
 
 
Ronald Eugene Anderson (“Ron”), Professor Emeritus of Plant Breeding & Genetics died in 
Ithaca, NY at age 93. Ron was born in Sioux City, Iowa, and raised on his family farm in 
northeastern Nebraska, 35 miles west of Sioux City. He was educated in a one- room school, and 
then graduated from high school in Concord, Nebraska, in 1937. One of seven students in his 
graduating class, he studied English, Math, Science, History and Latin. His parents, Ivar Hilding 
and Hanna Pearson Anderson, both college graduates, encouraged their son to continue his 
education. He received a B.S. degree from the University of Nebraska, in 1948, and M.S. (1949) 
and Ph.D. (genetics, 1952) degrees from the University of Wisconsin, Madison. At Cornell, Ron 
was recognized for his cooperative spirit and for his many contributions to the Ithaca 
community. 
 
Ron first attended State Teachers College in Wayne, Nebraska (19371939), only 10 miles from 
home. He was called back to the family farm after two years, when his father hurt his back and 
could not work. Even though Ron could have received a permanent deferment for his 
contribution to agricultural production, he instead enlisted in the US Army Air Corps. He was 
assigned to the 8th Air Force in the European Theatre of operation during WWII (1942- 1945), 
and trained as a navigator. Following the war he returned to college, funded by the GI Bill. His 
Air Corps education in math, meteorology, and engineering, along with his work at State 
Teachers College, was credited towards his bachelor’s degree in Agricultural Engineering, Plant 
Science and Plant Breeding, at the University of Nebraska. There he met and married Jean Burr 
in 1948. They had four children, Susan, Scott, Carol and Burr. 
 
Ron’s uncle, notable maize geneticist Ernest Gustaf Anderson (Cornell Ph.D. 1920), encouraged 
him to continue his education in plant genetics, with R. A. Brink at the University of Wisconsin, 
in 1948. There, he was a Graduate Research Assistant, supported by a Wisconsin Alumni 
Research Foundation Scholarship. At the time, Brink and his students were beginning to expand 
their research on transposable elements in maize, which Barbara McClintock (Cornell Ph.D. 
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1927) had earlier discovered, and for which she would receive an unshared Nobel Prize in 1983. 
Ron worked on one aspect of Brink’s project, co-authoring his first report in the Maize Genetics 
Cooperation Newsletter in 1950, with fellow students; independent reports soon followed, and 
by 1952, he published his doctoral research with Brink, in the American Journal of Botany. 
Anderson recalled that his uncle “Little Andy,” introduced his nephew to McClintock at the 1955 
Brookhaven Symposium held on Long Island, NY. 
 
Following graduation, he was appointed Assistant Professor, in the Department of Agronomy at 
the University of Kentucky (1952- 1954). Ron’s studies at Nebraska and training with Brink at 
Wisconsin impressed the new head of Cornell’s Plant Breeding Department, R. P. Murphy, who 
in 1954 recruited Ron (to replace C. C. Lowe) as an Assistant Professor of Plant Breeding with 
shared responsibilities in research and teaching, and extension. 
 
At Cornell, Ron assumed responsibilities and made independent contributions to the forage crops 
breeding and genetics project, and the extension and pure-seed projects. For the latter he 
developed many reports for the extension activities of the Department, and wrote articles for the 
County Extension Service Association, Agricultural News Publication.  He took responsibility 
for teaching classes when faculty members were on leave. He studied the cytology and breeding 
of forage crops species; effects of radiation on forage species; and conducted research on alfalfa 
with a growth habit suitable for longer periods between reseeding. For a time he shifted his 
efforts to variety evaluation, developing experimental hybrids of sugar beets in NY. He was 
making good progress with this program when the industry elected to discontinue their operation. 
He then worked on developing new sources of resistance to soil borne pests of potatoes and 
revived his research on alfalfa. 
 
Ron was promoted to Associate Professor of Plant Breeding (1960), and retired as Emeritus 
Professor in 1988, after 34 years of service. He served as a member of the University Committee 
on Military Curricula, College Extension Dairy Committee (Chair 1958-1959), sub-committee 
on Forage of the Dairy Committee (1959), Chair of the Annual Cornell Seed School Committee, 
and Chairman of the committee on program arrangements for the Forage School for County 
Agents (1959).  He served for many years as Secretary of the New York State College of 
Agriculture/Cornell University Seed Committee, for which he set the agenda and composed the 
minutes. Ron took an active role in assisting the Department Chair in planning space needs for 
the department in the new building, Bradfield/Emerson Hall, during the move from Plant 
Science. 
 
For many years Ron developed and facilitated the Plant Breeding Methods Lab course, which 
continues to be taught in much the same way with modern updates. The team-taught course is 
much appreciated by the students because they get an in-depth education on the diverse research 
programs in the department. Although his responsibilities were mainly in research and extension, 
he devoted time to mentor eight doctoral or masters’ students in plant breeding or genetics. Ron 
was a member of The American Society of Agronomy and the Genetics Society of America. 
 
Ron was very active in the community, serving the Cayuga Heights Fire Department; Cayuga 
Heights School advising board; the board of Ithaca High School, Parent Teachers Association; 
County Planning Board; the Kiwanis Club Director; the board of the Pee- Wee Hockey 



Association; Water Commission; the Athletic Council of Cornell; and was elected to the Village 
of Cayuga Heights Board of Trustees, and Mayor of Cayuga Heights for 15 years. 
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