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Allen E. Puckett: PhD ’49, Aeronautics
by Jill An d re ws

Use your imagination! And don’t be afraid of taking risks.
How does an unknown, bright young Caltech scholar, during the pre-World War II era, become a leader in the exploding new world of supersonic aerodynamics, airfoil theory, and guided missiles? How does that same expert in fluid
mechanics easily switch fields to become an international leader and corporate visionary during the rapid evolution of
electronics and global satellite communications? And, after reflecting on a long and successful career, what message
does he wish to send to his fellow alumni? For answers, I visited Caltech Distinguished Alumni awardee Allen E.
Puckett at his Los Angeles home.
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importance of finding ways to
apply research to real-world challenges. Every day he and his fellow
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and dedicated themselves to imagining new applications for their
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In the mid-1950s, Puckett’s employer, Hughes Aircraft Company, was chosen to build the radar and fire control and
guided missile systems for the Air Force’s first delta wing fighter, the F-102. Puckett paused at this point to comment on a question I had posed in the beginning of my visit—what did he think about the importance of industry’s
involvement with science? His answer was an extension of his Caltech mentor’s vision and the ethos of GALCIT:

Von Kármán had a keen interest in the application of everything we were doing. He maintained strong connections with the airc ra f t
industry in those days. In fact, that’s how Caltech ended up building the famous 10-foot wind tunnel, which was used in the development of practically every commercial airplane up through the period of the war. He kept his students very much motivated by
encouraging us to think about the applications of what we were doing. He wanted to know that the things we worked on were going
to be useful. [Like von Kármán] I think industry plays a very important role in modern science, but it still has to depend on the
academic research institutions to provide the fundamental science that goes into all aspects of what industry does—solid state physics,
for example, or biomedicine. The industries are necessary to develop the applications that make this all pay off in the end—I think
the universities more and more are recognizing that the collaboration between industry has been an essential part of the process to
provide end results that are useful to you and me—to the people of the world.

FROM SUPERSONICS TO
ELECTRONICS
In the days of pre-supersonic
flight, GALCIT faculty and students
certainly had the right stuff.
Anything they published was new,
a first. Yet in the years following
the War, soon after he joined
Hughes, another “revolution”
occurred—this time in the electronics field, which promised far- re a c hing effects on data processing, data
storage, and communications.
These three areas of electronics
application changed the way the
world communicated with itself.
Puckett again was in the right
place at the right time, and he
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Allen and Marilyn Puckett
Professorship and most recently

FROM ELECTRONICS BACK TO
FLUID MECHANICS...SORT OF

funded the Puckett Laboratory for
Computational Fluid Dynamics.

During the next two decades,
as Hughes’ Executive Vice
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Breaking the Thought Barrier.

dict the results—that is the essence of

In 1987, he once again found

innovation—but we can guarantee that

himself in the right place at the
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practical applications of fluid
mechanics in the form of sailing
yachts. “Retirement” is the grand

Jill Andrews works on behalf of C a l te ch’s
educational outreach programs.

adventure that allows him, between
marinas and large bodies of water,
to spend more time with his wife,
Marilyn, and his children and grandc h i l d re n .
Although his full-time commitment to industry shifted to
Chairman Emeritus status in 1987,
Puckett’s interest in technological
advancement has only accelerated
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