
Francis Joseph Seery

May 24, 1874—July 27, 1947

Francis Joseph Seery, the son of Thomas H. and Mary (Seery) Seery was born on May 24, 1874, in Waterbury, 

Conn. Thomas Seery was a mill superintendent and a grandson of Gregory Delacy Seery, the leader of the United 

Irishmen in 1798.

Francis received his secondary education in Waterbury High School, and then went to work. For seven years, 

from 1893 to 1900, he served his home city as engineering assistant on construction for additional water supply 

including Wigwam Dam. In 1900 he was transitman for the Isthmian Canal Commission exploring possible canal 

routes in Darien, Panama.

With this background of practical experience he decided to continue his education. In 1901, at the age of twenty 

seven, he entered Tufts College in Medford, Mass., and in 1905 received the degree of Bachelor of Science in Civil 

Engineering. During his summer vacations he was employed by the cities of Waterbury and of Fulton, N. Y., and 

also by the United States Geological Survey on topographic work in Kentucky.

After being graduated from Tufts he served, during the summers from 1905 to 1908, as assistant engineer in 

Department D of the New York State Engineer’s Office on construction of the Barge Canal. 

In September 1905, Mr. Seery was appointed instructor in hydraulic engineering in what was then the College 

of Civil Engineering at Cornell University in Ithaca, N. Y. This was the beginning of a teaching career at this 

institution which continued until his retirement as professor emeritus of civil engineering in 1942. In 1907 he was 

promoted to the grade of assistant professor, and in 1918 to a full professorship of hydraulic engineering, serving 

in the latter position for twenty-four years.

Professor Seery organized and taught courses in water supply, hydraulic construction, hydraulic engineering, 

water power (devoted to characteristics, hydrology, and operating conditions), water power and pumping plants 

(a design course), and conservancy and reclamation problems. 

He was not idle during the summers of this long teaching career. Besides spending much time on very careful 

preparation of the practical engineering problems (on which he later had his students present reports), he undertook 

numerous jobs for which his assistance was requested. He prepared a report on hydroelectric development on 
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Geneganslet Creek, and Oswegatchie River in New York in 1909, and also a design of the Potters Falls Dam of Six 

Mile Creek in Ithaca. In 1910 he made a valuation appraisal of the water plant at Lyons, N. Y., and in 1913 a similar 

appraisal for Watertown, N. Y. 

With the participation of the United States in World War I, during the summer of 1917 Professor Seery was 

superintendent of water supply and sewers at Camp Dix, N. J.; and, during the summer of 1918, he served as 

hydraulic engineer for the United States Geological Survey assigned to investigate and make a confidential report 

to the Capital Issues Commission, United States War Board, on a proposed water plant at Watertown. His activities 

also included: a design-survey and estimate for extensions to the water supply of Moravia, N. Y., (1919); a report 

on five proposed water power developments on Jacques Cartier River in Quebec, Canada, for the Donnaconna 

Paper Company (1921); a report on proposed alterations of Hoffman Hill Reservoir in Elmira, N. Y., (1922); a 

report to Congress as member of the board of consulting engineers appointed to review the “Jadwin Plan” for flood 

protection of the Mississippi River (1925-1926); a report on the sufficiency of Helmlock Lake for the water supply 

of Rochester, N. Y., (1935); testimony as expert witness on hydraulics for the State of New York on the Montezuma, 

Oneida Lake, and Ley Creek Cases (1936); a report on the extension of water works for Hammondsport, N. Y., 

(1937); work as expert on hydraulic meters for the New York State attorney general’s department on water supply 

in Rochester (1937-1938); and expert witness in the Harrington Farms case (1938). 

Professor Seery served the City of Ithaca as a member of the Board of Public Works for six years, from 1919 to 

1925, being vice-chairman for the last three years; also, from 1943 to 1946, he was a member of the Ithaca Civil 

Service Commission. 

He was elected an Associate Member of the American Society of Civil Engineers in 1907, and a Member in 1921. 

He became a Life Member in January, 1942. 

The varied practical experience of Professor Seery in the field of hydraulic engineering had convinced him of 

the value of such experience to the teacher and to the student of engineering. Design problems of considerable 

scope, length, and suggestiveness were made a part of the courses which he taught. The educational worth of these 

problems is attested by the fact that almost all his students valued them highly, preserving their reports when 

returned at the end of the course, and frequently benefiting by them in their professional careers after graduation. 

By spending much time and energy in the composition of these problems Professor Seery asserted his conviction 

of the basic truth in the words of Aristotle: “For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by 

doing them.” This feature of the teaching methods of Professor Seery has become incorporated in other fields in 
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the curriculum of the School of Civil Engineering at Cornell. His work thus will extend an influence toward the 

better training of students in the future. 

Since he always had available in his memory much interesting and supporting extraneous material gleaned from 

his own practical experience and from extensive reading, his classes were far from dull. He made much direct use 

of current engineering literature, both to fortify the textbook and to orient the student toward the actual living 

world of engineering. He did not, however, neglect basic theory in developing the student’s grasp of subject matter. 

In his work as a teacher he stressed conception, design, construction, and maintenance as elements in the structure 

of an engineering education and as activities that would be required of an engineer in his varied experience after 

graduation. 

Professor Seery was a devoted member of his Church, and he contributed generously to the betterment of the civic 

life of the community. His sense of responsibility for his students’ success and his kindly human interest in their 

welfare was most admirable. It encouraged a friendly intimacy and confidence that enabled his students to profit 

greatly from his comprehensive knowledge of the subjects he taught and from his wide practical experience. He 

will long be gratefully remembered. 

Professor Seery was married to Elnora C. McElligot of Waterbury, Conn., in 1909. He is survived by three daughters: 

Miriam, with whom he resided in Dover, Del., after leaving Ithaca; Virginia, of New York; and Francesca (Mrs. J. 

Theodore Chamberlain), of Tarry town, N. Y.; and a grandson, Teddy Chamberlain. 

R. F. Chamberlain, E. W. Schoder, Hugh Troy
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