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In 1830, just a couple of years after arriving in
Ithaca in search of work as a carpenter, Ezra
Cornell was entrusted with repairing and

overhauling the mills owned by Jeremiah Beebe.
With no formal schooling in engineering, he
oversaw the blasting of a tunnel through Fall
Creek Gorge, the building of a new flour mill,
and the erection of the dam that would form the
lake that bears Beebe’s name. 

A decade later, while traveling in Maine, Ezra
encountered an acquaintance who was struggling
to fulfill a contract to bury telegraph wire for
Samuel Morse—so he promptly designed a plow
that would dig a trench, lay the cable, and fill it
up again. When the buried cable proved to have
insulation problems, he created a machine that
would dig it up and re-insulate it. And when that
still didn’t solve the problem, Ezra studied 
electricity and magnetism and devised a system
for stringing the wires on glass-insulated poles.
His association with the telegraph industry, 
particularly the vast holdings he’d amass in 
Western Union stock, would make him wealthy
beyond his wildest dreams—and allow him to
found a certain institution on a hill, one whose
lofty goals for “any study” were underpinned by
hands-on principles of Land Grant practicality.

The inventive mind, in other words, has been
an integral part of Cornell University from the
very beginning. And in the founder’s tradition, 
its alumni have been rolling up their 
sleeves for the past century and a half,
creating life-changing (and life-saving) 
innovations in a variety of fields.

Cool Customer
Willis Carrier 1901

It wasn’t sweaty people that inspired the invention of
air-conditioning—it was over-heated equipment. Carrier
was just a year out of Cornell when, as a young 
engineer working for the Buffalo Forge Company, he
was called upon to solve summertime production 
problems at a lithography firm in Brooklyn. The heating
and cooling company that bears his name has since
grown into a global behemoth. And his invention has
not only kept legions comfortable; it has spurred 
population growth in the South and Southwest by 
making scorching summers more hospitable.

family planner
gregory pincus ’24 

A biologist, Pincus had done research on the 
mammalian reproductive system when a chance 
meeting with contraception pioneer Margaret Sanger
led to funding to develop the birth control pill, which
Pincus created with two colleagues. The FDA approved
the first oral contraceptive, Enovid, in 1960. Before his
death in 1967, Pincus also worked on an early version
of the “morning after” pill.

From
Progress
to Peril
thomas 
midgley ’36,
BME ’39

Midgley was a respected engineer
and chemist who garnered 
numerous accolades during his 
lifetime, including the Priestley
Medal from the American Chemical
Society—but he never anticipated
that his two major inventions would
have dire consequences for the
planet. As one historian wrote, 
Midgley “had more impact on the
atmosphere than any other single
organism in Earth’s history.” His
claims to fame? The development 
of leaded gasoline (which made
engines run better but caused 
lasting damage to the environment
and to human health) and of Freon,
the popular refrigerant that proved
to be an ozone-depleting 
chlorofluorocarbon.
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breathe easy
henry heimlich ’41, md ’43

Reading a 1972 newspaper article listing the leading causes
of accidental death, Heimlich was surprised to see that 
choking on food or a foreign object fell at number six. That
simple fact inspired the thoracic surgeon to develop the 
Heimlich Maneuver, the technique of abdominal thrusts that
for decades has been the standard intervention for choking. It
has saved hundreds of thousands of lives and brought its
inventor worldwide fame, including appearances on TV chat
shows and a spot in the Oxford English Dictionary. Heimlich’s
other medical innovations include a chest valve for treating 
collapsed lungs that he developed for the battlefields of Vietnam. 

never miss 
a beat
wilson greatbatch ’50

The title of Greatbatch’s memoir—The Making of the
Pacemaker—says it all. While not the first person to
design an implantable pacemaker, the Engineering
alum created the first such device whose batteries
were small enough for practical use. He went on to
refine lithium-iodine batteries for pacemakers and to
found a medical technology company that remains in
business today.

move over,
colonel
sanders
robert baker ’43

“McDonald’s is often given credit for invent-
ing chicken nuggets in 1979,” the New York
Times once noted, “but the groundwork was
laid by Dr. Baker’s contributions in the
1960s in developing ways to bind chicken
meat together and make the coating stick to
the reconstituted meat.” In addition to being
the progenitor of countless lunchroom
meals, Baker—a longtime Cornell professor
as well as an alumnus—is regionally famous
for his recipe for chicken barbecue sauce,
an oil-and-vinegar-based concoction still
served annually at the New York State Fair.

pda 
pioneer
jeff hawkins
’79

In an era before the smart-
phone, the Palm Pilot
(a combination calendar,
address book, and more) was
the digital device of choice for
many. Hawkins, an Engineering
alum and entrepreneur,
designed the Palm—the first
widely successful handheld
computer—as well as Graffiti,
the intuitive alphabet that
users entered via stylus. 

sticking points
harry coover jr., Phd ’44

In the Forties and Fifties, Eastman Kodak explored the use of adhesives known as
cyanoacrylates for various industrial and medical applications, but they were
deemed too sticky for such uses. But thanks to Coover (then one of the company’s
chemists), they’d go on to repair many a broken coffee mug. Super Glue—as one
of the adhesives would famously be dubbed—was one of numerous discoveries for
Coover, a prolific inventor who amassed hundreds of patents.

wired for sound
robert moog, Phd ’65

The Doors, the Rolling Stones, the Beach Boys, the 
Beatles—those famous rockers, and many others,
recorded music on the Moog synthesizer. A PhD in
engineering physics, Moog created his namesake
machines at a factory in nearby Trumansburg, and he
remains a legendary figure for fans and practitioners of
electronic music, both in the Ithaca area and worldwide.
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