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As a soil scientist, Douglas J. Lathwell served his university, citizens of New York State, and the world at large. He 

taught and advised Cornell undergraduates from many countries and served on committees that guided the research 

and instruction of graduate students here and abroad. He developed educational materials for farmers and other 

agricultural professionals to help them manage soil fertility and to understand better the role of laboratory- and 

field-based analytical tests of their soils in making scientifically sound land use judgments that were economically 

feasible and environmentally compatible. His entire career was marked by a consistent sensitivity to the balance 

between economic well being of farmers and consumers while minimizing the environmental impact of farming 

on environmental quality.

A product of a small rural school in Benzie County, Michigan, he was a rural schoolteacher for one year before 

enrolling in the Michigan State College of Agriculture in the fall of 1942. In preparation for anticipated training as 

a meteorologist with the U.S. Army Air Force, he was sent to Brown University for a year (1943-44), but when the 

Army discontinued the program, he was sent to join the garrison of the Panama Canal Zone. Honorably discharged 

with the rank of Sergeant in 1946, he resumed his studies at Michigan State College, graduating with honors and 

a Bachelor’s degree in Soil Science in 1947. In 1950, he received a Ph.D. degree from Ohio State University and 

immediately began his professional career as Assistant Professor in the Department of Agronomy at Cornell.

Beginning in 1950, Professor Lathwell managed all aspects of soil testing at Cornell and after ten years of his 

leadership, utilization of the laboratory increased from 10,000 to 50,000 samples per year. During his tenure, the 

laboratory was upgraded routinely to take advantage of developing analytical technology. He and Professor Peech 

published a research and extension bulletin describing interpretation of soil tests that at the time was “cutting 

edge” and has become a classic reference in soil fertility and nutrient management programs.

Professor Lathwell began to devote a substantial part of his time to agricultural production systems in developing 

countries in 1956 with a sabbatical leave in Honduras advising universities and government agencies on their 

development of a soil-testing program. In the period 1970-72, Cornell University, North Carolina State University, 

the University of Hawaii and other academic institutions conducted a collaborative program for managing soils in 

the tropics. Doug participated in the early stages of this program and spent a sabbatical leave in Puerto Rico in 1970 

developing prototype field experiments that became the template for similar field-based soil fertility research in 
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Brazil, Colombia, Peru, and Ghana. Between 1976 and 1989, he assumed the leadership in coordinating the Cornell 

portion of this program. He developed and maintained this interdisciplinary, multi-institutional international 

research program at Cornell for several years and in the process, the group trained over 20 Ph.D. students. 

Publications he authored and edited during this time summarized the work on lime, phosphorus fertilizers, soil 

compaction, and beneficial uses of green manures, most notably in Puerto Rico, Ghana and Brazil.

Professor Lathwell was elected as Fellow of the American Society of Agronomy, Soil Science Society of America, and 

the American Association for the Advancement of Science. In 1964, he was a Fulbright Scholar to the Netherlands. 

He served as a member or chair of the Fellowship Committee of the Graduate School and also served as Director of 

Graduate Studies in the Graduate Field of Agronomy, CALS Education Policy Committee, and CALS Admissions 

Policy Committee.

Beginning in 1952 and continuing until his retirement in 1989, he taught introductory courses in soil science at 

least one semester per year. He was advisor to over 200 undergraduate students and served as major and minor 

adviser on over 100 M.S. and Ph.D. graduate student committees.

Professor Lathwell was an active participant in discussions, both speaking and listening, covering all manner 

of topics. He was a gentle man at all times. But he did not always agree. His most caustic expletive was “horse 

feathers.” When he used that term you knew that the discussion had gone off track and that it was time to re-

evaluate what had just been said. Colleagues, students, and friends often sought his wise counsel.

He always cared deeply for the affairs of the department, his professional home for over 40 years, and was pointed 

with his sage advice when asked to comment on the thornier issues facing departmental administrators. Though 

seldom did he feel it was his place to volunteer his views on such issues, he commanded such great respect by 

department leaders that his advice was sought and gladly accepted whenever it was offered. Most enjoyable were 

the times he would recount to us during morning coffee breaks those stories of his latest retirement adventures 

with his family.

Doug was a valued colleague, a close friend to many over the years, and a dedicated environmental professional. 

He contributed significantly to advancing our profession of soil science, promoting environmentally sound 

agronomic practices, and sustaining food production systems in many regions of the world. He touched deeply 

many lives in such positive ways that he will forever have our respect and admiration and will never be forgotten.

Stephen D. DeGloria, Robert D. Miller David R. Bouldin
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