advanced hospitals (the very same hospital
where the first completed and successful heart transplant
took place back in 1967). Ellie is the daughter of Saint
Mary’s Admissions Director Anne Leigh Bisese. Ellie
wrote about her travels for the Messenger, and we’ll share
in the next issue, so be looking for it! She’s off to further
semesters abroad in the spring, when she’ll head for
Copenhagen, Denmark.
Saint Mary’s class of
2015 grad Natalie
Maurer, now a senior
at Saint Gertrude,
signed with Duke
University’s soccer
team on November 15.
In October, Natalie was
invited to a domestic
training camp with the
United States U18 Women’s National Soccer Team, as
well as to a training event with the U19 Women’s National
Team and two friendly matches against the Netherlands in
Delden, Netherlands.
She was also invited to a training event with the U20
Women’s National Team in Lakewood Ranch, Fla., where
she’ll be part of two games in the Nike International
Friendlies against France and China.
Natalie says the people who surrounded her at Saint
Mary’s most directly influence her to become the
person she is today. “Through my amazing teachers and
classmates, I was able to not only grow up at Saint Mary’s
and experience my childhood there, but also grow as a
person in faith and knowledge. I was very well prepared
for the workload in high school thanks to Saint Mary’s.
My teachers helped me become a strong, driven student in
the classroom, and helped foster my dedication for athletics
outside the classroom,” she says.
“The Catholic-based education allowed me to grow up
in a faith-filled, respectful atmosphere where I thrived to
learn and participate,” Natalie says. “I still see many of my
former classmates and teachers every weekend at church,
and it reminds me of my time at Saint Mary’s. I recognize
how lucky I am to have grown up going to Saint Mary’s
Winter 2018

and now Saint Gertrude, where my teachers and friends
truly care for my well-being and have always supported me
in school and soccer.”
Another SMCS class of
2015 graduate now at Saint
Gertrude, Eve Maddock,
has been chosen as a finalist
for the Lexus Richmond’s
Leadership Award. You can
read more about Eve and
watch her interview video
at this link: http://lrvablog.
com/lexus-of-richmonds24th-leadership-awardweek-6-eve-maddock/. Daughter of Saint Mary’s language
and literature teacher Jerome Maddock, Eve is a scholar
and athlete, and lately she’s been a vocal advocate for the
Maison Fortuné Orphanage (see Alumnus Chip Wirth
Changes Lives in Haiti, page 2). She visited the orphanage
last summer with other Saint Gertrude students,
and started a fundraiser to help raise money towards
construction of a visitors’ guest house on the grounds of
the girls’ orphanage at Maison Fortuné.
Saint Mary’s class of 2014
graduate Michael Wright
is part of the Deep Run
High School volleyball team
that recently won the state
championship for the second
year in a row. Michael has been
playing volleyball since he was
12, and has been regional player
of the year for the last two
years. His mom Kack says he was
recruited by several top schools,
including UC Santa Barbara, Stanford, UCLA and BYU
-- he decided to go to Ohio State and signed his letter of
intent on November 15.
Saint Mary’s class of 2016 grad Jessica Rathbone,
now a junior at Patrick Henry High School, made the
Richmond Times-Dispatch all-metro golf team. Jessica
finished third in the Virginia High School League’s
Girls Open in October, improving significantly from her
10th-place finish last year. She is the co-captain of the
varsity golf team at Patrick Henry, and is a straight-A
student. She’s enrolled in a program called Advanced
College Academy (ACA), which will allow her to earn her
associate’s degree before graduating high school.
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9501 Gayton Road
Richmond, Virginia 23229
(804) 740-1048
www.SaintMary.org

Saint Mary’s Catholic School
is now on Instagram - @SaintMarysRVA
www.instagram.com/saintmarysrva – check it out!

From the
Archives

Natalie Maurer and her brother Will in their younger days at
Saint Mary’s

