
Walter Rodney Cornell

July 19, 1882 — May 27, 1950

Walter Rodney Cornell died at his home on Saturday, May 27, 1950, after forty-one years as a member of the 

Faculty of Cornell University. He had taught his last classes for the term and was to be retired June 30.

Born July 19, 1882, in Vineland, New Jersey, Professor Cornell attended Rutgers College, receiving the B. Sc. degree 

in 1907. He then went to Michigan State College where he was appointed to an instructorship in Civil Engineering. 

He joined the staff at Cornell in 1909 as an instructor in mechanics under the famous Professor I. P. Church in the 

College of Civil Engineering. He received his degree in Civil Engineering in 1915.

When a separate department of mechanics was created in Sibley College of Engineering in 1910, Professor Cornell 

was made an instructor there. He was promoted to the rank of assistant professor in 1920, and became Professor 

in 1926. Upon the resignation of Professor F. G. Switzer in 1940, Professor Cornell became the senior professor 

in the department, a position he held until his death. For the past thirteen years he had been secretary of the 

Executive Committee of the Engineering Division of the Graduate Faculty. Much of his time was devoted to the 

improvement of the standards of graduate work through his position on this committee. Only recently, as secretary 

of the group, he prepared a report recommending standardization of degree requirements.

Professor Cornell was very active in the religious life of Ithaca. He was a member of the First Methodist Church 

which he served in various capacities over a period of thirty years. He was a member of the Board of Trustees, 

editor of the Church Helper, Lay Leader, Communion Steward, Recording Secretary of the Quarterly Conference, 

and served on many important committees. At the time of his death the church committees for the ensuing year 

had been announced and Professor Cornell’s name appeared on so many committees that his friends marveled at 

his industry. He was the Methodist representative on the Board of Directors of the Cornell United Religious Work 

and was treasurer of the Board.

Perhaps his greatest interest in the work of the church centered upon the activities of the young people. For over 

twenty-five years he was the leader of the Friday Night Class, a group of students of Cornell University and Ithaca 

College which met each Friday night during the school year. This class had been organized by his father-in-law, Mr. 

J. Will Tree. At times the membership of this group reached 150. Professor and Mrs. Cornell opened their home 

to this group. Generations of former students returning to Ithaca have called to pay their respects to Professor and 

Mrs. Cornell for the inspiration and hospitality offered by this gracious couple.
Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/17813



Although Professor Cornell was unusually active as a faculty member and in his church, it was in the role of 

teacher and student advisor that he probably has left the greatest imprint. In his position of senior professor, with a 

strong background of Cornell tradition, he gave unstintingly of his time and energy to help all who sought him out 

for counsel. Successive department heads looked to him for guidance and leaned upon his advice. He provided that 

fine line of continuity and inspiration which contributed so much to the development of his School to its present 

position in the field. Fortunately for those who continue his work, his inspiration is not mortal.

G. E. Grantham, D. F. Gunder G. J. Tarboux
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