
Joseph Olmstead Jeffrey

November 6, 1902 — February 12, 1982

After forty-four years of devoted service to Cornell engineering students, Professor Jeffrey retired in 1969 to the 

status of professor of materials science and engineering emeritus. This is one of the longest periods of teaching in 

the college. Upon retiring from Cornell he began a second career as an active and dynamic consultant at Morse 

Chain. He was fortunate to remain healthy and vigorous during this period except for a few illnesses in the past 

two years. His many friends and former students mourn his passing.

He was born in Auburn, New York, and studied at the Trinity Boys School in New York City. Subsequently he 

attended Cornell University and received the Bachelor of Science degree in mechanical engineering in 1925. In 

the same year, he was appointed instructor in experimental engineering, where he specialized in the mechanical 

testing of materials. He received his Master of Mechanical Engineering degree in 1935, and in 1937 was made an 

assistant professor and then in 1941 associate professor of experimental engineering. Because of a reorganization in 

the College of Engineering, in 1942 he became an associate professor in the Department of Engineering Materials 

and in 1944 professor of engineering materials. Following World War II, another reorganization in the College 

of Engineering led to the formation of a new Department of Engineering Mechanics and Materials, located in 

Thurston Hall, and Joe became a professor in this department. In 1963 yet another reorganization created the 

Engineering Physics and Materials Science Department, in which he was also a professor. This was a period of 

dynamic growth in the materials area that led in 1965 to the formation of the present Department of Materials 

Science and Engineering, where he continued his service to the University.

For many years Joe was the leading teacher of the properties of materials and of the testing of materials at Cornell 

and influenced the careers of thousands of engineering students. He was an active practicing engineer as well 

and held industrial positions at International Motors, Curtis Airplane Corporation, General Electric Research 

Laboratories, and the Morse Chain Company. His activities as consultant for several companies resulted in a 

constant flow of interesting materials problems into the classroom.

Joe had many outside interests. He was an active bowler and member of the Ithaca Yacht Club. He was a member of 

the Ithaca Garden Club and its civic development committee, the City Club of Ithaca, and the hospital landscape 

project. Joe and his wife, Dottie, were childless, which made them all the more devoted to the well-being of the 

Cornell student body. Dorothy died only a few days after Joe.
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Professor Jeffrey was a meticulous and dedicated teacher. In the lengthy laboratory classes that were common in 

his day, he knew the details and idiosyncrasies of every machine. He was kind to students and genuinely interested 

in their welfare. However, he had high standards. In his dealing with other faculty members he was always 

diplomatic and calm. He was a member of the American Association of University Professors, the American 

Society of Engineering Education, the American Society for Metals, Sigma Xi, Tau Beta Pi, Phi Kappa Phi, Pi Tau 

Sigma, and Atmos.

Following his successful career at Cornell, Professor Jeffrey served with the International Executive Service Corps 

at Arya Mehr University in Teheran, Iran, where he helped develop a materials curriculum and laboratory and 

helped devise ways in which the university could carry out applied research programs with Iranian industries. He 

also became the first executive secretary of the Cornell Society of Engineers and served in this position from 1969 

until his death.

John Kern, of Morse Chain, says that Joe’s fearlessness during tension tests on chains was greatly admired. When 

the other people involved were hiding behind screens or elsewhere, in readiness for the break, Joe was right up 

there with pieces of chain flying all around him.

Joe Jeffrey was an effective teacher, an excellent practicing engineer, a good neighbor, and a loving husband. He 

will be remembered with deep affection.

Harry D. Conway, Richard M. Phelan, Arthur L. Ruoff
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