
Howard Godwin Smith

April 9, 1910 — October 28, 1983

For some fifty-six years of his life Ithaca was home to Howard G. Smith. Born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1910, 

where he spent his early youth, he came to Cornell at the age of sixteen from his family home in New Rochelle, 

New York, to enroll in the School of Electrical Engineering. From that September in 1926 Cornell, engineering, 

and the Ithaca community were to be his lifelong and abiding interests.

As an undergraduate Howie joined Delta Sigma Phi fraternity and worked for the Cornell Daily Sun both as a 

reporter and as a member of the editorial board. He was managing editor of the Sibley Journal, forerunner to 

today’s student-managed publication The Cornell Engineer. He received his bachelor’s degree in 1930, his master’s 

degree in 1931, and his doctorate in 1937—all in electrical engineering from Cornell. Following the receipt of 

his doctorate, Howie spent a year as an instructor at Clemson in an exchange with his college roommate and 

best man, Berry Credle. As a member of the Cornell electrical engineering faculty he served as an instructor, an 

assistant professor, and an associate professor and became a professor in 1947. He had been an emeritus professor 

since 1974.

On the surface—unless you knew him—Howie seemed to be a rather unremarkable man. President emeritus Dale 

R. Corson wrote, “If I had not known the people in the General Electric Company in Syracuse who were responsible 

for radio and television transmitting equipment, I would not have known about Howie’s role in antenna design.” 

One such design, a helical antenna, developed by Howie while he was on leave at General Electric, has been widely 

used in the industry.

His speciality was in communications engineering and high-frequency techniques, and his professional experiences 

in support of his specialty were broad. They included service on the engineering staffs of the New York Telephone 

Company, Bell Telephone Laboratories, and radio station WESG, later to become Cornell’s radio station WHCU, 

and assistance in the establishment of the General Electric Advanced Electronics Center in Ithaca.

Of his intellectual abilities, Professor True McLean, adviser for both his Master’s and Ph.D. degrees and the 

individual who started station WESG, wrote, “I must say that he was among the two or three best students I ever 

had —graduate or undergraduate [in forty-three years of teaching at Cornell].” Another faculty colleague and 

former advisee, Professor Ralph Bolgiano, added another human dimension when he commented, “I shall miss 

most deeply the merry twinkle in his eye.”
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At the University during the hectic days of World War II Professor Smith was supervisor of radio communications 

training within the U.S. Army Signal Corps program. Later, from 1957 to 1961, he served as educational supervisor 

for the New York Telephone Company’s extension training course in communications techniques. During the war 

period and for several years afterward Howie was responsible for much of the administrative support services 

within the School of Electrical Engineering: course scheduling, admissions to the school, and student advising.

It was in recognition of these talents that the then dean of engineering, Dale R. Corson, in 1961 appointed Professor 

Smith as the first director of the College of Engineering’s Division of Basic Studies. This unit was created to 

administer a college-wide unified freshman and sophomore program— common courses and coherent academic 

support services such as advising and counseling. Up to this period, engineering at Cornell had operated as a 

collection of rather autonomous schools with separate admissions, advising, and curricular policies.

For ten years Howie performed this largely thankless but very significant task essentially alone, with a small staff 

of administrative aides. During these years his efforts impacted upon the academic careers of about a third of 

Cornell’s current engineering alumni body. He thrived in this work and more often than not helped countless 

students in a fashion such that they never realized who really had helped them. He was forever crediting the results 

to a committee of one sort or another. Many of those committees were Howie Smith.

Howie retired in 1974 to enjoy his later years with his devoted wife, Jane Blakeslee, Cornell ‘31; their three children, 

John ‘58, Donald, and Barbara; and Donald’s two sons, Nathan and Kevin. He maintained an active interest in 

the affairs of the School of Electrical Engineering and, with Donald Berth, wrote the definitive history of the 

development of electrical engineering at Cornell. Indeed, up to the time of his death he was involved in organizing 

background information in preparation for the Centennial of Electrical Engineering at Cornell, to be celebrated 

in 1985.

A longtime friend and colleague, Professor Joseph Rosson, sums up Howie’s career: “In my opinion no faculty 

member was more dedicated to the ideals and missions of Cornell University, the College of Engineering, and the 

School of Electrical Engineering. His whole professional career was devoted to maintaining and enhancing the 

quality of education and university life for engineering students. Howie was a complete Cornellian in the truest 

sense of the word.”

We may never see his likes again.

Paul D. Ankrum, Robert E. Osborn, Donald F. Berth
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