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Women in Civil Engineering,
When Phyllis Weldin ’36 first came to Cornell, 
Dexter Kimball was dean of the College of Engi
neering. In a meeting that seemed to last for hours, 
he laid out the rules she would have to follow. First 
and foremost, she was not to date any engineering 
student; Kimball wanted it clearly understood that 
she was not being admitted to Cornell to find a 
husband. Indeed, she was not to 
let male students carry her 
books or equipment, hold the 
door for her, or help her in any 
fashion. She must wear a full- 
length dress at all times.
Cutting her hair was not an 
option; she had to keep it long 
and pinned up. And when 
attending class, she had to sit in 
the back and refrain from 
asking questions. Once this set 
of expectations had been made 
clear and accepted, Dean 
Kimball inquired as to why 
Miss Weldin was interested in 
engineering. “I want to build a 
bridge across the Atlantic,” she 
replied.

Phyllis Weldin was not the 
first woman to study civil 
engineering at Cornell; that 
honor belongs to Nora Stanton Blatch ’07. But 
in the 1930s, women engineers were still exceed
ingly rare, and Weldin was the only woman to 
graduate from the college in a period of fourteen 
years. She was the first of three daughters born 
to Rebecca Sparks and Lewis Cass Weldin, Jr. 
Her father, who was a ballistic engineer, strongly 
believed in educating his daughters because, as 
he said, “If you educate the 
females, you educate the 
whole family.” Phyllis 
Weldin (whose married 
name is Corwin) recalls

Then and Now
taking walks with her father and being asked if 
she would be his engineer. Charmed by her 
father’s attention, the nine-year old agreed: she 
would be his engineer.

But it was not easy. When it came time to apply 
to college, she found that some institutions, like 
R.P.I., simply did not take women. She was ac

cepted at both Cornell and 
M.I.T., however, and she 
liked Cornell well enough to 
come, despite Dean Kimball’s 
worries about the unsettling 
influence she might have on 
the rest of the college. As a 
woman, she was not eligible 
for scholarships and this made 
the task of financing her 
education a greater burden 
for her family. She realized 
that her two sisters would 
soon be going to college, too, 
and that this would mean yet 
more expenses. She was not 
able to work while she was at 
school, so she devised another 
way to help her family. She 
took extra classes each term, 
so as to graduate in three 
years—saving her family one

year of tuition.
Another hurdle that Phyllis Weldin faced was 

caused by the social constraints of the 1930s. She 
had to live in the women’s dormitory, which at 
that time was in Risely Hall. A curfew was 
strictly enforced, with “lights out” at 10:00 p.m. 
Weldin found that the only way to complete her 
work and not break the rules was to get up at

2:00 a.m., study until 5:00, 
and then sleep for another 
hour or so before getting

Phyllis Weldin Corwin '36

(Continued on p. 8)
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A Word from the Director
While I have the pleasure 
of meeting a number of 
CEE alumni at reunions 
and professional meetings,
I realize that this repre
sents but a small part of 
the school’s alumni, who 
live across the United 
States and around the 
world. Through this 
newsletter, which will be 
published twice a year, I 
hope to develop a connec
tion with the many alumni whom I have not been 
able to meet personally.

Much has happened since the last CEE newsletter 
was published in 1990. Some of these developments 
are reported in detail in this newsletter. Others 
deserve at least a brief mention.

• The generosity and farsightedness of the Class 
of ’49 enabled us to establish the first electronic 
classroom in the College of Engineering.

• The DeFrees Family and the DeFrees Founda
tion allowed us to completely renovate the Hollister 
Hall auditorium and to equip it to electronic- 
classroom standards.

Arrtim Meyburg

"The school has more members in the National Academy of 
Engineering than any other department .

• A William McGuire Master of Engineering 
Fellowship was endowed.

• The Professor Richard N. White Prize was 
established to recognize the top Master of Engineer
ing student in structural engineering.

• Seven additional Master of Engineering Fellow
ship endowments were established through the 
generosity of Mrs. Varian Brewer (in honor of 
George Brewer), the Tom Jones family, Wendel and 
Evelyn Kent, Tom Nuttle, Reed Mcjunkm, O’Brien 
& Gere Engineers, and the Class of ’49.

• Students and faculty received an amazing assort
ment of honors and awards ranging from best student 
papers in national competitions and the Ridgway 
Award for best ASCE Student Chapter in the U.S., to 
Mary Sansalone’s election as the National Professor 
of the Year (CASE and the Carnegie Foundation).

• We redesigned the undergraduate curriculum to 
allow separate environmental and civil engineering 
options within the accredited BS degree, and created 
an Honors Program for exceptional students.

Unfortunately, these happy developments are 
overshadowed by the death of Peter Gergely, who 
succumbed to brain cancer in 1994 after a heroic 
struggle against the odds. In his honor, the Peter 
Gergely Distinguished Lecture Series is being en
dowed, with generous contributions from his col
leagues, friends, and former students (see page 13).

James A. Liggett retired in 1996 and Gerhard H. 
Jirka accepted a permanent position at Karlsruhe 
University in Germany in 1997. While these depar
tures, together with the loss of Peter Gergely, are 
painful, we are very pleased with recent arrivals.

Joining the department in the fall are Sarah 
Billington (BSE Princeton University; MSE, PhD,
U. of Texas at Austin); Edwin “Todd” Cowen (BS 
Brown University; PhD in Environmental Fluid 
Mechanics, Stanford University); and F. Lawrence 
Bennett, chair of engineering management and 
former vice-chancellor for academic affairs at the 
University of Alaska at Fairbanks (BCE Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute; MS and PhD, Civil Engineer
ing, Cornell University).

All in all, the school is thriving. In April 1997, an 
External Review Committee composed of a distin
guished group of professional and academic peers 
reported a “very happy and satisfied student body in

______________________  CEE” and a “world-
class faculty.” The 
school has more mem
bers in the National 
Academy of Engineer

ing than any other department in the College of 
Engineering. They are Wilfred H. Brutsaert, Daniel 
“Pete” Loucks, Thomas D. O’Rourke, William Mc
Guire, and Richard N. White. A number of faculty 
have taken on significant Cornell- and College
wide responsibilities. Walter Lynn has just completed 
a term as director of the Center for the Environment; 
Richard Schuler is director of the Cornell Institute 
for Public Affairs; and Professor Kenneth C. Hover is 
associate dean for undergraduate programs. This year 
we graduated ninety-seven students, the largest 
senior class since the mid-seventies.

These have been successful and exciting times for 
Cornell’s CEE school, and we are confident that the 
future will be equally bright. We are determined to 
keep you informed and to enhance our alumni 
connections through this publication.

Please let us know about your activities both 
personal and professional (see page 10 for informa
tion on how to submit stories, information, and 
updates). Thank you in advance for keeping in touch.

//
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Community Service Builds Engineers
In 1991, Neville Rhone ’91 helped coordinate an 
ASCE student service project that involved design
ing and building an expansive playground for the 
Southside Community Center in downtown Ithaca. 
The project required students to raise $40,000 and 
combine efforts with the student chapter of the 
National Society of Black Engineers and the Ithaca 
community. The result, an exciting place for 
neighborhood kids to play, was recognized locally 
and nationally, resulting in an ASCE Ridgway 
Award for best student chapter. Rhone and his co
coordinator, Greg Singh, of the National Society of 
Black Engineers, were also awarded the 1991 
Cornell University 
Robinson-Appel 
Humanitarian 
Award. Rhone says 
the project changed 
his life.

Community service is a way of life for the 
Cornell Student Chapter of the American Society 
of Civil Engineers. Each year, the members and 
their faculty advisor select a project, taking feasibil
ity into account and raising funds, if necessary. 
Sometimes Cornell University, Ithaca, or a neaerby

community suggests a project. Once a project has 
been chosen, the students move into high gear. 
During the course of the year—often working 
during breaks and part of the summer—the chapter 
carries out the complete design and construction. 
Recent projects include a pedestrian bridge for the 
City of Ithaca and stairs and benches near Beebe 
lake on the Cornell campus.

Using their engineering skills to help the com
munity, students come to realize that they gain as 
much as they give when participating in annual 
ASCE service projects. The Cornell chapter has 
been recognized year after year as one of the stron-

"Anyone can be intelligent or well-liked or lucky but it takes 
heart and drive to achieve your dreams."

gest ASCE student chapters in the United States, 
largely because of its commitment to public service.

The community service project coordinators, 
who lead the acvtivities, are a dedicated group.
With a mix of integrity, diplomacy, and superb 
engineering, organizational, and leadership skills, 
coordinators manage to combine the talents of
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dozens of students into a smooth operation. The 
results are often remarkable.

Rhone says that the most valuable lesson he 
learned from the project was the value of conscien
tiousness, tenacity, and hard work. He notes, 
“Anyone can be intelligent or well-liked or lucky, 
but it takes heart and drive to achieve your 
dreams.” His experiences as project coordinator 
also helped him formulate employment goals. 
Currently, he is a vice-president at Tishman Realty 
Corporation. As a real estate developer, he deals 
with all the issues he dealt with on the playground 
project—finance, design, construction, and man
agement. His current projects include the develop
ment of a $60-million-dollar condominium in 
Puerto Rico, a feasibility study for converting a 
Manhattan office building to other uses, and 
initiating a $200-million-dollar development project 
in Jamaica.

Rhone’s fondest memory of his years at Cornell, 
he says, was giving the closing presentation at the 
Annual ASCE Student Chapter Banquet, when he 
shared the whole story of the playground project, 
recounting how the students persevered, despite 
torrential rains, to bring it to fruition.

Community Service Projects by ASCE Student Chapter

1997 Cascadilla Creek (ScienCenter) Bridge Construction

1996 Cascadilla Creek (ScienCenter) Bridge Design 
Babe Ruth Baseball League Dugout Design

1995 Lime Hollow Nature Center: Wildlife Observation Blind 
YMCA-Pyramid Mall Walking Bridge Design

1994 Steps to Poisonous Plants Garden, Cornell Plantations 
Ithaca ScienCenter Wave Pool Project 
Cascadilla Creek (ScienCenter) Bridge Survey

1993 Lime Hollow Nature Center Bench
Ithaca ScienCenter Kevlar Suspension Bridge 
Cayuga Trails Bridge at Shindagin Hollow 
Compost Bin, Cornell Plantations

1992 Hosted the New York Regional Student Conference 
Ithaca ScienCenter: Floor and Truss Construction 
Cayuga Trails Bridge Design Project

1991 Southside Community Center Playground 
Ithaca ScienCenter Design Project 
Beebe Lake Steps, Cornell Plantations

1990 Cascadilla Creek Bridge Project

Neville Rhone '91

Neville Rhone '91, a native o f  New York, grew  up in 
Jam aica and Florida. His interest in engineering 
developed in high school when he pai-ticipated in the 
Olympics o f  the M ind Competitions, building 18-gram  
balsa-wood structures that w ere then tested f o r  load 
capability. Neville has always had a desire to help his 
community and relates this to his Caribbean roots and 
his identification w ith the struggles ofpeople o f  color in 
the United States. His life goals are to be a socially and 
politically aware entrepreneur, rea l estate investor/ 
developer, and philanthropist.

CEE Update is published two times a year by 
the School of Civil and Environmental Engi
neering, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.

Dawn Zeligman, Editor-in-Chief 
David Price, Design and Production 
Mary Sansalone, Contributor
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Training Future Leaders
The Engineering Management Program, which 
began in 1988, grew out of a recognition that in the 
modern workplace, engineers are often asked to 
take crucial roles as managers and program devel
opers. A new set of skills is required for engineers 
to effectively manage groups of employees as well 
as organize multifaceted technical projects.

The program, which leads to a Master of 
Engineering (M.Eng.) degree, has three curricular 
elements: required core courses, managerial 
breadth courses, and specialization courses. In the 
core courses, students learn about project manage
ment and improve analytical skills for technical 
management. The managerial breadth courses 
cover finance, accounting, and behavioral aspects of 
management. Specialization courses allow students 
to deepen their knowledge of an existing technical 
discipline or broaden their experience by studying a 
related field of engineering.

The number of students in the program has 
grown from eleven to fifty-nine. They come from a 
wide range of ethnic backgrounds and engineering 
specializations. Forty to fifty percent are foreign 
students. This diversity strengthens the program 
and is typical of the global workplace in which 
managers now work. The students also represent 
different engineering fields; about forty percent are 
civil and environmental engineers, and the remain
der are generally industrial , mechanical, and 
electrical engineers.

All students participate in a year-long project 
that requires them to use the skills they are learning 
in the classroom. Projects are often supported by 
corporate partners such as GM or Pepsi-Cola, 
which make modest financial contributions in 
exchange for having the students work on real- 
world projects that are of interest to them. Design 
and construction projects are carried out in coop
eration with real architects or engineering and 
construction firms (since it would not be possible 
for the students to actually construct a building). 
Students are assigned tasks by these firms, and in 
exchange, the firms dedicate staff time to meet with 
students throughout the year.

Each project requires students to work together 
to solve problems as diverse as design/feasibility 
studies, business analysis, and staff scheduling. The 
projects account for one fourth of the credit 
M.Eng. students receive and is extremely labor 
intensive for both students and faculty. The result

has proven, year after year, to be worth the effort, 
as students vastly improve their standing in the job 
market.

Graduates of the M.Eng. program go on to 
careers in consulting, manufacturing, software 
development, real estate development, construction 
management, as well as positions with the military 
and in government. The wide range of careers is 
proof that the M.Eng. program fulfills a need for 
professionals who can lead companies into the 
twenty-first century.

Professor Mark Turnquist was a 
leader in the development of the 
M.Eng. program. Currently, he 
teaches CEE 591/592 Engineering 
Management Project, and co
teaches the core CEE 590 Project 
Management course with Profes
sor Frank Wayno from the School 
of International and Labor 
Relations.

Assistant Professor Linda Nozick 
has been a member of the Engi
neering Management Program 
since she joined the faculty in 
1992. Professor Nozick teaches 
CEE 594 Engineering Manage
ment Methods II, CEE 591/592 
Engineering Management Project, 
and CEE 463 Transportation and 
Information Technology.

Professor Larry Bennett joined 
the faculty in 1997 to teach CEE 
595 Construction Planning and 
Operations, CEE 596 Current 
Topics in Construction Manage
ment, and CEE 591/592 Engi
neering Management Project. 
This year he is also teaching CEE 
593 Engineering Management 
Methods I.
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Focus on Undergraduate Research
Bridging the Gap between Archeology and Engineering
In 1995 a twist of fate enabled John Ochsendorf’96 
to combine his engineering studies with a his 
passion for archeology and study an Inca suspen
sion bridge in Peru. The bridge, which connects 
the villages of Huinchiri and Quehue, is rebuild 
every year in accordance with practices handed 
down since the days of the Inca Empire. The 
research opportunity came about when Ochsen- 
dorf’s advisor, Mary J. Sansalone, was approached 
by Edward Franquemont, a Harvard-trained

Franquemont contacted Sansalone, who provided 
funding for the study through a Stephen Weiss 
Teaching Fellowship.

The bridge, which spans a hundred-foot-wide 
canyon over the Apurimac River, is made from the 
grass that blankets local hillsides. During the annual 
three-day festival, men and women from the two 
villages gather grass, make cables, and replace the 
old bridge with a new one. They begin by twining 
the grass into 3/8-inch cord. Twenty-four strands of

cord are then twined

"the maximum uniform load for a one-year old bridge would 
equal the weight of 56 people. . . ."

archeologist who resides in Ithaca. Franquemont 
had recently returned from an expedition to the 
Andes, where he participated in a NOVA documen
tary about the annual bridge-building festival at 
Huinchiri. Interested in discovering the mechanical 
properties of the cables used to erect the bridge,

into two-inch rope 
and the rope is 
braided to form six 
cables, each one- 
hundred-fifty feet

long. In order to make the six cables needed for the 
bridge, the villagers must twine fifty thousand feet 
of cord! Everyone participates and the twining and 
braiding is completed in a single day.

On the second day, the cables are strung across 
the canyon using a traveler rope. Four cables 
support the bridge deck and two ropes act as 
handrails—one on each side of the deck. The cables 
are tightened and attached to stone abutments; a 
task that takes eight hours as crews of men pull on 
the cables to reduce the sag. On the third day, a 
single person completes the bridge by attaching 
wooden deck plates and stringing cords from the 
hand rails to the decking. The cord creates a safety 
net to protect pedestrians as they use the bridge. 
This man, known as the chakacamayoc, or “bridge- 
keeper,” inherits this status from his father.

W hile Ochsendorf was not able to witness the 
festival, he was supplied with six-foot samples of 
cord, rope, and cable to be studied. He used the 
George W inter Structural Engineering Labora
tory to test the strength and stiffness of these 
components and also made a structural analysis 
of the bridge. He disassembled the rope into its 
twenty-four component cords and recorded

Focus on Undergraduate Research is dedicated 
to recognizing undergraduate researchers 
and highlighting innovative projects. Cur
rently 1 3 percent of undergraduates engage 
in research activities through classwork, col
lege programs, and external sponsors.
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Figure 1

characteristics of each, including diameter, twist 
angle, and direction of twist. He then conducted 
a series of load tests that included evaluating the 
amount of elongation while tested. Each test was 
recorded on video to enable Ochsendorf to obtain 
load versus elongation data through a frame-by- 
frame analysis (Figure 1). The average cord 
strength was 115 pounds, with a standard deviation 
of 20 pounds. The strength of the cable (three 
pieces of braided rope) proved to be 4,020 pounds. 
With this information, Ochsendorf advanced to 
the second stage of his study, which included field
work to obtain measurements of the bridge itself.

In Peru, Ochsendorf visited the Huinchuri 
bridge, as well as five other Inca bridge sites. Using 
the dimensions of the bridge and the strength of a 
single cable to calculate the maximum uniform 
load, he then multiplied this by four to determine 
the ultimate capacity of the bridge. This structural 
analysis showed that the maximum uniform load for 
a one-year old bridge would equal the weight of 56 
people (each weighing 150 pounds), far exceeding 
expected usage.

Ochsendorf sub
sequently learned 
that the “ribbon 
bridge,” in which a 
deck is laid directly 
on supporting 
cables, is now con
sidered innovative 
—although it has 
been built in the 
highlands of Peru 
for hundreds of 
years. In the future, 
he hopes to study 
other works 
built by ancient 
engineers.

John Ochsendorf '96

John Ochsendotf '96 combined a major in structural engi
n eerin g with a m inor in archeology. He was fascinated  
with the study o f  technological innovation in ancient 
cultures. His work on the Inca suspension bridge took 
him from  the library, to the laboratory, to Peru—and 
won him a host o f  awards, including the John  E. Perry 
Undergraduate Prize, the Undergraduate Paper Award 
sponsored by the 13th Annual International Bridge 
Conference, and the Charles Lee Crandall essay contest.

On graduating, O chsendorf continued his studies in 
structural engineering at Princeton University under 
the guidance o f  David P. Billington. His research focuses 
on evaluating the self-anchor suspension bridge form , 
and he hopes to spend a y ea r  studying at Delft Univer
sity in the Netherlands as a Fulbright Scholar.

I
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Women
(Cont'd from page 1)

ready for breakfast 
and her first class.
Because of her heavy 
course load, she was 
in class from 8:00 
a.m. to 5:00 p.m. 
every day. Louise 
Fitch, who was dean 
of women, advised 
her to make use of 
every minute. “Al
ways have a school
book with you,” Dean 
Fitch said, “so you 
can study between 
classes or while 
waiting in line.”
Weldin heeded her 
advice and used the 
few minutes before 
class to compare 
answers with other 
students. This was the 
only opportunity she 
had to check her 
work.

Looking back,
Phyllis Weldin 
Corwin remembers 
struggling to “get 
her brain around” 
some of the more 
complicated con
cepts and the
difficulty of getting to the hydraulics laboratory 
on Beebe Lake, where she had to negotiate rocky 
hills and ladders in a full-length dress. She also

Since the 1930s, 
much has changed. In 
the 1960s, universities 
stopped locking 
women up at night, 
and in recent decades 
an increasing number 
of women have chosen 
to make engineering 
their profession. 
Nearly a quarter of 
the students who 
graduated from the 
College of Engineer
ing during the last 
year were women. Of

"the college experience 
of female engineering 
students has changed 
dramatically."

Survey Camp, Summer of 1935. Front Row: Robert M. Taylor '34, John W. Wicker, Andres 0. Hizon MCE '36, John M. Hart '36, Frederick J. Spry (Instructor in Surveying), Romeyn Y. 
Thatcher, Leonard A. "Shorty" Lawrence, Paul H. Underwood (Professor of Surveying), Harry E. Bovay Jr. '36, Arthur H. "Dr." Barber Jr. '38, Francis H. "Count" Hoyos 2nd '36, James 
P. Schwartz '35, Joseph J. Davis '35. Middle Row: Nathaniel K. Willis '37, James R. Wandling '37, Lawrence T. Malenchak '37, Ralph A. Desposito '38, George J. (Kesselman) Kaye '36, 
John T. Barton '37, Raymond A. Palmer '37, deed Thompson '36, John B. "Jack" Harlow Jr. '36, John F. McManus '36, Phyllis Weldin '36, Grandin A. Godley '36, Gaston J. Greil '38. 
Back Row: Norman E. Schlenker '37, Bernard I. Blickman, Everett A. Palmer Jr. '37, Mortimer Goldstein '38, Henry A. "Fall" Page '37, Howard H. Sturdy '36, William M. Hoyt '36, 
Alan B. Mills Jr. '36, Peter T. Varlan '37, John G. Machemer '37, Lawrence A. Christensen '37, Arthur F. Glasser '36, John F. Stephens '37, William R. Coryell '37.

"'Always have a schoolbook with you, '  Dean Fitch said, 
you can study between classes or while waiting in line.'

remembers some comical situations that resulted 
from her invasion of male territory. Her black
smith shop teacher, a Mr. Hand, told her he did 
not know how to teach with her in the class. It 
seems he was given to using salty language, and 
in the presence of a young lady he stuttered and 
gagged, unable to watch his tongue and still

SO

remember what he wanted to say. Phyllis Weldin 
put him at ease, assuring him that a little profan
ity would not offend her.

One of Mrs. 
Corwin’s fondest 
memories is of 
summer survey camp. 
For the space of 
several weeks, she was 

free of long dresses and away from the watchful eye 
of Dean Kimball. She wore women’s riding jodh
purs and high-laced boots. Since she could not stay 
at the camp, she rented a room in a nearby town 
and drove out each day. One day the other students 
surprised her with a snake they had caught. “I 
screamed, as expected,” she says, but it was a good-

natured prank and the camaraderie made her feel a 
part of the group.

During the year, she even managed to fit some 
extracurricular activities into her busy schedule. 
She sang in the Glee Club, Sage Choir, and the 
Presbyterian Church Choir, and she practiced on 
the organ in Sage Chapel for half an hour each 
day—a wonderful way to relieve stress. She also 
took a leadership role in her dorm and became 
involved in student government. And there were 
parties and dances on Friday and Saturday nights, 
when the women were permitted to stay out until 
midnight! Thus, Mrs. Corwin remembers her 
undergraduate days at Cornell fondly, despite the 
hardships and challenges of being the only woman 
in engineering.

the nine schools and 
departments that offer 
undergraduate 
programs, CEE had 
the second highest 
percentage of women 
graduates—3 3 
percent. (Operations 
Research and Engi
neering placed first, 
with 37 percent.) 
Moreover, the number 
of women in Civil and 

Environmental Engineering continues to grow—in 
the class of 1999, they make up 52 percent!

With women enrolling in greater numbers, the 
college experience of female engineering students 
has changed dramatically. The academic career of 
Kristen DiNorscia, who graduated this year, 
illustrates some of the ways an engineering educa
tion for today’s women differs from what it was for 
Phyllis Weldin, sixty years ago.

DiNorscia says she came to Cornell because it 
had the top ranked engineering program within a 
larger university. She wanted to study for a career 
in engineering without relinquishing her interests 
in music, languages, and literature.

She became the first student to enter and 
complete CEE’s new Honors Program. This
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option requires students to develop an advanced 
program of graduate-level courses, to conduct 
undergraduate research, and/or to acquire teaching 
experience. DiNorscia built her program around a 
substantial research experience, under the direction 
of Richard Dick, in which she explored the effects 
of media modifications on the performance of slow 
sand filters in the treatment of drinking water. She 
is grateful for this opportunity, which, she feels, 
brought out the best in her. She says that Dick 
always knew what she was capable of and never 
settled for less than her best work.

DiNorscia was involved in a variety of campus 
and college activities. She served as a peer advisor, 
assisting first-year students when they arrived at 
Cornell and acting as a student advisor throughout

In a recent survey, CEE alumnae were asked, "What advice
would you like to offer women entering the College of
Engineering?"

The top ten answers were:

1. Get to know other women engineers and stick to
gether.

2. Know yourself. Don't let others set your goals.
3. Learn how to write well.

4. Be confident.
5. Challenge yourself.

6. Find a reliable friendly group of fellow engineers to 
study with and persevere.

7. Mingle with students in other schools on campus to 
keep things in perspective.

8. Don't let any work or idea get ahead of you. Be sure to 
completely understand what is being said and taught.

9. Stick with it no matter how hard it gets.
10. Never date an engineer.

their freshman year. She also performed community 
service through Tau Beta Pi, the engineering honor 
society, coordinating efforts at RIBS, Recycle 
Ithaca’s Bicycles, a program that rehabilitates old or 
broken bicycles for needy youngsters. She also 
played clarinet in a number of Cornell instrumental 
groups including the Wind Symphony, the Sym
phonic Band, and the Wind Ensemble.

A top student, DiNorscia was named a Merrill 
Presidential Scholar at the time of her graduation— 
one of Cornell’s highest honors. Merrill Scholars 
are chosen for their outstanding scholastic accom-

After winning a three-year, National 
Science Foundation Graduate Fellow
ship, Kristen DiNorscia enrolled at 
M.l.T. where she entered the PhD 
program in environmental 
engineering and public health.

plishments as well as their intellectual drive, ener
getic leadership abilities, and desire to contribute to 
the betterment of society. She was also honored by 
the School of Civil and Environmental Engineer
ing, which conferred on her the Fuertes Under
graduate Medal, given on graduation day to the 
senior with the most distinguished scholastic record.

DiNorscia was not told what sort of clothes to 
wear, and she was able to express herself freely in 
the classroom. The rules that defined her college 
experience were as much a social construction as 
those that defined Phyllis Weldin’s. But the rules 
reflect radically changed social values. More and 
more, women are assuming roles formerly reserved 
for men, and as they create new roles for them
selves, they change the environment of the class
room and the world around them.

Send articles, alumni information, or photo
graphs for the newsletter to:

Dawn Zeligman, Editor-in-Chief 
Civil and Environmental Engineering 
Cornell University 
220 Hollister Hall 
Ithaca, N.Y. 14850-3501

Please include a contact address, phone 
number or e-mail address. We will archive all 
photos unless otherwise directed. We reserve 
the right to edit submissions.
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White

Richard N. White, the James A. Friend Family 
Professor of Engineering, is currently serving a 
one-year term as president of the American Con
crete Institute. Fie was installed as the institute’s 
forth-seventh president in April, after a two-year 

term as vice president. Earlier, he 
chaired the ACI’s Technical 
Activities Committee, and won its 
Joe W. Kelly Award for “outstand
ing contributions to education in 
concrete as a teacher, researcher, 
author and academic administra
tor.” He is the first Cornell engi
neering faculty member to become 
president of the ACI since former 
Dean Solomon C. Hollister.
White has been at Cornell for 

more than 35 years. He served as 
director of the School of Civil and 
Environmental Engineering from 
1978 through 1984, and as associ
ate dean for undergraduate pro
grams (1987-90). In 1996 he won a 
Dean’s Award for Excellence in 
Teaching from the College of 

Engineering and a Chi Epsilon Professor of the 
Year Award from the CEE students. Indeed, 
White’s sustained excellence in teaching and 
working with students has been recognized numer
ous times by CEE students, who have voted him 
Professor of the Year in three different decades.

Nozick

Faculty Awards
The school’s tradition of devotion to teaching has 
led to a number of awards. The following personal 
sketches focus on faculty members who have been 
honored during the past three years.

In October, Assistant Professor Linda K. Nozick 
was informed that she had won a Presidential Early 
Career Award for Scientists and Engineers. This is 
the highest honor bestowed by the United States 
government on outstanding scientists and engineers 
at the outset of their independent research careers. 
Winners are picked from a pool of young research
ers nominated by ten federal agencies; Nozick’s 
name was one of eight presented by the National 
Science Foundation. The award, which is worth up 
to $500,000 over a five-year period, was presented 
in a ceremony at the White House on November 3.

Nozick joined the CEE faculty in 1992 after 
earning her doctorate in systems engineering at the 
University of Pennsylvania. Her research expertise 
is in transportation systems, and in 1994 she won a 
Lilly Fellowship to support the development of an 
innovative new course, Transportation and Infor
mation Technology. She has played a major role in 
the Master of Engineering Management Program 
(see page 5). She also serves as faculty advisor to the 
Cornell student chapter of Chi Epsilon.

Last year, Nozick won the College of 
Engineering’s James and Mary Tien Award for her 
outstanding teaching and advising. Earlier this year, 
she won a prestigious Career Award from the 
National Science Foundation, which made her 
eligible for the Presidential Early Career Award.
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Gregory C. Deierlein received the 
College of Engineering’s Outstand
ing Teaching Award for 1997. A 
faculty member since 1988, 
Deierlein has advised the Cornell 
Student Chapter of Chi Epsilon, 
worked with undergraduate 
research students, and developed 
new courses. His teaching accom
plishments have also been recog
nized by the American Society of 
Engineering Education through a 
Dow Outstanding Young Faculty 

Award and by the CEE students, who named him 
Chi Epsilon Professor of the Year (both in 1993). 
Deierlein’s reseach acumen has been recognized by 
a National Science Foundation Presidential Young 
Investigator Award and several national research 
awards in structural engineering.

Richard I. Dick, the
Joseph P. Ripley 
Professor of Engineer
ing, received the 1995 
Chi Epsilon Professor 
of the Year Award from 
the CEE students and 
the 1996 Danile M.
Lzar ’29 Award from 
the College of Engi
neering for his out
standing teaching and 
advising of students.
Dick, who joined the faculty in 1977, is interna
tionally known for his research in environmental 
engineering. Highly rated as an academic advisor 
and as a research advisor, he has provided CEE 
undergraduates with many interesting opportuni
ties to work on his projects. It is no accident that he 
was the undergraduate research advisor to Kristen 
Dinorscia ’97, the first student to go through our 
new CEE Honors Program (see p. 10).

Ingraffea
Anthony R. Ingraffea,
the Dwight C. Baum 
Professor of Engineer
ing, was given a 1997 
College of Engineer
ing Outstanding 
Teaching Award. 
Ingrafffea, who has 
been on the faculty 
since 1977, has 
compiled a remarkable

record of excellence in classroom teaching and 
contributions to undergraduate engineering edu
cation. His honors include two school and four 
college awards for outstanding teaching, a National 
Science Foundation Presidential Young Investiga
tor Award, and numerous research awards for his 
work in fracture mechanics, which focuses on rock 
and aerospace structures. He was a prime organizer 
and first director of the National Engineering Edu
cation Coalition, Synthesis, a team of eight diverse 
engineering colleges which received $15 million in 
funding from the National Science Foundation to 
improve undergraduate engineering education.

Jery R. Stedinger,
received a 1997 
College of Engineering 
Outstanding Teaching 
Award. A member of 
the faculty since 1983 
and associate director 
of the school from 
1989 to 1993,
Stedinger is well 
known for his passion 
for teaching, his deep 
concern for under
graduates, and his efforts to improve engineering 
education and advising. Known for his work in 
water resource systems, Stedinger has won several 
prestigious research awards including a National 
Science Foundation Presidential Young Investiga
tor Award. In 1995, he was named by Adam 
Iwantsch, a Cornell University Merrill Presidential 
Scholar, as the professor who had had the greatest 
impact on his undergraduate education.

Amim H. Meyburg was selected by the CEE 
students as the 1997 Chi Epsilon Professor of the 
Year. Meyburg, ineligible for College Awards while 
he serves as director of the school, has won a host 
of teaching awards, including three Chi Epsilon 
Professor of the Year Awards, and the Mu Sigma 
Tau Award for the most outstanding professor in 
the summer co-operative education program. 
Meyburg also lived as a faculty in resident in South 
Baker Hall on West Campus from 1988 through 
1990, where he interacted with hundreds of first 
and second year students through social, intellec
tual, recreational, and athletic activities. Well 
known for his work in transportation, Meyburg 
currently heads the ten-institution Transportation 
Infrastructure Research Consortium sponsored by 
the New York State Department of Transportation.

Deierlein

Stedinger
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In Memoriam
Peter Gergely, professor of structural engineering, 
died on August 25, 1995 after a long and coura
geous battle against cancer. Born in Budapest, 
Hungary, on February 12, 1936, he was the son of 
the late Maria and Istvan Gergely.

Peter Gergely had an exceptional zest for life 
and a strong interest in science and the arts. He 
often spoke about his early school years in Budapest 
and how lucky he was to have had wonderful, 
inspirational teachers, especially in mathematics 
and literature. These early experiences with great 
teachers must have had much to do with his own 
superb ability to teach and to inspire students to 
achieve their very best.

Gergely’s ability in the classrom consistently 
placed him among the most successful educators in 
the College of Engineering, and in 1995 he re
ceived the college’s James and Mary Tien Award for 
his outstanding dedication to teaching. His students 
will remember him for his well chosen examples of 
technical and professional excellence and for his 
strong support of student activities.

Gergely made major contributions to a wide 
variety of structural engineering problems. His 
research led to many important advances in 
understanding the mechanics of reinforced and 
prestressed concrete, and he consistently strove to 
see that his results were used to improve building 
codes.

In recognition of his outstanding contributions, 
Gergely was honored with numerous national and 
international awards. He was a co-recipient of the 
State of the Art of Civil Engineering Prize (ASCE, 
1974) and the Raymond C. Reese Research Prize 
(ASCE, 1976); he was elected a fellow of American 
Concrete Institute (1974); he received the Delmar 
Bloem Distinguished Service Award (ACI, 1981), 
was a co-recipient of the Wason Award for Most 
Meritorious Paper (ACI, 1993), and received the 
Structural Research Award (ACI, 1994). Of all his 
honors, the one that meant the most was the 
Honorary Doctorate he received in 1992 from his 
alma mater, the Technical University of Budapest, 
given “for his outstanding international activities in 
the advancing the development of his profession of 
mechanics and reinforced concrete.”

He is survived by his wife, Kinga, son Zoltan, 
daughter Ilia, son-in-law David Burbank and 
grandson Istvan.

Gergely Distinguished Lecture
An endowment fund has been created to 
honor Peter Gergely's work and educa
tional ideals. The Peter Gergely Distin
guished Lecture in Structural and Earth
quake Engineering was made possible 
through contributions by alumni, friends, 
and colleagues. Contributions to the Peter 
Gergely Distinguished Lecture are still 
welcome and may be sent to Arnim 
Meyburg, Director of Civil and Environ
mental Engineering, 220 Hollister Hall, 
Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14850-350.
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Bacterium's Taste for Toxics
Offers Food for Thought on Cleanups*
by Curt Suplee

If it’s true that you are what you eat then Dehalo- 
coccoides ethenogenes may be nature’s tiniest toxic 
waste dump.

This newly discovered bacterium, which doesn’t 
seem to belong to any known group, has a diet that 
is incomprehensibly but advantageously weird: It 
thrives solely on two highly troublesome toxic sol
vents—tetrachloroethylene (also known as perchloro- 
ethylene or PCE) and trichloroethylene (TCE)— 
that are depressingly common groundwater contami
nants at hazardous waste sites in the United States.

That makes it a standout overachiever in the 
promising field of bioremediation: the use of

in appreciable quantities until after World War II. 
As a result, “an interesting question of high eco
logical significance is how such an organism with 
such a restricted diet could have evolved, since 
chlorinated solvents are such new compounds to the 
environment,” writes Stanford researcher Perry L. 
McCarty in a companion commentary in Science.

The more pressing question, however, is how 
the bacterium might be harnessed to clean up sites 
plagued by chlorinated solvents. There are a lot of 
them. TCE (a popular degreaser used for machin
ery maintenance, circuit-board cleaning and other 
pursuits) is found at more than 60 percent of 1,300

priority sites identi-
"scientists ore lookinq for microbes that can decompose fiedby the Environ-

u  1 mental Protection
chlorinated wastes on the spot. " Agency. PCE is still 

used at tens of
selected microorganisms to break down dangerous 
substances. Researchers have had encouraging 
success finding bacteria or fungi that can chow 
down on compounds such as creosote, fuel oil, 
benzene and toluene. But some stuff, notably 
including PCE and TCE, is not readily amenable 
to biological degradation,” Katherine Baker and 
Diane Herson write in their 1994 text 
“Bioremediation.”

But a Cornell University team reports in the 
June 6 issue of Science that D. Qthenogenes Strain 
195 converts those two suspected carcinogens into 
a simple and environmentally benign hydrocarbon 
called ethylene that is widely familiar as the gas 
that makes fruit ripen and the base component of 
polyethylene plastics.

As bacterial habits go, developing an exclusive 
taste for toxic chlorinated goop is “pretty strange,” 
said Cornell microbiologist Stephen H. Zinder, 
who, with colleagues, isolated the Strain 195 from a 
culture found in sludge scooped out of the old Ithaca, 
N.Y., sewage treatment plant. The culture (which 
Zinder called a “microbial zoo” containing hundreds 
of bacteria types) had formed back when standards 
were less strict and some chlorinated solvents were 
poured into the town’s wastewater system.

Whenever Strain 195 originated, it probably 
wasn’t very long ago. Although PCE had been 
formulated as early as 1821, it wasn’t manufactured

* © 1997, The Washington Post. Reprinted with permission

thousands of dry cleaning establishments nationally, 
each of which can consume between 100 and 200 
gallons of PCE per year, the EPA reports.

The estimated 400,000 tons of chlorinated 
solvents in use in the United States are now 
handled much more carefully than they were in the 
past, when it was familiar practice to dump them on 
the ground. (That was often done at military bases 
specializing in refurbishing of machinery, which is 
why the Air Force is a leading sponsor of cleanup 
research.) Once they hit the ground, PCE and 
TCE, which are heavier than water, can sink to the 
floor of aquifers, directly below the water level.
The compounds are not very soluble in water, but 
even a small amount is considered dangerous. In 
the case of TCE, for example, EPA sets a limit of 5 
parts per billion in drinking water.

The risk is sufficiently “great that the EPA and 
U.S. Public Health Service (PHS) rank TCE as 
13 th on its list of the top 20 hazardous substances.” 
And chlorinated solvents in general make up “nine 
of the 20 most common chemicals found in ground 
water at Superfund sites,” according to a new 
report from the National Research Council.

As a result, there is big interest in finding ways 
to get rid of the glop. Last year, for example, a team 
from the University of Texas at Austin, working 
with private contractors, devised a chemical 
treatment that makes TCE and PCE drastically 
more soluble. A special surfactant (surface-active 
agent, the type of compound that makes laundry
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detergents so effective by breaking down the 
boundary berween oily stains and water) is injected 
into a contaminated groundwater site along with 
some alcohol.The resulting solvent-and-water 
solution is pumped out a few yards away for 
treatment at the surface.

The method, said University of Texas petroleum 
engineer Gary Pope, not only obviates the need for 
expensive containment walls, but it removes nearly 
all the solvent lurking 50 feet beneath the test site 
at Hill Air Force Base in Utah within two weeks. “If 
even 10 percent of the solvent remains after 
remediation,” Pope said, “then it will continue to 
dissolve in the water for a very long time and 
pollute large amounts of addtional groundwater. 
The best anyone had been able to do until now was 
about 85 percent removal, which is not good 
enough.”

That approach is better for some situations than 
others, the NRC and other groups caution, and 
entails certain risks such as the possibility that it 
will disperse the hazardous material even more 
deeply into the soil or more widely into the water.

Therefore many scientists are looking for 
microbes that can decompose chlorinated wastes on 
the spot. Four years ago, experiments turned up a 
bacterium that would convert TCE and PCE into a 
less chlorinated but more dangerous compound 
called vinyl chloride, which ranks fourth on the 
EPA/PHS top 20 list. They were turning a sus
pected carcinogen into a known carcinogen,” said 
Cornell engineer James M. Gossett, a co-discoverer 
ol the new pollution eating microbe. But the 
concept was intriguing.

Those bacteria and D. 
ethenogenes use chlorine the 
way your body’s cells use 
oxygen. Various critical energy 
producing processes require 
the constant transfer of 
electrons, and air-breathing 
creatures have evolved to 
employ oxygen as an electron 
acceptor, with carbon dioxide 
and water as byproducts.

Strain 195 uses the 
chlorine in TCE and PCE in 
much the same fashion, 
provided the hydrogen is 
present as an electron donor.
In a four-stage process, the 
microbe’s metabolism succes
sively strips chlorine atoms 
away from the two double

bonded carbon atoms at the core of the molecule, 
replacing each chlorine atom with a hydrogen 
atom, and carrying away the chlorine atom as 
hydrochloric acid.

The new findings don’t mean that America’s 
chlorinated waste problems can be solved by simply 
dumping truckloads of hungry D. ethenogenes onto 
Superfund sites. For one thing it only works in 
cooperation with other loaner bacteria that appar
ently provide it with crucial nutrients; for another, 
it needs to be doped with a lot of vitamin B12 to 
perform. But isolating and analyzing the microbe 
will kick up the pace of inquiry. “What we need to 
see is whether this or something like it, is already 
out there at natural sites,” Zinder said. “Maybe 
we’re just beginning to touch on the diversity of 
organisms that can do this.”

James M. Gossett (center) with graduate student 
Xavier Maymo-Gatell (left) and microbiologist 
Stephen H. Zinder (right). Gossett joined the CEE 
faculty in 1976 after earning his PhD from 
Stanford University. Well-known for his work in 
environmental engineering and biological 
treatment processes, the focus of his current work 
is on the biodegradation of chlorinated solvents 
in groundwater. He has been a faculty research 
fellow (1980) and a visiting professor (1984-85) 
with the U.S. Air Force Engineering and Services 
Center, as well as a NATO fellow. Highly rated by 
his students, Gossett usually teaches Microbiology 
for Environmental Engineering, Physical/Chemical 
Phenomena and Processes, and Biological 
Phenomena and Processes.
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This past year, Tamara Jadik Williams, a PhD 
student in structural engineering, taught a 
minicourse called “Is London Bridge Falling 
Down?” to a fourth-grade class at the Belle 
Sherman Elementary School, in Ithaca. This 
unusual effort was coordinated by Cornell Public 
Service as a way to help strengthen the partnership 
between Cornell and the Ithaca community. 
Williams was one of two CEE graduate students 
selected for the program on the basis of their 
teaching ability and their course proposals.

Williams felt it was important to educate young 
students about engineering as a profession. She 
wanted to teach a little physical science, develop 
teamwork and problem-solving skills, and give the 
students an opportunity to reason spatially. In the 
minicourse, which consisted of one class a week for 
eight weeks, she tried to convey a few basic ideas 
through a lot of hands-on project work. She found 
that teaching grade school children required more 
time, effort, and creativity than being a teaching 
assistant in an undergraduate engineering class.

Williams came to Cornell with a National 
Science Foundation Graduate Fellowship after 
earning her BS in architectural engineering at 
Princeton and working for a year at a structural 
engineering firm in Pittsburgh. She received her 
MS degree in 1996 with a major in structures and a 
minor in historic preservation, and is now working

on her PhD dissertation, on reliability-based 
nondestructive evaluation of structures, under the 
direction of Mircea Grigoriu and Mary Sansalone. 
She hopes to find a postdoctoral appointment and 
develop an academic career.

The minicourse received rave reviews from all 
the fourth graders who participated. One student 
wrote, “Thank you for coming in and showing us 
all that cool stuff about buildings. Now I know how 
to build a tent and what makes bridges stay up.”

Tamara Jadik Williams


