
—Caltech seismologist Thomas Heaton, 
about the prototype earthquake early-
warning system he pioneered, which 
went off during a 4.4 temblor in the 
Santa Monica Mountains on March 17.

I was sitting 
there at 
breakfast,  
and my laptop 
computer 
told me that 
shaking  
was coming,  
and then  
I felt it, and  
it was nice.”  

It’s not every day that you find a group of students traveling through campus dressed 
as minions from the movie Despicable Me. However, such sightings are par for the 
course on Ditch Day, an annual spring tradition at Caltech. On that day, Caltech 
seniors challenge underclass students to solve puzzles or complete complex tasks, 
called stacks, while the seniors leave campus for the day. This year’s challenges 
included calibrating a catapult to fling tomatoes at a target, rappelling off the side 
of Firestone Laboratory, and solving a complex vertical version of sudoku. In the 
stack pictured above, the underclass “minions” had to fashion a raft out of nothing 
but cardboard boxes, balloons, and duct tape—and the raft had to successfully float 
one passenger down the entire length of the Gene Pool. Although falling in the pool 
meant failing the stack, it was a welcome cooldown: the temperature on May 15—this 
year’s Ditch Day—was a sweltering 100 degrees Fahrenheit. —JSC

Beating the Heat—and the Stacks

Diego Benitez had a unique graduate-school 
experience at Caltech. By day, he studied the ins 
and outs of olefin metathesis in the laboratory 
of Victor and Elizabeth Atkins Professor of 
Chemistry Robert Grubbs—work that resulted  
in a PhD in chemistry in 2005, as well as a trip  
to Sweden that same year when Grubbs was 
awarded the Nobel Prize. However, when  
Benitez wasn’t studying reactions in the lab,  
he was enthusiastically pursuing another interest: 
craft beer.
 “Pasadena is a good destination for craft 
beer, so in addition to chemistry, I guess you 
could say that I also had the chance to study beer 
while I was at Caltech,” Benitez says. The tasty 

Smart Hops after-hours research eventually led to home  
brewing, a hobby he continued to pursue through 
his postdoc in nanotechnology at UCLA and a  
few years working in industry.
 In 2012 Benitez and fellow chemist and beer 
enthusiast Kevin Ogilby decided to take the plunge 
and quit their day jobs to pursue their hobby full 
time—that’s how Progress Brewing was born. The 
brewery, located in South El Monte—about 10 
miles southeast of Caltech—specializes in what 
Benitez calls “drinkable beers that the majority of 
people will like—not just beer geeks.”
 Although the applied chemistry of crafting  
a new brew strays from his formal laboratory  
training, it has allowed Benitez to accomplish 
another life goal: entrepreneurship. “I come from  
a family of entrepreneurs, so I always knew I kind 
of wanted to branch out on my own. Beer seemed 
like a really fun way to do that,” he says. —JSC 
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