
 
Armand Robert Henri Van Wambeke was a Professor of Tropical Soil Science in the Department 
of Crop and Soil Sciences (initially Agronomy) at Cornell University from 1976 until his 
retirement in 1995.  He was born on May 16, 1926 in Ghent, Belgium and enjoyed a rich and 
diverse professional career. He worked for many organizations around the world before he and 
his family settled down in Ithaca, NY.    
    
Armand’s education was based in Ghent where he graduated from the Royal High School in 
1944, and studied Tropical Agriculture at the University of Ghent from 1945 to 1949.  He was 
also an accomplishe   basketball player and represented his country at the 1948 Olympics in 
London.    
After military service in the Ordinance Corps, Armand worked as a soil surveyor in the Belgian 
Congo, Rwanda and Burundi from 1951 to 1960. This formed the basis for his doctoral 
dissertation at the University in Ghent (1958) on the properties and classification of soils in the 
Kivu area, eastern Congo. This work was expanded in a 1974 publication for the FAO on the 
management of Ferralsols, the most highly-weathered and supposedly infertile soils of the 
tropics.  During this time, Armand and his wife Francine had six children - Paul, Jan, Luc, 
Philippe, Annika and Caroline.  Armand assumed a number of assignments around the world: the 
University of the Congo (1960-61), the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization 
(Colombia 1961-64, Nepal 1965), and the Belgian Center for Soil Survey (1965). He became 
acquainted with Cornell University during an interim position as International Professor in 1966, 
after which he returned to Latin America as the regional soil survey officer for the FAO, and in 
1970 to the University of Ghent to serve as project leader for the soil survey program.  His 
arrival at Cornell University in 1976 initiated a very productive phase as Professor of Tropical 
Soil Science. He regularly traveled around the world in support of soil survey and educational 
efforts and did two sabbaticals in Ghent.    
    
Armand made many contributions to the field of soil science, especially on tropical soils and 
land evaluation.  His language skills (fluent in Dutch, French, English and Spanish) allowed him 
to effectively work in many international settings.  He taught undergraduate and graduate 
students about tropical soils and his research contributed to their appraisal and classification. For 
ten years his group supported the international outreach of the US Soil Survey with a series of 
practical publications on cartography, map unit names, evaluating the quality of soil surveys, and 
soil moisture and temperature regimes. He gained international recognition for his research in 
land evaluation and the development of a computer based expert system with his Ph.D. student 
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David Rossiter (ALES, Automated Land Evaluation System, 1987), which is used around the 
world. He was an enthusiastic early adopter of any technology that could improve his work, 
including personal computers and geographical information systems.    
    
Armand’s primary teaching responsibility was with a course titled Soils of the Tropics, which he 
continued to teach for many years after his formal retirement. Many students considered this 
course a seminal experience in their academic training at Cornell, and Armand was especially 
highly regarded by international students. Towards the end of his career he wrote a textbook 
(1992) on the geography, properties and management of tropical soils, which was later adapted 
by the FAO (2003) to their new international soil classification.  Armand was known for his 
great analytical mind and ability to bring structure to the evaluation of complex soil systems. He 
took pride in challenging his students to think broadly. His reputation was that of a critical and 
demanding scholar and a fair and inspiring teacher.    
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