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GREAT ACHIEVEMENTS

Ralph B. Peck (1912-2008)

By Jim DeStefana, PE, AIA

Ralph Peck was s pioncer in the development of
S0il Mechanics and Foundation Engineering.
To many structural engineers, he is just a
e on & well warn old sextbook. H-:ll.l.wr'r.
1o those who had the privilege 1o have warked
:.IJ'LII:Il.'}iIJt hirm, or & have soodied under him
he was an unforgemable individual. Desgire
his many accomplishments, he remained a
very modest and grounded person.

He mever sét our to be a pionser or even
2 soils enginger. It is just something thar
happened. As a young engineer, Ralph Peck
happened o be in the right place ar the
rIHkI: li.I:IIE .II:IIJ. |-::-u|:||'J I'IIJ'I'IH-EH'.I" [I'I-I‘. i.'lll:TITIE_
edge for maybe the digeing edge) of soil
mechanics. pcr]:lup:q. IE Wik just |_'|_'!-' chance or
maybe it was his destiny.

Bon che son of a bridge engineer, Ralph spent
his chibdlod living in varwus pars of the
western Unived Srares and Canada = wherever
railrosds were being built. He dreamed of
being a bradge engincer like his father. Lipon
[.{,mdl.lﬁlil‘.g Frovm high school, his fatcher landed
him a job working on the raibroad sgnal gang
of the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad. Ie
was hard physical work and not pariculardy
glamorows, bur it did give him a hands-on
appreciation of soils and construction

In 1930, Rﬂ.|.|.'l|'| Peck errolled ac R-l:nwlarr
Polyrechnic Instipure (RPI), 3 university
famous for its bridge engineering program,
He was an exemplary stsdent. While lis civil
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k. Conrtrey of USGS.

engineering coursework concencrated on
.“'rlrl'l:lml. fnﬁll‘lmlﬂg. I'I.l!" rn-rl-l: E kl"l'."l'l. INTEress
in also smudying geology. After recerving his
undergraduare degree, Ralph Peck conrinued
on at BP'l and obained a docrorate degree.

Upon graduaring from BRI in 1937, Ralph
Pock took a position with the American Bradge
Company as a soructural steel devailer. Bur his
carcer a8 2 bridge engineer was destined 1o be
& shorr one, After just a few momths, he was
lasd off. The economy was still in the grip of
the grear depression and work was scarce,

His job scarch led him to a position at
Harvard Universiny as an assistant o Professor
Arthur l_.u.'ugml.d.c ko was tuﬂu'l:lg A CHirse
in the new field of soil mechanics. Ralph Peck
J.JuE]H:nnquicH:."tuunlmm‘h:n:irs :4l1r|uliJ|.g
Casagrande's lecrures and serving as a reaching
assistant. Most of his time was spent working
in the soils laboravory on Arthur Casagrande’s
consulting projects,

Barl lerzaghi joived the faculey st Harvard
after escaping from Mazi conmrolled Auseria,
Terzaghi was internationally known as the
“father of s0il mechanice™ He was working on
the manuscript bor a rextbook, but was having
-I'lIH'-H.'IIII.'II-' l'r:ln:]:ring SCHITIE I'IF TI'I.I" r-l"l.'I'II'IH'J.I
terminology into English. Ralph Peck was
selected to assist Terzaghi with the cranslation
and afver a baief Ineeizig the pwo men hig it
off topether. Ir would be the beginning of a

lifelong collaboraton.
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Terzaghi was invived o visic Chicago,
where the dty was in cthe midst of building
a new subway system. He gave a lecrure
o the -:|l:1f_rrs al r||n11r|i:1§ |:|'|rn|.|ﬂ'| sofi
clay in urban arcas. His lecoure gor a lot af
artenmon, since the 'lf_fhif.;a_e,n ':uhwa.:.' project

wis cxpericncing  problems with building
sertlement and subsidence of madways. The
city engaged Terzaghi to supcrvise the subway
construction and set up a program For soil
testing. He needed an individual on site o
spearhead the project and Ralph Peck was the
manural chaice.

"n:l."n'rl.'lng an the ﬂ'hi:ggn :|,||'rl.-.',,a!.r prnin:\'q
was an extraordinary opportunity for Peck.
Svstematic soil sampling and cesting was
pedfoimed of Chicagoe’s clays. Measurements
were taken of soil movements within the
tunnel cxcavarions, ax well az the defor-
marion of excavation bracing and shoring.
[eck was able to correlate soil movements
within the mannel excavations with measured
sertlements of the bwildings above. He
helped develop and implement improved
techniques for temparary bracing of the
subway tunnels. Soon problems with set-
tling buldings suhsided. Some credined
Ralph Peck with saving the city of Chicago
from destruction.

When World “War 1l broke i, COnstrd-
tion on the subway project wound down. As
Amsevican industey geared up for milicary pro-
duction, many new opporiunites preseited
themsclves for Ralph Peck and Karl Terzaghi
oo collaborare on consulting projects, including
the Republic Steel mill in Cleveland and the
MNewport News shipbuilding dry dock in
Virginda. The owo men had become a very of-
fecrive rearm.



In 1942, Ralph Peck accepred a position
a5 o professor ar the University of [linois,
Champaign-Urhana. Tt was a position that he
would hold fer over 30 years. He lecoured on
s0il mechanics and foundation engincering
0 the struciural engineering studencs. Karl
TEIT.I.E'H soon  hecame 3 frcqumt Fuest
lecourer ar the University of Nlinods.

Terzaghi was still having difficuley wich
the manuscript for his rexthook, so he asked
Ralph Peck to co-author the book with him
and help him o put it into readable English.
They labored on the manuscrips together for
six years. The hinal product, Soif Meohawics in
Engimeering Practicr, is without a doubt the
maost comprehensive book on the subject and
ig still in use coday.

Some years later, Ralph Peck co-authorsd
another texthook, Fowndrtion Emgimeering,
alang with Walter Hanson and Thomas
Thornburn. The book was based on the class
notes from his Foundation Engineering course
at the university. The extraordinary thing
about Foumdstion Engiueering was the way
in which it merged the mil mechanic aspects
of foundation design with the strucoureal
engineering considerations. This book would
also soon become a clasaic.

At the University of lllinois, Ralph Feck
trained several gencrations of engineers. He
hand picked the faculty and buils 3 world
class program in soil mechanics. His lectures
emphasared the importance of common
sense and feld observation. Studenes were
encouraged o get their hands dircy in the
field and not o rely too heavily on theoretical
analysis technigques, He believed thar a solad
background in grology was essential o
understanding soil formations and behavior,
The study of geology is conspicuously
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absent from most geotechnical engineering
curriculums. He alsa believed thar strucrural
engineers should have a solid background
in soils and foundarions, Regretrably, the
strucrural engincering profession has drifred
away from becoming imvalved in foundation
design and tends o rely o heavily on
geotechnical consultans,

The course that had the most profound
impact on Peck’s students was his Case Study
course, Hather than lectare o the class,
he would creat the smudens as a board of
consultants. Real world foundation problems
would be presented and the class would have
o crack the case. The seudents would perform
an investigation and colkect subsurface daca
help them unravel the mystery. Each student
would have o write 4 report thar described
the cause of the problem and a solution. The
report had 1o be rypewritten on one sheer of
B% x Ll-inch paper. Ralph Peck was often
quaoted saving, “If you can't reduce 3 difficulc
tngj:m::ring Frnl:lrm IO JUESE LS page, you
will probably pever underseand ir.”

In 1974, Ralph Peck retired from his full
ume position ar the University of [linocis
and moved o Albusguergue, New Meaica,
He remained a Professor Emerinus ar che
university, and owver the next 3 years he
rerurmed to Illinois twice a year w give a
series of lecrures and vo stay in touch with the
students and faculey,

Throughour his carcer, Ralph Peck served
a5 o consulant on countless foundarion and
dam projecrs. He collaborated on projects
with Karl Terzaghi up until Terzaghi's death
in 1963. Some of Peck’s more noeahle projects
include the rapid transit systems in the San
Francisco Bay area and the Washingron D.C.
et are, the Alaska oil pipeline, the James
Bay project in Canada, and che hri.-e‘lg: ACTOES
the Gulf of Corinth in Greece.

President Gerald Ford presenced Ralph Peck
with the 1974 Mational Medal of Science
“for his :I.-_"uelcrpm:m of the science and ar
af subsurface enginecring, combining the
scienoes of geology and soil mechanics with
the practical ar of foundation design.”

HKMTE‘I’H{;H.WHHE ﬁﬂwnﬁu‘ilmﬁhiﬁu.
it could be said dhar Ralph Pocke was s uncle. Bur
despite all of his technical acoomplishmenes, the
thing char his colleagues remember most i whar
a terrific person and nice guy Ralph Peck was.
He was never heard saying a disparaging remark
about anybody, and he was always willing w
help our a Fellow engincees

Jirw DieSeefiens, PE., AIA is the Presidens of
DieSicfans & Chamberlain, Inc focated in
Fairfield, Commecticus, He can be contacred
at jimd e desrrucrnral.com.
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