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Judd, 1957 textbook) was appointed as professor of rock mechanics in civil engineering after a 
distinguished career at the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and the government-sponsored RAND 
Corporation. Bill Judd retired from Purdue in 1987 at age 70. Gordon was recruited by Purdue 
in the Judd mold in 1975 and moved his practice from the nation’s capital to the campus when he 
was named a professor in the Department of Geosciences. His technique of counseling senior 
management then shifted from lieutenant generals of the Army to the sitting president of Purdue, 
and Gordon played a little golf and managed a lot of troubleshooting for the president. He taught 
several recurring courses and had a friendly open-door policy for mentoring students.

Gordon taught geology for Engineers I, a junior level course for civil engineering students. 
He continued to teach this course for the next two years. He also taught an advanced engineering 
geology course working with a team of other geology faculty including Terry West. At the age 
of 65, in 1977, Professor Prescott was required to retire from active teaching and was named 
professor emeritus. In this role, Gordon continued to serve on advisory committees for graduate 
students in engineering geology, and was a guest lecturer in a number of courses. Always active 
in the department and the university, Gordon kept regular hours while maintaining an office in 
the department. He came to campus daily, greeting people in his friendly fashion, joking and 
cajoling everyone he met.

Gordon was also elected to Honorary Membership of the Association of Engineering 
Geologists in 1987 and served as chair of the GSA Engineering Geology Division in 1973. In 
2002, following his 90th birthday, Gordon and wife, Margaret, moved to North Carolina to be 
near their son, Robert, a retiree from the U.S. Geological Survey in Reston, Virginia. Margaret, 
married to Gordon for 63 years, preceded him in death in 2003.

Gordon’s positive provocations came to light in 1983 when he lectured in Hatheway’s 
classes at the School of Mines (Rolla, Missouri). He terrified one large class (about 35 geological 
and mining engineers and a few geologists) with his personal question of, “Are you here for a 
degree or an education?” Gordon was obviously still grandly affected by his own interrupted 
professional education.

That was Gordon Prescott in a nutshell. His own formal education ended with a bachelor’s 
degree in geology, and his informal education was on the “stage of life,” in which he was a 
self-propelled juggernaut for whom we should be forever indebted and of whom we should not 
lose memory. Gordon’s “paper trail” of publications largely were not his own, but were written 
by various members of his staff in response to Gordon’s negotiated orders to clear up recurring 
discrepancies and shortcomings in practice. Many of these survive in the form of Engineer 
Technical Letters which are still a source of sound and straightforward procedural protocols for 
the practice of engineering geology.

Gordon was a giant, and we liked him that way!

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors gratefully acknowledge the cooperation of Prescott’s son Robert and daughter-
in-law Mary in providing the portrait and some of the essential non-geologic details, and to 
retired Corps Chief Geologist F. Wayne Swartz and retired Seattle District Geologist Richard W. 
Galster (GSA Engineering Geology Division chairman, 1978) for helpful firsthand clarifications 
and a final proofreading.


