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Stepping up at SMC
By DEBRA HAIGHT
HP Correspondent

DOWAGIAC — Tom Jerdon 
has had some interesting experi-
ences in his life. He’s drunk bour-
bon with author Kurt Vonnegut 
when Vonnegut was the guest 
speaker at the fi rst-ever Dog-
wood Fine Arts Festival in 1993. 
He’s also taken an active role in 
the development of  Southwest-
ern Michigan College over the 
past two decades.

Jerdon, 51, is now the chair-
man of the board of  trustees at 
SMC and has had a residence 
hall named after him. The col-
lege’s second of  three dorms was 
named after him a few years ago, 
something he describes as both 
exciting and embarrassing.

Jerdon didn’t anticipate any of 
those experiences when he ac-
ceded to his parents’ wishes and 
moved back to Dowagiac after 
graduating from Grand Valley 
State to join the family real estate 
business. “When I did, I really 
liked it,” he said. “My friends in 
college had corporate jobs in 
Chicago and Detroit, but I liked 
the freedom of being self  em-
ployed.”

His involvement with SMC 
came about somewhat unexpect-
edly, even though he had ties to 
the college after he and other 
family members went there. “Ev-
erybody I know went there,” he 
said. “My wife, Jodi, graduated 
from there and is an IT person, 
my sister Janet is now an elemen-
tary teacher and my sister Judy is 
a nurse.”

Jerdon’s service to SMC began 
when Dr. Fred Mathews asked 
him to lunch one day. “I was 27 
years old, I had always known 
him – he had been my eye doc-
tor,” he said. “We started a 
friendship and he approached 
me to be on the board. He want-
ed somebody young on the 
board. I didn’t accept at fi rst – I 
wanted to sleep on it. At fi rst I 
had thought he wanted my dad 
on the board.”

“I’ve never in my life met some-
one remotely close to Fred 
Mathews,” he said. “I knew 20 
years ago that I would never meet 
someone like him. The only rea-
son SMC is here is because he 

willed it.”
Jerdon succeeded Mathews, 

the college’s longtime board 
chairman, earlier this year. 
Mathews had been board chair-
man since the college’s start 50 
years ago in 1964. For his part, 
Jerdon came on the board more 
than two decades ago in 1991 
and had served as the board 
treasurer since 2003. He was the 
second board member after 
Carol Tate to have graduated 

from SMC. 
“I’m only the second board 

chairman,” he said. “When I’m 
around other community col-
lege trustees and they ask how 
long I’ve been on the SMC 
board. When I say 23 years, 
they’re surprised. They’re also 
surprised that I’m the only sec-
ond board chairman in the col-
lege’s history.”

Back to Vonnegut, Jerdon said 
he had the chance to meet the 
famed author as the fi rst chair-
man of the Dogwood festival, an 
organization he still belongs to. 
“I was the initial chairman,” he 
said. “It wasn’t my idea but peo-
ple wanted someone to kick-start 
it. I’m still on it. My wife says 
that it’s hard to fathom that I was 
the chairman of an arts festival.

“People would come up with 
ideas and I’d say it sounds great 
but how are we going to pay for 
it. Rich Frantz wanted to get 
Kurt Vonnegut as our fi rst au-

thor and I didn’t think we would 
get him. We had to pay him 
$12,000 and we had to go to the 
chamber and sell them on the 
idea.

“It ended up a huge success, 
we broke even or even made a 
little money,” he said. “We had 
people coming in from all over. It 
was a heady thing having him as 
our fi rst author ... We had the 
book signing in the Mathews Li-
brary at SMC. Kurt Vonnegut 
liked bourbon and I remember 
having drinks with him, Fred 
Mathews and Grif  Cook.”

Of course, Jerdon stays plenty 
busy with his real estate business. 
The family-owned company mar-
kets lake properties throughout 
Southwest Michigan and he de-
veloped the Villamere develop-
ment in Dowagiac some years 
ago. He leases out farm land he 
owns and also builds and remod-
els homes.

“It’s the same as with SMC, 

you have to think about your 
market and remember that the 
customer is always right,” he 
said. “With Villamere, I did a 
survey of  retirees and what kind 
of  houses they wanted. That’s 
why I was able to be successful, I 
knew what was of  value to 
them.”

When it comes to hobbies, Jer-
don said he’s cut out everything 
but his work, SMC and his fam-
ily. He, his wife and their two 
daughters get away to their cot-
tage in northern Michigan when 
they can and spend time canoe-
ing, hiking and out on the lake as 
well as going duck and turkey 
hunting.

He also has a great interest in 
history and politics and still 
thinks about teaching at some 
time in the future. “If  you’re a 
Jerdon, politics is part of  your 
bloodline,” he said. “I grew up 
conservative and libertarian and 
I lean toward libertarian.”

Marching to the beat of his own drum
By KATE GENELLIE
HP Correspondent

ST. JOSEPH — When John 
Owens was in high school, he 
bought his fi rst set of  drums, in-
tending to start a death metal 
band with his friends, but he set 
it up backwards. It may have 
looked like an inauspicious start, 
but for Owens, now Lake Michi-
gan College’s music program di-
rector, it was the beginning of a 
varied and far-ranging career.

After Owens graduated from 
high school, he began attending 
community college and working 
in a furniture store, but he soon 
realized that working in retail 
just wasn’t for him.

Instead, he auditioned for the 
United States Army Band. He 
was 19, a few years and much 
playing experience past his fi rst 
backwards drum kit, and he got 
the job. First, he went to the U.S. 
Army School of Music, then he 
was stationed in Germany.

“Our job was to be ambassa-
dors for the United States,” Ow-
ens said.

Owens’ band played beer festi-
vals and at parties and events 
held for visiting politicians and 
diplomats. Owens and his band-
mates met and talked with Ger-
man locals, who had some very 
specifi c stereotypes about Ameri-
cans.

“Germany thinks of American 
music as jazz and country. And 
they think we use the ‘f ’ word a 
lot,” Owens said.

As part of the U.S. Army, Ow-
ens played in nine countries, and 
visited 25 on his own time. He 
also began tutoring high-school-
ers in German-American 
schools.

“It was just so exciting watch-
ing the students grow. That’s 
what ignited my love of teach-
ing,” Owens said.

Most of Owens’ fellow band-
mates had earned a degree by the 
time they started with the U.S. 
Army, but because Owens had 
started so young, when he left the 
Army he felt somewhat un-

moored.
“I had very little life experi-

ence,” Owens said. “I got a job at 
a sporting goods store, which 
lasted a whole four days.”

But Owens knew he wanted to 
keep teaching. So, with a musi-
cian’s fl air for fi nding the next 
odd job, he began teaching drum-
lines, while also playing in a punk 
band, teaching drum corps, and 
doing a stint drumming for 
Knott’s Berry Farm.

Owens also landed a job at the 
Disneyland Resort in California 
as a drum-playing toy soldier.

“Everybody was just really 
good,” Owens said. “You had to 
be able to dance and play your 
instrument as well.”

The best part was seeing the 
children react as the band 
marched by, Owens said.

“They were just so excited. 
They were pointing at you and at 
your hands and the drumming 
you’re doing.”

At Disneyland, the band prac-
ticed before each parade and af-
ter the park closed at midnight.

“Everything is down to a T. 
Everything’s very precise. It’s 
very Disney,” Owens said. Being 
in the park at night also afforded 
a different view of the popular 
park. Trees became doors as 
cleaning crews fi ltered out of the 
park’s hidden pathways. “Disney 
looks just as cool at night as in 
the daytime. It changes your per-
ception of it.”

As he worked these jobs, Ow-
ens was also getting his bachelor’s 
degree in music education. Later, 
he got his master’s degree while 
also teaching high school band, 
and he’s currently fi nishing up his 
Ph.D.

Owens began teaching at LMC 
in 2014. He said he has tried to 
bring his own background as a 
self-taught, self-guided musician 
into the classroom.

“I try to adapt that to my stu-
dents,” Owens said. He tries to 
fi nd out what interests them per-
sonally and encourages them to 
explore that in their assignments.

For example, a student inter-

ested in the band Queen might 
write a paper about how “Bohe-
mian Rhapsody” was recorded, 
Owens explained. “They’re still 
learning the basics, but it’s more 
self-directed.”

Owens’ teaching philosophy 
stems from the educational phi-
losopher John Dewey, who said 
that what was important in art 
wasn’t just the fi nished product, 
but the experience of creating it. 
When children play, they’re com-
pletely immersed in what they’re 
doing, and Owens wants art to be 
like that for his students, he said.

At LMC, Owens teaches jazz 
band, rock ensemble, and lecture 
classes, including History of 
Rock Music.

“That class is just so much 
fun,” Owens said. “I try to make 
sure that even students who aren’t 
music majors make music during 
that class.”

Because making music isn’t 
just for music majors, Owens 
said. Owens looks at music as a 
part of  his students’ life and gen-
eral education, at music’s con-
nection to mathematics, philoso-
phy and sociology.

“Music is a holistic construct. 
Everything is interrelated,” Ow-
ens said. Rock music, for exam-
ple, has always dealt with themes 
such as race and injustice. “Po-
litical matters have created our 
music. Musicians are most known 
for challenging the status quo.”

Owens wants to introduce his 
students – both in his ensemble 
classes and lectures – to new con-
cepts in music.

“They have the ability to leave 
with this new idea that will per-
petuate their interest in music,” 
Owens said.
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John Owens took a unique path to job at Lake Michigan College
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Name: John Owens
Job: Music program director at 
Lake Michigan College
Town: St. Joseph
Fun fact: Owens worked as a toy 
soldier at Disneyland.

Kate Genellie / HP correspondent

John Owens, director of Lake Michigan College’s music program, became 
interested in teaching while tutoring students in Germany. He began teaching 
at LMC in 2014 and is finishing up his doctorate.

Tom Jerdon is the second board 
chairman in the college’s 50-year history

Name: Tom Jerdon
Job: Chairman of the Board of 
Trustees, Southwestern Michi-
gan College; vice-president of 
Jerdon Real Estate
Town: Silver Creek Township
Fun fact: He just finished read-
ing a biography of Lewis Cass, 
the first Michigan governor.
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Tom Jerdon stands in front of the Student Activity Center at Southwestern Michigan College. Jerdon has served on the college’s board since 1991 and became 
its second chairman earlier this year.


