
Ernest William Rettger

April 6, 1871 — October 9, 1938

In the death of Ernest William Rettger on October 9, 1938, Cornell University lost a member of its staff who 

had given the College of Engineering most distinguished service for over thirty years. After obtaining his A.B. 

degree from Indiana University and the degree of doctor of philosophy from Clark University, Professor Rettger 

taught at Warrensburg State Normal School and at Princeton and Stanford Universities before coming to Cornell 

in 1906. Here he held successively the positions of honorary fellow in Structural Mechanics, instructor in Civil 

Engineering, and assistant professor and professor of Applied Mechanics.

Professor Rettger’s remarkable ability in using higher mathematics in the fields of applied mechanics and hydraulics 

made his services invaluable to the School of Civil Engineering and to a large group of engineers who sought his 

aid in the solution of many complicated technical problems.

He was a very modest man who had little or no appreciation of his great influence upon his associates. He hated 

sham in all its forms. He was the personification of honesty and all that was honorable. He was an indefatigable 

worker and a confirmed progressive. He was prodigal in his expenditure of time and energy for the benefit of 

the University, his fellow members of the staff, and his students. He enriched the University community by 

countless acts of kindness, and enhanced the reputation of the University by his masterly teaching and by his 

many contributions to knowledge in his chosen field.

He was especially interested in graduate work, and devoted much time in recent years to the guidance of graduate 

students. Foreign students in particular came to look upon him as their most sympathetic friend and adviser.

He will be sorely missed because of his value as a friend, his deep scholarship, his tolerance and humor, his sage 

advice, and his spirit of helpfulness. We are grateful for the privilege of having known him and shall always 

cherish the many happy memories of our long years of association with him.
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