
Malcolm Strong McIlroy 

August 28, 1902 — March 4, 1956

Malcolm Strong McIlroy, Professor of Electrical Engineering, died March 4, 1956, at Tompkins County Memorial 

Hospital, Ithaca, N. Y. He is survived by his wife, Dorothy Wellington McIlroy, a son, Douglas, EP, ‘54 and a 

daughter, Nancy, an Arts student of the class of 1957.

Born in Rochester August 28, 1902, Professor McIlroy received his early education in Newark, N. J., and 

subsequently attended Cornell, where he was granted the E. E. degree in 1923. After industrial experience with the 

General Electric Company as a test engineer and with the Brooklyn-Manhattan Transit Corporation as equipment 

inspector in 1926, he joined the staff of the Central Hudson Gas and Electric Company of Poughkeepsie, where he 

progressed through positions of distribution engineer, district engineer, and district superintendent.

Unsatisfied with his industrial achievements, although secure and successful, McIlroy felt that his real interest was 

in the field of Engineering Education. Early explorations into the possibilities of this field were discouraging since 

it seemed that the change could be made only with prohibitive reductions in income. It was probably a course in 

writing offered by the Central Hudson Company to employees which unexpectedly gave McIlroy the opportunity 

for which he had been looking. As encouragement to other employees, he had registered for the course and chose 

as his project a letter to a hypothetical college president outlining the problems and needs of industry and the 

manner in which he felt that educators might meet these challenges. After weeks of work, in which the letter was 

torn to pieces and rewritten many times, it seemed just too good to be filed away as a class exercise, and so he 

decided to send it to President Compton of Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge. The results were 

almost explosive. President Compton called McIlroy and asked for an interview. A few months later in 1937 McIlroy 

joined the staff of M. I. T. where he served as an instructor and assistant professor and registered for the doctorate. 

During World War II, he served as assistant director of the M. I. T. Radar School. He was awarded a Doctor of 

Science degree by M. I. T. in 1947 and returned to Cornell as Associate Professor of Electrical Engineering.

Upon his return to Cornell Professor McIlroy continued the development of a nonlinear resistor that had been 

the subject of his doctoral thesis at M.I.T. This research resulted in an analog computer that has been a significant 

contribution to the solution of fluid pipeline network problems and that has brought honor to its inventor and to 

Cornell. Professor McIlroy was awarded the John M. Goodell prize of the American Water Works Association in 

1949 for his achievement and he saw nine McIlroy Pipeline Network Analyzers, the first being at Cornell, installed 
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before his death. His many published papers on the subject of fluid network analysis by means of the computer he 

developed resulted in inquiries from many parts of the world and necessitated his appearance at many professional 

society meetings.

In addition to commitments resulting from the development of the Fluid Pipeline Network Analyzer, Professor 

McIlroy found time to be a teacher, an administrator, and a leader in professional societies.

His ability as a teacher became apparent soon after his arrival at Cornell, and he was promoted to Professor in 

1948. A vigorous classroom lecturer who took great interest in the progress of his students, he did not limit himself 

to the technical sphere but applied his abilities in the realms of technical writing and engineering economics 

to courses on these subjects. These courses were as popular as those of a technical nature because of Professor 

McIlroy’s teaching.

His ability as an administrator led to his appointment to the chair of important committees and eventually to his 

being appointed the Assistant Director of the School of Electrical Engineering and in 1952 to his nomination to be 

an Assistant Dean of the College of Engineering. Before he could begin full-time duties as the Assistant Dean he 

suffered a heart attack that necessitated his resignation.

In professional societies he was a member of several committees of the A. I. E. E. and was in complete charge of 

the technical program for a district meeting scheduled for Binghamton, N. Y., shortly after he was stricken. The 

excellence of the program that he had arranged was representative of his efforts in anything that he undertook. 

In addition to the A. I. E. E. he was a member of the A. S. E. E., the American Water Works Association, and the 

American Gas Association, and the professional honoraries, Tau Beta Pi, Eta Kappa Nu, and Sigma Xi.

Avocationally Dr. McIlroy was interested in Nature and especially in birds. Even in this field he applied his 

engineering training. While actively engaged in power distribution he observed that birds seldom if ever alighted 

on lines energized to potentials of 33,000 volts or more and surmised that the electrostatic effect on the bird’s 

feathers was the probable cause of this behavior. Biologists have shown considerable interest in this observation as 

possibly pointing the way to a method for preventing bird damage to crops.

After he was stricken in 1952, Professor McIlroy took a leave of absence for a year before returning to duty on a 

part-time basis with his activities greatly curtailed. He taught his specialty courses and worked on his analyzer 

until his death.
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It now appears that Professor McIlroy’s name will remain alive in the technical field because of his development 

of the Fluid Network Analyzer, but his other technical papers and ideas may have more impact in the future. He 

will be revered by his colleagues as an inspiring teacher, an able administrator, a true professional engineer, and a 

faithful friend.

A. B. Credle, W. H. Erickson, Paul Kellogg
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