
        Our last couple of 
newsletters have featured 
those who have chosen to 
support student scholar-
ships through NPC Friends 
and Family, with a focus on 
why they have chosen to do 
so. This issue focuses on a 
particular Friend. I want to 
share his story with you, be-
cause beyond changing the 
lives of countless Northland 
Pioneer College students, he 

inspires me, and I think he will inspire you.
 So who is Jon Graff? He was born in New Or-
leans and raised in the Old Line State and earned his 
BS in Chemistry, then his Ph.D. in Biochemistry from 
the University of Maryland at College Park in 1971. 
Until 1980, he did postdoctoral research in cell biology, 
cancer, and virology for a cancer contractor in Rock-
ville, MD, at the University of Minnesota, and at Duke 
University. He is an author on 17 scientific publications. 
 From 1980-81, Jon attended the University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, taking courses in math-
ematics, computer science, and statistics. In 1981, he 
embarked on a new career in Computer Science spe-
cializing in digital communications. He did extensive 
work in computer security and cryptography, as a 
Cryptographic Architect (i.e. a Computer Architect 
specializing in Cryptographic Systems). He wrote 
many articles and gave numerous presentations and 
classes on cryptography, computer and network securi-
ty, and wrote and published a book, Cryptography and 
E-Commerce. He even co-authored a patent. 
 In 2003 Jon retired, at least in the formal sense 
of the word. I think he really freed himself up to pursue 
his interests, which include travel, history, technology, 
science, architecture, art, dancing (he is a prize-winning 

dancer, having competed in ballroom, swing, shag, 
country swing, Texas Two-Step, etc.), paleontology, and 
bicycling.
 By 1970, Jon had become a “serious” bicyclist. 
He bicycled RAGBRAI – The Register’s Annual Great 
Bicycle Ride Across Iowa - five times; the Tour of the 
Erie Canal twice; Sierra to the Sea; and from Santa 
Cruz, CA to San Diego along the California coast and 
Big Sur. In 2011, he built his own bicycle, “The Green 
Flash,” starting with a paper drawing, cutting and 
brazing the tubing, building the wheels and finally 
assembling the 
bicycle. In 2017, 
he rode the Go-
ing-to-the-Sun 
Road in Glacier 
National Park.
 I first met 
Dr. Jon Graff 
when he rode in 
our second Pedal 
the Petrified in 
September 2014. 
At 72, he was a 
strong rider who 
clearly enjoyed 
the Painted 
Desert and the 
Petrified Forest 
and told me how 
much he liked 
the ride. I was 
astonished when, 
several months 
later, I received 
a substantial gift 
from him in sup-
port of the next 
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year’s Pedal the Petrified. 
 Jon continued to come each year to Pedal the 
Petrified, and he continued to generously support the 
ride. His contribution assured that the event was fully 
sponsored, so that all the proceeds from registrations 
and fund raising went directly to student scholarships. 
He was one of our premier sponsors, but he preferred 
to remain out of the limelight. Meanwhile, Pedal the 
Petrified grew in size and scope. The past three years, 
registration has filled to capacity, and riders have taken 
an active role in fund raising. Since 2014, when Jon first 
rode, it has generated over $100,000.00 in student schol-
arships. 
 Last year, Steve Buck, another rider and mu-
tual friend of Jon’s and mine told me that Jon had just 
learned his cancer had returned. My heart dropped to 
my shoes at Steve’s words. I didn’t even know Jon had 
ever had cancer. He always rode the full 100-kilometer 
ride – in fact, he just had. He rode it with the ease of 
someone who has ridden for many years, who never let 
himself get out of shape. He 
could not be sick. Not with 
something like cancer.
 Oddly, Jon’s can-
cer was what brought him 
and Steve together. Steve 
was on a training ride on 
the Petrified Forest road in 
2013 when he saw a cyclist 
resting at the roadside. 
He stopped and asked if the cyclist needed anything. 
“Someone to ride along with me,” said Jon Graff, who 
had just completed a devastating cycle of treatment for 
cancer of the prostate. Steve rode with Jon, and the two 
became friends. That’s also how Jon learned about Ped-
al the Petrified, and why he registered and rode for the 
first time in 2014. You see, Jon comes to Petrified Forest 
National Park every year to volunteer as a paleontolo-

gist. It is one of his passions, and he works in the field 
collecting fossils and in the preparatory lab, making 
them ready for display or study. His other passion is 
bicycling, which is how he happened to be riding in the 
park that day in 2013…..
 After talking to Steve, I called Jon, and Jon talk-
ed with great candor and not a shred of self-pity about 
the fact that the cancer had metastasized and that it was 
terminal. He explained that he was “bucket-listing” and 
asked if I’d like to be added to his list of email friends. 
After that, I began to receive delightful “Reports from 
the Field,” summarizing Jon’s adventures. Each includ-
ed a few excellent photographs of where he was and 
what he was doing, and almost always a flower or a 
sunset. 
 Early last spring I wrote to all the students who 
had received a scholarship funded by proceeds from 
Pedal the Petrified. I told them about Dr. Graff and 
asked them if they would mind sharing a few thoughts 
about how the scholarship had helped them. I got the 
most beautiful testimonials, many of them accompa-
nied by photographs of the students, their children, 
their families. They were so appreciative of the financial 
support Dr. Graff had made possible, but more so, they 
told him in so many ways that the scholarships made 
them feel capable, gave them confidence, showed them 
that someone cared that they were trying to make a 
better life for themselves and their families. I compiled 
the stories and photos in a book. Where students had 
not included photos, I added Jon’s own flowers from 
his Reports from the Field. 
 Every human being should know that their life 
has made a difference to someone. In only five years, 
Jon Graff has made a difference to an untold number of 
someones. It isn’t just the students who’ve received the 
scholarships. Many of them are the first generation in 
their families to go to college. Now they will succeed, 
and so their children and grandchildren will know 

that they too can earn a college 
degree. 
 This summer was a 
tough one for Jon, emotionally 
and physically. The cancer was 
spreading to his bones and lym-
phatic system. He wasn’t sure 
he would even make his annual 
sojourn to the Petrified Forest, 

let alone ride Pedal the Petrified. When his oncologist 
finally gave him the OK to travel, he came to the park. 
He brought with him The Green Flash, in the hope that 
he could ride at least part of the 50-kilometer route. In 
his dogged, indomitable fashion, with friends Steve 
Buck and Chuck Beightol, he rode the entire 100 kilo-
meters. He says no one was more surprised than he 
was. He plans to continue “bucket listing” until he can 

“The scholarships made them feel 
capable, gave them confidence, 

showed them that someone cared 
that they were trying to make a 

better life. ”



The impact of a donation

Covers 12 credits or one full-time semester at NPC

Covers 2 to 2.5 credits at a large university or institution

What’s covered by an $888 donation?

NPC’s size and affordability allows your 
donation to go much further!

no longer do it. 
 I honestly don’t know how 
I’d react if I was told my days were 
numbered. I tell myself I would be 
brave for my family and friends. 
I tell myself I would continue to 
practice yoga and exercise and eat 
healthy foods and do my best to be 
the best partner in my treatment.  
But now, watching Jon Graff on 
his journey, I hope I would have 
the courage to seize the day, the 
hour, the moment, and continue to 
just live. Because that’s what Jon 
does. As he says, it is frustrating, 
because he doesn’t know when the 
other shoe will drop. He doesn’t 
want any kind of treatment that 
will prolong his life at the expense 
of his enjoyment of it. So he trav-
els, he learns new things, he takes 
photographs, he dances, he digs for 
fossils, he appreciates flowers and 
sunsets, he spends time with loved 
ones, he shares his adventures with 
his friends, and he rides his bike. 
 For Jon Graff, there is al-
ways a tomorrow, there is always a 
way to keep going. And he assures 
that his support of Northland Pi-

oneer College students continues. 
He has established the Jon Graff, 
Ph.D., Fund to continue to provide 
scholarships every semester for 
three kinds of NPC student: those 
who are enrolled in a degree pro-
gram for university transfer; those 
enrolled in our Career and Techni-
cal Education program; and those 
enrolled in College and Career Prep 
classes, in pursuit of their high 
school equivalency diploma and an 
opportunity to take college-level 
courses. Jon was prescient enough 
to see the value of establishing this 
latter scholarship. Over 50% of stu-
dents entering college nationwide 
require remediation to prepare for 
college classes. Until they have a 
high-school equivalency diploma, 
they are ineligible to apply for 
financial aid. They have to work at 
entry-level jobs to make ends meet 
for themselves and their families. 
So many of them give up, before 
they even get started. Jon believes 
in empowerment through educa-
tion, and in the power of education 
to overcome the cycle of poverty, 
and he has left no one out. 
 As our NPC president, 
Mark Vest wrote in Jon’s book, “If 
you trace the threads of their suc-
cess stories back to the source, peo-
ple like Jon Graff will be standing 
there among those few dedicated 
individuals who see what’s possi-
ble in each and every student.” To 
me, Jon’s photos of flowers rep-
resent the seeds he has sown here 
in the Northland of rural Arizona. 
They will go to seed and the winds 
will carry them far beyond the 
place where first they grew. Thus 
is the legacy of Dr. Jon C. Graff. So 
many lives, touched by one indi-
vidual who believed he could make 
a difference. 
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West Virginia has  
77.1 people per mi²

NPC’s service area 
 has an average of

8.6 people per mi² 

How rural is rural?



Please add my gift of $ to the following:
☐     Jon Graff, Ph.D Fund – Provides scholarships for NPC students who are university bound, career bound (enrolled in Career
         and Technical Education) or college-bound (enrolled in College and Career Prep)

☐     Jeanne Swarthout, Ph.D, Presidential Excellence Scholarship – For degree-seeking students with a GPA of 3.5 at 
                the time of application.

☐     Martia A. Smith Memorial Art Scholarship – For all full-time, degree-seeking students
☐     Pres Winslow Memorial Scholarship – For high school graduates enrolled at NPC
☐     Claude Endfield Early Childhood Development Scholarship – For degree-seeking students in the ECD program
☐     Charles E. Lisitzky Memorial Scholarship – For Native American students
☐     VAL 153 Memorial Scholarship – For women in Fire Science and Paramedicine (EMT) programs
☐     Eagle Fund – Unrestricted scholarships for students in greatest financial need

What your donation looks like as tuition: 

$74 -   Provides one credit of tuition       
$222  - Provides tuition for one three-credit class      

$444 - Provides tuition for one student to attend half-time        

$888 - Provides tuition for one student to attend full-time (12 credits)   

NPC Friends and  Family is a 501(c)(3) organization. All donations are tax deductible.

NPC students are succeeding in spite of all the odds. Many are the first generation in their families to attend college. Lots 
of adults are coming back to school while coping with the responsibilities of caring for children or elderly parents. Most 
have incredible financial need and they succeed because of the scholarships made  
possible, and sustained by generous people like you!

YES! I want to donate to NPC Friends and Family and help support NPC student scholarships.  
Tax deductible donations can be made online via credit/debit card at www.npcfriendsfamily.org by clicking the “donate” 
button. Donations can also be made by using this form and the included postage-paid return envelope. Make your check 
or money order payable to NPC Friends and Family. THANK YOU!

Make a Difference – Donate Today!

Begin a legacy –  
Help students in need by 
starting your own scholarship

Please contact me at: 

 
so I can discuss how to create an 
NPC scholarship fund.

for your continued support and donation.Thank you,
(Phone or Email)

You can learn more about and also give to NPC Friends and Family at www.npcfriendsfamily.org


