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Paul C. Jennings, PhD ’63: Profile of an Eve ryw h e re Ma n

by Ge o rge W. Ho u s n e r

AUL JENNINGS RAN

THE GAMUT AT CAL-

TECH f rom student to

P ro f e s s o r, Chairm a n ,

P rovost, acting Vice President for

Business and Finance and, this

y e a r, Professor Emeritus. He says

that he enjoyed his career as

P rofessor most and is now

looking forw a rd to an academ-

ic career with no duties and no

commitments during which he

can do all those jobs that he

has in his mind and did not

have time to do.

Paul was born in 1936 in

Brigham City, Utah and gre w

up in Paonia and Grand

Junction, Colorado where he

began his love affair with tro u t

fishing in mountain stre a m s .

He always liked the outdoor

life. In high school he thought

of becoming a Forest Ranger

and even got a summer job in

Alaska, which cured him of

this idea. He obtained a BS degre e

in civil engineering from Colorado

State University and then came to

Caltech for graduate studies,

obtaining his PhD degree in 1963.

At that time, the draft was still in

e ffect, but an ROTC student could

get deferment to do graduate stud-

ies and then owe the military thre e

years of duty. In the spring of 1963,

A rchie Higdon, author of several

p re-war engineering mechanics

books, visited Caltech and told me

that he was responsible for the

teaching of mechanics at the newly

o rganized Air Force Academy. He

would identify the bright young

men who were getting their PhDs

and owed the three years and

would then have them assigned to

the Air Force Academy. He said

that he intended to have Paul

Jennings and Wi l f red D. Iwan [BS

’57, MS ’58, PhD ’61, Dire c t o r,

E a rthquake Engineering Researc h

L a b o r a t o ry] come to the Academy

to teach mechanics and, in fact,

that was arranged. 

In 1964 there came the gre a t

Alaska earthquake, Richter magni-

tude 8.4. I, as well as Donald

Hudson and Ronald Scott were

drawn into the activities, in part i c-

u l a r, preparing the engineering

re p o rt on the Alaska earthquake for

the National Academy of

Sciences. As Paul’s PhD

re s e a rch had been on destru c-

tive earthquakes, he seemed a

logical person to help in this

e ff o rt. A request was made to

the Air Force, and Paul was

assigned to Caltech for over a

y e a r.

Paul was appointed a

Member of the Engineering

Panel of the National Academy

of Sciences Committee on the

Alaska earthquake and made

several trips to Alaska to view

the damage and to collect

data. The Caltech eff o rt s

resulted in a massive re p o rt

containing 31 papers, several

of which include his name as

a u t h o r. He was released from the

Air Force in December of 1966, six

months early in an economy move

that occurred just as the Vi e t n a m

War eff o rt was building. Paul was

appointed Assistant Professor on

J a n u a ry 1, 1966, at a salary of

$10,500 and embarked on his aca-

demic care e r.
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or the next 20 years, Paul

had an active academic

life:  teaching, superv i s-

ing PhD students, doing

re s e a rch and publishing 48 techni-

cal papers. He was widely re c o g-

nized as one of the leaders in the

field of earthquake engineering. He

also was engaged in many

e x t r a c u rricular pro bono activities,

including serving as president of

the Earthquake Engineering

R e s e a rch Institute and president of

the Seismological Society of

America. He also served on numer-

ous national committees, including

the National Research Council

Committee on Seismology and the

National Research Council

Committee on Natural Disasters,

which he chaired. He was also a

member and later chairman of the

Charles Stark Draper Prize

Committee of the National

Academy of Engineering. During

these years he served as consultant

on the seismic design of most of

the Exxon Hondo deep-water oil

drilling platforms in the Santa

Barbara channel and also the fifty-

two story Atlantic Richfield To w e r

buildings in Los Angeles, as well as

o t h e r s .

During his care e r, he re c e i v e d

n u m e rous honors and award s :

Election to the National Academy

of Engineering, the Walter Huber

R e s e a rch Prize from the American

Society of Civil Engineers, the

Newmark Medal from the American

Society of Civil Engineers, and was

elected Fellow of the American

Academy of Arts and Sciences and

of the American Association for the

Advancement of Science. 

In 1985 Paul was appointed

C h a i rman of the Engineering

Division which began his adminis-

trative care e r. After four years, he

was appointed Vice President and

P rovost and worked with Pre s i d e n t

Thomas Everh a rt. When his term as

P rovost ended, the position of Vi c e

P resident for Business and Finance

was vacant because David

M o rr i s roe unexpectedly had to

re t i re for health reasons. Paul was

asked to serve in this position until

a permanent appointment could be

made. He served for one year and

then re t u rned to being a pro f e s s o r,

only to come back and serve again

in 1998–1999 as Acting Vi c e

P resident for Business and Finance,

during the interim between John

C u rry and William Jenkins. In the

fall of 1999 he again re t u rned to the

f a c u l t y. In that year he also

received the Best Paper of the Ye a r

Aw a rd from S p e c tra, the journal of

the Earthquake Engineering

R e s e a rch Institute. He again

resumed a slate of pro f e s s i o n a l

activities. For the past three years

he has served as the chair of the

C a l i f o rnia Council on Science and

Te c h n o l o g y. He is presently the

chair of an administrative commit-

tee charged with proposing a new

campus center building at Caltech.

During his professorial care e r,

Paul has traveled to many coun-

tries—Spain, Italy, Tu r k e y, Japan,

China, India, and others—to inves-

tigate or to confer on eart h q u a k e s .

The trip to China had special sig-

nificance. When President Nixon

visited Chairman Mao, they agre e d

that China and the U.S. should

cooperate, especially in science.

A p p a rently the only scientific sub-

ject that appealed to both sides

was earthquakes and so some trips

w e re arranged for Chinese teams to

come to the U.S. and for U.S. teams

to visit China. Paul was a member

of the U.S. National Academy of

Sciences team that visited China in

1978 and spent three weeks visit-

ing various locations and eart h-

quake laboratories. The main pur-

pose for making this trip was to

l e a rn about the Great Ta n g s h a n

E a rthquake of 1976, which devas-

tated the city of Tangshan and the

s u rrounding countryside and killed

an estimated 500,000 people. When

the team re t u rned to the United

States, Paul was editor of the re p o rt

published by the National

Academy of Sciences that

described what was learned during

the trip.

Although Paul is now Pro f e s s o r

Emeritus, he has not yet shaken

the administrative dust from his

coat. He is still involved in various

tasks. He expects that in due

course he will be free at last, and

he is looking forw a rd to twenty

m o re productive years of academic

l i f e .

The au t h o r, G e o r ge W. Ho u s n er, is the
C a rl F Braun Professor of E n g i n e eri n g ,
E m eri tu s , and is an MS ’34, and PhD
’41 grad u a te of C a l te ch .
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When President Nixon visite d
C h a i rman Mao, t h ey agreed that China
and the U. S . should coopera te, e s p e c i a l l y
in science. Ap p a rently the only scientific
subject that appealed to both sides was
e a rt h q u a k e s . . .


