
Adam Clarke Davis

November 21, 1889 — March 17, 1942

The sudden passing of Professor Adam Clarke Davis on March 17, 1942, in Ithaca, New York, removes from 

Cornell engineering and the profession at large one of its ablest and most lovable figures. Succeeding the late Dean 

Herman Diederichs, Professor Davis had been head of the Department of Experimental Engineering since 1936.

Born in 1889 in Goldsboro, North Carolina, Professor Davis received his preliminary education in the Goldsboro 

schools, he then attended Virginia Polytechnic Institute for two years, and this he followed by four years in the 

Sibley School of Mechanical Engineering at Cornell. Upon graduation from Cornell, Professor Davis became an 

instructor in Experimental Engineering and, except for a two-year period in industry, had been teaching at Cornell 

ever since. He became an assistant professor in 1919, and was named Professor of Experimental Engineering in 

1925, becoming head of the department in 1936.

Professor Davis was twice associated with the training of members of the United States armed forces. During 

World War I, he was an instructor in the U. S. Army School of Military Aeronautics and, at the time of his death, 

was in charge of the World War II Diesel Engine Training of the Ensigns of the U. S. Naval Reserve. The success of 

both of these training courses was due to Professor Davis’ choice of the curriculum and the teaching staff.

Professor Davis was widely known in industry, both as a teacher and consulting engineer, particularly in the fields 

of internal combustion engines and physical metallurgy, and was associated with Professor G. B. Upton in many 

investigations in these fields.

Professor Davis was a member of Kappa Sigma fraternity, Tau Beta Pi, Phi Kappa Phi, the Society for the Promotion 

of Engineering Education, The American Association for the Advancement of Science, the American Society for 

Metals, and the American Foundrymen’s Association. In addition, he was a licensed professional engineer of the 

State of New York, and a member of the Cornell Club of New York, the Ithaca Country Club, and the Ithaca Yacht 

Club.

“Dave,” as he was affectionately known to his friends, was an unusual judge of men. He had long cultivated this 

rare ability and as he grew older, he perfected the knack not only of fitting men into their proper places in an 

organization, but also of developing such men to their fullest capabilities. Competent as he was in the judgment of 

men, so likewise was he talented in the design and construction of machines. His particular gifts lay in correlating 

Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/17813



the theoretical, practical, and economic aspects of a problem, and of translating the results of research and 

development into actual manufacturing processes. He had an uncanny ability to estimate the costs of machines 

and operations. This was most important both in the conduct of the Department of Experimental Engineering and 

in his own consulting work.

He was a sincere, loyal friend, modest and unselfish to a fault, and possessed a rare sense of justice, honor, and 

square-dealing that made him beloved by all who knew him.

“Dave’s” hobby was boats. His many friends knew that a trip to the boathouse to tinker with the engine or to polish 

the deck was his way of relaxing and keeping fit.

In work or in play he strove everlastingly for perfection. He loved to work with his hands—to remake the old and 

to create the new. This zeal for perfection and creation he carried into all of his many research and consulting 

projects. About him it might well be said:

“How few men venture out beyond the last 

Remaining mark upon the well-worn trail,  

‘Tis he who has courage to go past 

This sign, who cannot in his mission fail. 

He will, at least, have left one mark behind 

To guide some other, bold, exploring mind.”
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