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Richard Zollinger Transcript – Interview recorded 10/31/2009  

Disher Bldg, Rm 212, Central Piedmont Community College, Charlotte, NC 

MC: Mark Coltrain 

RZ: Richard Zollinger 

MC: It’s October the 30th, 2009, we are at—I’m Mark Coltrain and we are here in Richard Zollinger’s 

office in the Disher building at Central Piedmont Community College’s Central Campus. And we’re about 

to start my first oral history interview for our newly found [sic] oral history collection in the library. 

MC: What’s your name? 

RZ: My name is Richard Karl Zollinger. 

MC: And where and when were you born? 

RZ: I was born March 1, 1960 in Zurich, Switzerland. 

MC: And where did you grow up? 

RZ: I grew up in a little town outside from Zurich called Horgen. Zurich has a long lake, and so this little 

town is right—about midway on the right. 

MC: And where else have you lived? 

RZ: I pretty much lived there. I have—my mother’s from Barcelona, from Spain. And so I grew up in a 

household that was a Spanish culture as well as Swiss culture. 

MC: What jobs have you had over the course of your life? 

RZ: Oh I actually have had a few jobs. I came out of grad school at East Carolina University and went into 

training and development with a pharmaceutical company called Burroughs Wellcome at that time. And 

felt after a year or two that I needed to live in an area—in a more metropolitan city than Greenville, 

North Carolina. At that time it was—so I moved up here in 1989 and started looking for jobs, started 

working part-time at CPCC. And in 1991, I started full-time. 

MC: And where else have you lived—I’m sorry. What do you do for a living now? 

RZ: Well, right now I’m the Vice President for Learning and pretty much oversee the academic areas of 

the college, as well as the seven libraries that we have, and am having a great time. 

MC: When did you leave to come to the U.S.? 

RZ: I came in 1981, August of 1981 and enrolled at CPCC to learn English. 
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MC: Why did you come? 

RZ: My parents’ industry work was in textiles. And my uncle was a textile person down in Greenville, 

South Carolina and because we knew of CPCC’s reputation with the foreign languages and Charlotte 

being still an hour and a half away from Greenville it was close enough yet far enough to experience the 

American life. 

MC: And what did you bring with you? What sorts of possessions did you bring? 

RZ: Not many. Maybe some clothing but that was it. I pretty much came here and actually—one of our 

old economics instructors, Marvin Krieger, I had a room and board with him. And I drove—rented one of 

his old Javelin cars. 

MC: What was the journey like getting from Switzerland to the United States? 

RZ: Well, during during—that was the early eighties, the difference was much more clear, you know. 

Now of course with quicker airplanes and a more global economy, I would say there is not much, much 

that I cannot get here that I had in Switzerland. And that’s Swiss cheese, Swiss wine, Swiss chocolates 

and all that is readily available here. 

MC: Do you remember your first day here in the U.S.? 

RZ: Yeah, I think it was August 18th 1981 and I arrived, at the time, at the old Charlotte airport. And 

King’s College used to be a dorm for an English language school. And that’s where I setup and rented a 

dorm. 

MC: Did anyone come with you or did you come by yourself? 

RZ: My parents came with me and returned and left me here. 

MC: What were some of your first impressions of this country? 

RZ: Well coming from another country you’re probably more aware of some of the wonderful luxuries 

that you have here in the United States. I mean just the pure freedom to do whatever you want to, the 

bigness of everything, from highways, et cetera, that’s fairly unusual in Europe. You can put Switzerland 

into North Carolina three times, so it’s a very narrow, highly populated country, whereas here it’s 

getting more populated but it’s still the land of plenty. 

MC: Do you remember any of your first experiences, the first few weeks you were here? Anything that 

really stands out to you? 

RZ: Well, you know when you’re on your own and you don’t speak the language and you’re in a country 

that you don’t speak that language, you pretty much just submerge yourself into the culture and be with 

people of that culture. And, again, knowing Spanish that helped me a lot because I hung out with 
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students from Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela and stuff like that.  I probably learned more Spanish that I 

learned English but that of course changed during the times. 

MC: Where there any other Swiss people that you met over here? 

RZ: Well, we Swiss are sort of unique in that if I hear somebody else speak Swiss I just speak Spanish, so 

we go our own ways. So we’re a little different or maybe it’s just something that I do. 

MC: And how much—did you have any English whatsoever? 

RZ: Well, I had like two years of British English but if you learn a language in Switzerland school and you 

have two hour periods a week of foreign language you don’t learn English. 

MC: There’s so much nuance… 

RZ: Oh absolutely. 

MC: Especially, I would think in the South versus the North. Down here there are so many more 

colloquialisms. 

RZ: Yes, absolutely. And English is a living language, I mean German or Swiss—well, maybe more Swiss 

but German is not really such a living language, everything is all developed and written up. The American 

English very much reflects the American society where things move and change. 

MC: What traditions have you made an effort to preserve over the years that you brought with you from 

Switzerland? 

RZ: Well having had a Spanish mother and a Swiss father, you know, we don’t really, I wouldn’t say, I 

have any traditions that I brought over from Switzerland. I mean our holiday or national holiday is 

August the First. And in the last few years, we do have a Swiss Club, but I didn’t feel the need to attend. 

MC: Are you married? 

RZ: I am married to my wife Gretchen. Although she has a very German name, she was born in 

[unintelligible], in Fayetteville. 

MC: What about children? 

RZ: I also have now a nine year old son, adopted from Guatemala and his name is Carlo. 

MC: How did you and your wife meet? 

RZ: We met at East Carolina University. We both went through the Industrial Organizational Psychology 

program there. She was a year ahead of me. 

MC: So you’ve been together ever since? 
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RZ: Ever since. Twenty four years—December the…21st. 

MC: I won’t tell her you hesitated! 

MC: What other languages do you speak besides Spanish, English and Swiss? 

RZ: Well, of course Switzerland had three parts: they have a German part, an Italian part and a French 

part so you grow up speaking these languages besides English and Swiss. 

MC: I take it you were in the Spanish part— 

RZ: Well, no I said Italian, French… 

[crosstalk] 

RZ: I was in the Swiss German part but you sort of adapt to the other languages, too, and if I go on the 

vacation the third day, you pretty much pick the language back up. 

MC: Did you or do you now or even growing up do you speak like—maybe you sort of already answered 

this—but a different language in different settings like work, home, school… 

RZ: Oh yeah, yeah yeah, if I’m—when I’m back in Switzerland visiting my family we speak two-three 

languages all at the same time. Because imagine growing up in Charlotte where people in Gastonia 

speak French, people in Raleigh speak Italian and people in Greenville, North Carolina speak Swiss-

German. That’s about, that’s about—it’s really cultural, it’s interesting where you can look at the other 

town and you know that everybody in that town speaks French. And all the people here—there’s some 

clear language boundaries. 

MC: That’s fascinating. 

RZ: Oh, it is. It’s really unique. 

MC: Does your family have any special sayings or expressions? 

RZ: No. 

MC: Even now vesus then, growing up did you have any? 

RZ: No, no, no, not really. 

MCL You mentioned August First being the traditional Swiss Holiday— 

RZ: National Holiday, yes. 

MC: What holidays—are there any other holidays come to mind? 
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RZ: No, that’s about—I mean, again, we don’t have Thanksgiving for example in November but we 

probably have very standard holidays, Christmas and all these, New Year and all these, of course, are the 

same. 

MC: Now tell me about the August 1st holiday. Tell me a little bit about its history. 

RZ: Well, Switzerland originated August 1, 1291, so a couple of years ago, and we have twenty six 

cantons, they’re like little states, so to speak. And that was August 1, 1291 or was it 1294, well let’s go 

with 1291. Three of these cantons came together and started a country – the Confederation of Helvetica 

– Switzerland abbreviated is a C and H, we were a confederation. And over time you had more cantons 

join until Switzerland was a twenty-six canton country. 

MC: Now what is a canton? 

RZ: Well, it’s just another way for a district or a precinct or something, or like a state. 

MC: Do you have any special family traditions or customs now? Other than Christmas or Thanksgiving? 

RZ: No, I’ve pretty much adapted myself to the American way of living. 

MC: Describe the place you grew up – the town. 

RZ: Well, it’s a town on a hill. And if you ever have been in some of the European countries, all these 

homes there—they are homes that have been built for many, many years. So if you have a house that’s 

twenty five year old here in the U.S. you usually take it down and build something new but over there 

these homes, they are built for hundreds of years. And individuals in Switzerland tend live more, or work 

where they grew up, so they’re not as mobile. Here in the United States, I think people move around 

much more about where the job opportunities are, so I think that’s a big difference. 

MC: And how has your hometown changed since you were born? 

RZ: Well, you know there’s a lot of American culture that has changed Switzerland or other cultures for 

that as well. I mean we have a lot of Turkish immigration; we have a lot of Malaysian individuals become 

Switzerland; we have a lot of Italians and stuff, so it’s becoming much more a melting pot than it used to 

be but then again that’s like the American—North America’s becoming more like a melting pot—they 

call it “the browning” so it’s an interesting concept. 

MC: So what’s, roughly, the population of your town? 

RZ: Of the town? Oh it’s probably, maybe five hundred or a thousand people. 

MC: So very small? 

RZ: Oh yeah, very small. 

MC: What sorts of things do people do for a living? 
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RZ: Well, Switzerland, of course, and especially Zurich, is one of the financial centers in the world. So a 

lot of people are white collar workers—they work for banks and insurance, more the business aspect of 

it. I would say tourism is probably coming in as second—hospitality and tourism is in second. 

MC: It sounds a little bit like Charlotte. 

RZ: Sounds a little bit like Charlotte. Yes. 

MC: Are there any particular places in your hometown or Zurich that stand out in your mind? 

RZ: In Zurich you have this, Grossmünster, it’s a beautiful big cathedral, where—that was built by Carl 

the Great and that’s a beautiful place. 

MC: Why was that the first thing that popped into your mind? 

RZ: It’s right beside a river, Limmat River and we hung around there a lot when we were younger. 

MC: What were your neighbors like growing up? 

RZ: I had, let me think, of course we had two neighbors, one on each side – one of them we didn’t have 

much interaction because we Swiss people tend to our own type of things. And the other neighbor, they 

had a boy and I grew up with him, Christian was his name, and I grew up with him. 

MC: And do you keep in touch with him now? 

RZ: I lost complete touch maybe twenty years ago and found him on Facebook maybe two years ago. 

MC: Is he still in Switzerland? 

RZ: He’s still in Switzerland, still doing the same thing. 

MC: What about other friends that you had growing up, have you maintained contact with them? 

RZ: Very few, very few. 

MC: Tell me about where you live now—the neighborhood that you live in now. 

RZ: I live in the South Park area in an old development called Town and Country. The homes are all built 

in the late, early-to-mid 60s. And so we bought this house in ’91 and started, you know, it’s always nice 

to—we like to build—we like to, you know, own a old home and then you start doing some 

renovations—every so often we have a renovation project: did the kitchen and added on a room, so 

that’s a lot fun. 

MC: And what about your current neighbors? Do you interact with them much? 

RZ: Oh yeah, again, we have a whole neighborhood group together. Now because the neighborhood was 

old, still is old, there were, you know, when we moved in there were, a lot of our neighbors were elderly 
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and as they moved on to living facilities, et cetera, these old homes now have been occupied by young 

people with children, so you see a changing neighborhood that is becoming more youthful. 

MC: What do you value most about what you do now, working here at CP? 

RZ: Well, I always say it’s very fortunate to be in a human development type of occupation where you 

can help others achieve their success and you can make a career out of it. That is really something that I 

think is special, you know. Compare that to somebody who might work in a financial institution who 

invests money that’s helped, too, but I probably can see the impact that we’re making much more 

quickly. 

MC: I want to jump ahead to some more CPCC-centered questions. Describe CPCC when you first arrived 

here. 

RZ: Well, in ’81 when I started my first English class, it was an ESL class, I was preparing for the TOEFL 

examination. It’s one campus, one college, very traditional, everything in quarters, quarter system and it 

was very much a nice, nice warm place. And that was in ’81. I came back to work here in ’89 part-time, 

’91, and it was still the same. And then in 1995, when Dr. Zeiss started working here, we started 

embracing the multi-campus concept and then opened a new campus pretty much every eighteen 

months. And that was wonderful fun. I was fortunate in becoming the first dean for the Levine Campus, 

which is out in Matthews. And having started a campus from scratch—that was just an incredible 

experience, a lot of fun. 

MC: Walk me through what that was like, when Dr. Zeiss said we want to open this Levine Campus… 

RZ: Well, you know we looked at the future of 485 at that time, and we said we need to place the 

campuses very strategically near 485. And so of course that south track, Pineville, Independence was, I 

think, one of the first tracks. And so the county, city or city-owned land that was, Hugo—were you here 

when Hugo— 

MC: Well, I was still down near Greenville, actually, so I remember Hugo. 

RZ: Hugo came through; they used the place where we built the campus (Levine) as a dumping ground 

for the Hugo debris. So all of the trees, branches, roots and all that was dumped there. So I remember 

walking up to the hill and we said, “Here is going to be our Levine Campus.” And it looked like a snake-

infested dump, so to speak. We cleared the land, and if you now go out to Levine Campus, it’s like a 

beautiful country park type of a setting—gorgeous. It is a beautiful facility and fond memories out there. 

MC: Tell me a little about CPCC’s relationship to Charlotte now. 

RZ: That’s a very good question because I think just right now, the relationship is changing because with 

the current administration, with the American Graduation Initiative, the focus on what community 

colleges do and the value that the community colleges bring to workforce development is just—you can 

read it and hear it and so now we need to be accountable. Now we are more in the limelight than we 
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ever have been, and it’s really going to change the way we work with community colleges. So for us to 

become a lot more, as partners of initiatives, as a partner in recruiting businesses to Charlotte, all these 

type of things are much more important than they ever were. 

MC: And since you’ve been associated with CPCC, what sorts of historical events have affected the 

college in any way. You mentioned Hugo, that’s a good example. 

RZ: Hugo was a good example – we were down for about a week. The semester quarter semester 

conversion was a big event, as well, because that took a lot in converting all of our curriculum and 

articulated with the university system, migrating off the mainframe and going on Datatel was and is a 

very special challenge. Probably was much more a challenge, now it’s, of course, less a challenge as we 

worked it into our culture. But I really think this next changing event is fixing—sort of fixing the career 

pathway, I’m not sure if you ever read the ASPIRE that I published when, not published, I just 

disseminated when we started—the importance of high school students to be able to matriculate into 

the college and matriculate into a four-year institution or to jobs. It’s just incredibly important we fix 

that. 

MC: Tell me about – I do recall reading the ASPIRE when it came out in the early spring? 

RZ: Yeah. 

MC: We talked a little bit about it in one of our library meetings, tell me was that your idea? 

RZ: Well, I wouldn’t say it was my idea but I sort of connected what I saw out there happening to what 

we need to do become better stewards to meet student needs—you know, as it relates to work force 

development, economic development, et cetera. 

MC: Any specific examples come to mind? 

RZ: Yeah, you know the Gates were here and they very clearly saw the disconnect between high school 

graduates and how they matriculate into CP and the questions is why do high school graduates that 

graduate come to us and need remediation. You know, why does somebody finish his math but then 

they come to us and they need to start with Math 070, and they need to do Math 080 and then do Math 

090. And then they get into college algebra course—that’s one and a half years. That’s not the right 

thing to do. So we need to reach out to CMS and say, ‘how can we better articulate or create a bridge?’ 

The same is true on the other end. You know, often in some of the programs, a student graduates and 

then they change the email and we never see them again. Well, now with some of these funding 

opportunities, they want to know how Mark is doing in the workforce after he graduated a year ago. 

And then we need to find out how you—did we properly train you in the skill sets that you need for your 

job and stuff like that. We’re a little behind the eight-ball on that one. 

MC: Those are some very specific challenges that CP has overcome or is starting to overcome—do any 

other challenges come to mind since you’ve been working here the last twenty years? 
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RZ: Yeah, I mean we make what’s going on in the workforce in some of the industries you see where the 

whole workforce is approaching the retirement age. And so you have the aging of the workforce, and so 

all of the sudden, last year was the previous year we hired forty two faculty, and that’s not because we 

got money for forty-two faculty but because we had so many faculty retire because CP started in the 

early 60s—I believe it was ’63-’64—and so many of those individuals that joined here in the 60s, 70s, 

they are now—they have served the college for thirty years. And so you have multiple groups of people 

leaving, and then that’s a—it’s sad because you lose a lot of this historic perspective and I’m glad that’s 

why you’re doing your—these recordings to keep the history going. On the other hand it’s also an 

opportunity because you get new ideas—you hire new people with new ideas and new technologies and 

stuff like that, new librarians for example. 

MC: You might’ve touched on this already but over the next ten years, where do you hope to see CPCC? 

RZ: I don’t think I can answer that because if you think back—if I think back, 1999, I could have not 

predicted where we would be ten years from then. So I think the closest I could probably predict is three 

years out because things are changing quickly. I can see us become much stronger players in that 

workforce development piece—in putting individuals to work. I can see that in maybe some segments 

that are emerging here in the Charlotte area like, we need to do that, we need to diversify our markets 

in Charlotte. One is energy, big one, Duke Energy, a lot of nuclear power players are here in the 

Charlotte area. We’re still the second largest financial center, so finance is still big. Health is a big one, 

health with both Presbyterian and CMC and all these organizations, we need to serve them. 

Hospitality/tourism is another one that is still strong. I’m pretty sure motorsports will come back. We 

are still the mecca for Nascar—ninety-five percent of the teams live up and down 85 and 77 in the 

greater Charlotte region, we look at sixteen counties. The defense industry is strong, too. We have a lot 

of suppliers, manufacturers, suppliers for the defense industry. Perdue, our governor, signed a tax 

incentive for filmmaking and I think film will be something that might be, we might be able to lure some 

film companies to Charlotte. There were several films made here. I think The Patriot and then some 

other movies, I can’t recall, that were filmed here in the Charlotte region. So these are about the six or 

seven market segments that we need to really focus on. 

MC: Tell me a little about CPCC’s international population – staff and students. Sort of your take, your 

thoughts. 

RZ: Well, I think ever since 9/11 things have changed a little bit, so there is sort of a before and an after. 

I do think that international—the global education is incredibly important and so I’m just happy to have 

Nadine Russell, for example, spearhead our global initiatives. She brought a group of CP students, she 

took them to China last year, we’ll do that again this year. We have exchange programs in Canada – 

French-speaking, Mexico and then some other ones abroad—Germany. This importance of us being part 

of a global economy and making individuals understand that this is a global economy—you can just look 

at what happened with the recession, I mean this is a global economy now. It’s no longer just, this is 

America and this is not America. And so, making sure that we are becoming more independent maybe 

and as well become key players and looking at what our competitive advantage is to be key players in 
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the global economy. I mean, we always say that the U.S. Market is so big that a lot of these foreign 

manufacturers want to sell their products here but just wait until the Chinese open their markets. You’re 

going to see some shifting and some competing, you know, just understanding that—and that’s going to 

be hard but we have to find a way for the students to understand that: you’re really competing in a 

global marketplace, and it’s not only just Mecklenburg.  

MC: I think people have been talking about globalization for a long time and I think it’s here, you know, I 

don’t know if we were paying attention or not but it’s here— 

RZ: And I sort of have a special place for that, I used to be the Discipline Chair for International Business, 

where when I started the curriculum program in International Business and during these times you 

either talk about domestic business or international business and there were no connections. And now 

the domestic business is equal to the international because, you know, you call Wachovia helpdesk and 

know where that might be, it’s not going to be in Gastonia. Or you might drive a BMW and you think it’s 

manufactured in Germany but it’s really manufactured in Greenville, South Carolina, so these type of 

things. 

MC: What do you miss about Switzerland? 

RZ: It’s not something I really miss but I like to back and see the scenery and the mountains and the 

cows with the bells on them and the smells and these type of things. 

MC: What sorts of smells? 

RZ: Cow manure in the country fields, you know, the foods and stuff. But this is, it’s, I mean, I’m going to 

Switzerland maybe once every year because my family—brother—lives there. It takes me ten hours to 

go from my house to my brother’s house. All you do is jump to Charlotte airport, fly to Munich, rent a 

car, two and a half hours you’re at my brother’s doorstep—ten hours. It’s easier to go to Switzerland 

than sometimes to Seattle or Phoenix or something like that. I mean so the traveling, and it’s not that 

much more expensive, I mean five-six hundred dollars round-trip. So things have become just much 

more and will become much more easier. 

MC: You mentioned your family, are your parents still— 

RZ: They’re both alive, still alive, they’re living in the Italian part of Switzerland, a town called Lugano, 

beautiful town. 

MC: You also mentioned the food—you said you could get Swiss chocolates, Swiss wine and Swiss 

cheese over here but is there anything that you can’t get here, that you can only get in Switzerland that 

you have to have when you go visit? 

RZ: Yeah, the blood sausage or tripe or something like that. 


