
Three of every 10 Beavers 
is an E N G I N E E R

By Ann Kinkley

Slide rules at the ready, Oregon Agricultural College engineers work 
on materials problems in Graf Hall in 1925. Such work still goes on in 
the venerable old structure along Monroe Street, but the slide rules are 
nowhere to be found. (Photo courtesy OSU Special Collections — HC899)
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Of the 29,576 Oregon State students tallied in this year’s official 
enrollment summary, 8,265 — just about 3 of every 10 — are 
engineering majors.

By comparison, the next biggest group, liberal arts, has 3,905 
majors.

Engineering’s massive impact at OSU is even more evident 
in the current course catalog, in which “engineering” is used to 
describe studies in five colleges, 15 departments, 65 official ma-
jors, 38 minors, 44 options and more than 300 courses. Forest, 
biomedical, naval, environmental, chemical, nuclear, food and 
geotechnical engineering are just a few of the topics covered. Can 
the day when English majors are called “sentence construction 
engineers” be far away?

Before we take a look at the history of engineering on cam-
pus, it’s probably a good idea to define our key term. Our earliest 
human ancestors demonstrated what would now be called 
engineering skills as they devised the wheel, pulley and lever, 
among other time-and-effort-saving devices. Ancient engineers 
applied principles of math and science to design pyramids in 
Egypt, Roman aqueducts, ancient Mayan cities, China’s Great 
Wall, horseless buggies, airplanes and telephones. Military leaders 
relied on engineering-minded citizens to devise weapons and 
build defenses against them.

The Oxford Dictionary states that “engineer” derives from the 
Latin words ingeniare (to contrive, devise) and ingenium (clever-
ness or genius). Even today, we use the term to describe people 
across many disciplines who meet this standard, be they skillful 
designers of political campaigns or inventors of new, life-saving 
medical technologies.

OSU has a long, proud history of training engineers to be 
problem solvers. In creating land grant colleges, the Morrill Act of 
1862 specified that all states receiving land grant funds “provide 
Colleges for the Benefit of Agriculture and the Mechanic Arts.” The 
specific study of engineering on the Corvallis campus began in 
the early 1880s, when math professors incorporated engineering 
concepts as a part of their coursework. It appears that the first 
class on campus devoted entirely to engineering was offered in 
the 1884 catalog, featuring instruction in surveying as a “practi-
cal demonstration of trigonometry.”

The Department of Mechanical Engineering, led by Professor 
Grant A. Covell, was established in 1889 and the first engineer-
ing building, Mechanical Hall, was constructed on the northern 
edge of campus. The small wooden structure was soon gutted 
by fire and was replaced with a granite and sandstone structure 
that still stands — substantially modified over the years — on the 
southwest corner of 14th and Monroe streets. It was named after 
John T. Apperson in 1920 when a third floor was added and then, 
in 2009, renamed Kearney Hall after an extensive remodeling 
project funded in part by Connie and Lee Kearney ’63.

Today the College of Engineering lists 11 buildings on its rolls, 
with the 12th, named for Rosalie and Peter Johnson ’55, expected 
to open in October. 

During the first decades of the 20th century, the evolving 
disciplines of electrical, mining and civil engineering grew rapidly 
in importance and enrollment at the college. Newer trends moved 
engineering into the Atomic Age as a nuclear reactor was built on 
campus, facilitating research projects well into the 21st century, 
and into the age of computers and the Internet.

Twelve students enrolled in the new engineering department 
in 1889, when overall campus enrollment was 85. From the be-
ginning, all men at land grant schools had been required to train 
in military units and often were drafted into service, and World 
War I saw the establishment of the Student Army Training Corps. 
Students took military education courses and studied combat- 
related engineering subjects such as handling and using explo-
sives. Enrollment in the engineering department jumped from 319 
to 1,405 students.

Problems encountered while trying to move troops and 
equipment in Europe during the war pointed to the need to 
improve transportation infrastructure back home, so in 1917 C.B. 
McCullough was appointed head of the structural engineering 
program at the college — mainly to teach new engineers how to 
build bridges. Within three years the state had hired him to design 
and build a string of bridges spanning rivers between commu-
nities up and down the Oregon coast and over more than 600 
rivers throughout the state. He hired many of his former students 
to continue this work over the next 20 years.

During World War II, in March 1943, a new Army Specialized 
Training Program to create more military engineers was assigned 
to Oregon State, and, through 1945, young engineers from many 
other institutions trained for military engineering on the Corvallis 
campus. More than 2,400 were trained in some technical courses 
before shipping out; 1,300 received certification of completion.

The first woman to receive an engineering degree at Oregon 
State was Helen Stedman Brooks, who received a chemical 
engineering degree in 1923. By 1950, there had still been only 13 
women engineering graduates. Today, 19 percent of students in 
the College of Engineering are women.

Among the most noteworthy of OSU engineering grads are the 
late Douglas Engelbart ’48 ’94(H) (electrical and electronics en-
gineering), who invented the computer mouse, and International 
Space Station astronaut Donald Pettit ’78 (chemical engineering).

In a world where there is no shortage of problems to be solved 
and technical challenges to be met, it seems certain that the 
number of OSU engineers in training and the number of OSU engi-
neers at work in the world will continue to grow. q
Ann Kinkley is the Oregon Stater’s associate editor for alumni 
news, history and traditions.
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