Father of quake engineering

Jorn Jornaon Jr.

eorge W. Housner,
who ploneered the
modern. feld of
earthquake engi-
nearing, developing
the most complete mathermati:
eal system to analyze the el
fects of ground shalking on
Structures, has dled, He was 97,

Housner, the Braun profos-
sor emeritus. of enginsering ot
Caltech, died of natural canses
Monday at o Pasadens rest
Hormg,

Hig interest In earthquike
engineering was spurred by Lhe
March 10, 1933, earthquake In
Long Beach, which was loter
oallmated ol magnitude 8.3,
Brick bulldings with  unre-
Inforesd masonry wills, Inelud-
ng  many school bulldings,
falled eotnstrophically. Al
though 16 people were killed,
the nmumber of deaths would
have been even higher I the
quake, which hit at 5566 pom.,
hel struck  durlng  sehoal
hours,

According o Tom Heaton,
professor ol engineering seis-
mology at Caltech and a former
colleapgue of Housner's, the
fleld of enrthquake englnesring
hardly eselsted at the time,

"Nothing was mentioned in
engineering  books regarding
déslgning to resist earth-
fquakes,” Housner told The
Timesin a 108 lnterview,

At the most, Heaton said,
engineers considered only how
a building would fare (n a quake
by caleulating the force of the
Jpushing on it It took Housner
Lo realize that an earthquake
& not gtatle” but sets off vibra-
tions throughout the entire
structure’ that eould bring it
down. Housner developed the
mathematical f{ramework to
understand those vibrations,
which led to the implementa-
lion of more rigorous building
standards nationwide, Heaton
said, J

To many in the field today,
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CALTECH PROFESSOR EMERITUS
George W. Housner doveloped the mathematical
framework to understand quake vibrations, lending
to more rigorous building standards nationwide.

Housner {5 known as the father
of earthquake engineering, o
vigorous subdiscipline of oivil
engineering.

“George was 8 man of great
Intellect, which he used dili-
gently to reduce the impaet of
earthguakes on our soclely”
Heaton sald. “He was one of
those people who changed our
world™

John Hall, professor of elvil
enginéeting at Caltech. said
Housner ranks with the great-

‘est minds In engineering his-

tory. “He could look at a prob-
lem no one had ever thoupht
about belore and come up with
A way to apply basle principles
tofind & practical solution™

Born Dec. 9, 1810, in Sagi-
naw, Mich., Housner earned a
bachelor's degree in structural
engineering at the University of
Michigsn,

Arriving at Caltech only
months after the Long Beach
quake, Housner oblalned his
master's and doctorste there,
studving under Homeo Martel,
who had done some of the eardi-
et work In trying to under-
stand how ewthoquakes of-
fected bulldings,

Aner gradunting from Cal-
Leeh, Housner went to work for
the Army Corpa of Enginecrs,
then advised the Army Alr
Forees during World War I1. His
work helped bomber pilots im-

prove thelr suceess in attacking
hridges.

He slso devised a plan fo
counter the barrage balloons
that Axis armies sent aloft over
Exnrope’svulnerahle oil flelds to
interfere with enemy aireraft.
Bomber pilots were afrafd to
attack the gil fields for fear the
wires attached to the balloons
would slice thmough thelr
wWings. Acconding to Hall
Housner's: caleulations that
the wires might cut into the
wings but would not slice all
the way through, gave the
Army Air Torees the canfl-
dence tomake the attacks.

Examinagtion of planes re-

“turning: from bombing runs
proved Housner correct. The
wings were grooved, buf infact,

In 1945, Housner was given
the  Distinguished  Civilian
Serviee Award by the 1S, War
Department in recognition of
his contributions to the war ef-
fort.

After the war, Housner re-
tumed to Caltech as an aesist-
ant’ professor of applied mes
chanies. He luter became the
Braun professar before retiring
In 1981 In 2008, he wos named o
Distingulshed Alumnus, the
highest honor the {nstitute can
bestow on graduntes.

Housner's interest In sels-
mile engineerng continued af
ter the wors he cholmd B No-

tional Academles of Belences
commitiee looking Into the
damage from the 1964 Alaska
earthoguale.

He ilso was Ingbrimental in
the design of California's state-
wide wator storage and trang-
portation system, His earth-
quoke engineering techniques
were used to strengthen dos-
eng of dams and agueduicts
bullt. throughouf Callfornia, o
syatem thal ranks high among
the most ambitious enginecr-
Ing efforts n histary.

After the 1088 Loma Prieta
quake In Northern Californds,
Gov.  Ceorge  Deukmejinn
asked Housner Lo chale the
board  Investigating  the eol-
lapse ol frecways and bridges,

Flousner wis elocted o the
Hutlonal Academy of Selences
e 103 and became i founding
member of the BEarthouake K-
gineering Research Institute, A
mednl In Housner's name |5
awarded ench year by the or-
gnnlzation,

He alzo was (nstrumental in
the formation of the Interma-
tonal Assn. for Barthouake
Engineering, as well as Cal-
tech's  Earthqualke Research
Aflllintes.

I 1981, Housner recelved
the Harry Flelding Reld Medal
of the Selsmological Boelety of
Ameriea. Previous winners in-
cluded Charles Righter, creator
al the Richter seale that mea-
sures earthoquake severity,.

In a 1888 White House core-
mony, President Reagnn gave
Housner the National Medal of
Science, recognizing *hls pro-
found and decisive influence on
the development of earthouake
enginesring worldwide, His re-
search  contributions  have
guided the development  of
earthguake engineering and
have had an impertant impact
on other major disciplines,™

According to Heaton, even
after his retirement, Housner
continued to show up each day
i his Caltech offlce. Heaton re-
called a time In the late 1800s
whien hewasahoutto give o lee-
ture on a particularly thoroy
topic and was having trouble
mastering it.

“George was walking by my
offlee," Heaton sald, “so T asked
his advice.”

“It's been a long time since
thought aboul Lhat," Housner
said, and walked aoff.

“Flve minutes later, he came
hack, pleked up the chall and
wrote out the whole answer®
Heqtan sald, “I thought, 'Wow,*
He was 88 af the time "

Housnar never married, He
will be burled ab Mountaln View
Coemetery ln Altadena,
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