
Henry Dietrich

October 24, 1894 — November 8, 1978

The death of Dr. Henry Dietrich ended a long career of devoted service to Cornell University. His special interest 

was the Cornell University Insect Collection, which he saw as a foundation of the Department of Entomology in 

support of teaching, research, and extension for Cornell and as a resource for specialists throughout the world.

Henry Dietrich was born in Eufurt, Germany, and came to the United States as a small boy. As a graduate of the 

Cornell Class of 1917, he was one of the Department of Entomology’s last links with John Henry Comstock. After 

his graduation he served from 1917 to 1919 as assistant curator of the insect collection, except for ten months in the 

United States Army. He spent 1920 with the United States Forest Service in California. From 1921 to 1928 he was 

a fruit grower in Niagara County, New York. He served as an inspector for the Mississippi Plant Board from 1929 

to 1932. He returned to Cornell in 1932 and served in various capacities until he earned his Doctor of Philosophy 

degree in 1937. In 1939 he became curator of the insect collection. He retired in 1962 as professor emeritus.

Hank, as he was known to faculty and students, was first of all a collector and deserves to rank with such great 

collectors as H. H. Smith, F. H. Snow, W. T. Davis, and J. C. Bradley. Holidays and vacations were spent in the 

field. To collect with Hank was to learn all the best techniques, not only of collecting, but also of preparation for 

securing the highest quality specimens. He was usually accompanied in the field by his wife, the former Alice 

Stout, a descendent of a pioneer western New York family. Alice, who had done graduate work in entomology and 

was a specialist in Odonata, was his strong right arm in everything he did. The Cornell collection is much richer 

for the work of the Dietrichs. They added to every major group and many species are represented only by their 

material.

Henry Dietrich published very little on his speciality, the Coleoptera. His major paper, “The Elateridae of New 

York State,” was published as Cornell University Agricultural Experiment Station Memoir 269. Hank felt that 

there were other, more competent people to publish revisions and describe new species. His expertise was in his 

ability to identify species with the aid of existing publications. In this he was outstanding, and many specialists 

working with the Cornell collection have expressed appreciation for the accuracy of his determinations. That 

publication is not necessary for recognition in one’s field is demonstrated by the many species named dietrichi 

by grateful specialists. A Manual of the Common Beetles of North America, by Elizabeth and Lawrence Dillon, is 

dedicated to Henry Dietrich.
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Students and faculty in and outside of Cornell called on Hank to help identify specimens involved in their work. 

Never did he refuse, and much of the work he did for others was well beyond the call of duty. Shortly after he 

retired as curator, the late Harold S. Grant, chairman of the Department of Insects, Academy of Natural Sciences 

of Philadelphia, said, “Henry Dietrich has done more for more entomologists than any living person.” This sums 

it up well.

For thirteen years after his retirement Hank came to his office every day and continued to identify beetles for 

students and faculty and update certain Portions of the beetle collection. He was always available for advice but 

never volunteered any. Never did he find fault with changes being made in curatorial procedures and policies.

In Ithaca, Henry Dietrich was active in the Unitarian Church, the Boy Scouts, and Rotary.

On August 21, 1975, Hank and Alice left Ithaca to make their home near their son in Kirkland, Washington. 

Although contact by mail and phone remained close, this move left a big gap in many lives.

Henry Dietrich leaves Alice, his wife of 58 years, a son Ernest, two daughters, Mary Alice (Mrs. Howard E. Evans) 

and Dorothy (Mrs. John Gardner), and eight grandchildren.
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