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March 29, 1914 — November 1, 1993

Bart Conta had a long association with Cornell beginning with his M.S. degree in Experimental Engineering, 

awarded in 1937, and ending with his position of Emeritus Professor, which he became in 1979. In between he 

rose from an Instructor (1937) to a full Professor (1951) while for various periods having appointments at other 

universities and in industry.

Bart Conta was a loved teacher. He specialized in the thermal and fluid sciences but also taught courses in the 

history of technology and its social implications. He was in many ways the ideal undergraduate professor; engaging 

and clear with a kind voice and gentle manner. In the more formal courses he rarely used notes, unusual in science 

and engineering. After lectures and at office hours (which seemed to an outsider to be more like office days), there 

were usually lines of good-humored students. One of us, when walking across the quadrangle one day just around 

Bart’s retirement, asked a passing student what courses she was going to take next semester. After naming a few she 

said “and I am going to take Bart’s Thermodynamics since I hear he will retire soon”. Thermodynamics is usually 

considered the bane of students, not the course one would normally talk about with high expectations because of 

its association with a particular professor. A partial list of technical courses taught by Bart is as follows: Physical 

Metallurgy, Strength of Materials, Thermodynamics, Fluid Mechanics, Heat Transfer, Gas Turbines, Internal 

Combustion Engines, Fuels and Combustion, Steam Power Generation, Refrigeration and the Thermodynamics 

of Fluid Flow. During World War II, the U.S. Navy sent shipboard engineering officers to Cornell to learn about 

diesel and steam power. As a young Professor of Heat-Power Engineering, Bart Conta performed a vital wartime 

service as a teacher in that program from 1941-44.

During the 1960s and 1970s, Bart was a beacon for the more radical engineering students who opposed the Vietnam 

War and were interested in alternative forms of technology. He became involved with social and environmental 

issues and their relation to engineering. His courses reflected the times and although they were not compulsory 

they were well attended. Some of their titles were: The Thermodynamics of Energy Husbandry, Biology and Society, 

Social Implications of Technology, and Technological, Society, and the Human Condition. His goal was to give 

students a historical perspective on technology and its societal consequences. He also taught a very popular course 

on solar energy. His interest in appropriate technology extended to becoming an active participant in the planning 

of Eco Village near Ithaca. He influenced many students, showing them that engineering could be different to that 

done by the large anonymous design teams associated with big industry and the military.
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Bart was also active on University committees and boards. These included the University Faculty Council, 

Committee on Academic Freedom and Tenure, Committee on Academic Status of the Faculty, Committee on 

Academic Integrity. He was active on the Board of Directors of the Statler Club and president from 1966-67. He 

also was on the Board of Directors of the Center for Religion, Ethics and Social Policy (CRESP) and a member 

of its executive committee. He was a member of the American Society for Mechanical Engineers, American 

Society for Engineering Education, American Association of University Professors, American Association for the 

Advancement of Science and the Society for the History of Technology.

Apart from his years at Cornell, Bart spent periods with the Texaco Corporation (Research Engineer, 1940-41), 

Syracuse University (Professor, 1947-51), Dupont (1952-58) Universidad del Valle Cali, Columbia (Ford Foundation 

Visiting Professor, 1964-65), Berkeley (NSF Science Foundation Fellow, 1970) and the British Museum in London 

(1973). He married Ruth Fletcher in 1937 and they had three children in their long and happy relationship. After 

Ruth died in 1987, he married Claire Tallman in 1989. It was a joy to see this happy couple walking around the 

streets, and in the cafes of Ithaca; they showed a sprightliness that is too often lacking in people 50 years their 

junior. He is sadly missed.

Tob deBoer, Frank K. Moore, Zellman Warhaft
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