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“Our friend and colleague” as Harry MacDonald was introduced at a dinner honoring his career service to 

seedgrowers, was an agriculturist of the classical kind. In him were combined scientist, naturalist, historian and 

philosopher. His was a life of service to constituents spread across New York State, northeastern North America, 

and overseas.

His early years in rural Nova Scotia inculcated in him the virtues of industry, thrift, and loyalty. As education 

and experience conducted him into a larger setting, he became known professionally for scholarship, scientific 

integrity, and insight.

After service with the Canada Department of Agriculture at Nappan, Nova Scotia, he entered McGill University, 

from which he received a B.S. degree in 1937, and then came to Cornell for graduate study in agronomy under D.B. 

Johnstone-Wallace, who had been brought from Great Britain to develop a program in pasture management for 

New York. Harry MacDonald was assigned to investigate an immigrant forage plant called birdsfoot trefoil (Lotus 

corniculatus) that had started to colonize the eastern Catskills. His doctoral dissertation, based on detailed studies 

both on farms and at the experiment station in Ithaca, became one of the most famous publications of the Cornell 

University Experiment Station. Memoir 261, “Birdsfoot Trefoil: Its Characteristics and Potentialities as a Forage 

Legume” stands some half century post-publication as a primary reference source.

The usefulness of trefoil demonstrated in these studies spurred interest in widespread adoption, and MacDonald, 

after he received the doctorate in 1943, was appointed Assistant Professor of Agronomy in 1944 with duties in both 

research and extension. His objective was to raise the productivity and nutritive value of pastures on New York 

farms by introducing trefoil, and by other means.

Enthusiasm for trefoil was tempered by the discovery that the seedling stage of the plant did not compete vigorously, 

and also by the fact that, because in Europe whence it came, it was an unsown volunteer, there was no source for 

the quantities of seed that were needed. MacDonald set about selecting better plant types, eventually releasing 

the first two named varieties in North America, “Empire” and “Viking”. Meanwhile he and his graduate students 

created a laboratory at Ithaca for the study of the formation, maturation, processing and germination of seeds. 

With extension agents he undertook to organize growers, land and equipment for commercial-scale production 

of the new varieties. The production of trefoil seed proved, over the following decades, to be a nearly intractable 
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problem because the pods, arranged like a bird’s foot, fly open spontaneously when fully dry and ready for harvest. 

At a time when seed production problems were routinely being handed off to specialists in the irrigated West, 

birdsfoot trefoil was actually rejected by those specialists and the problem was sent back to the area where the 

seed was needed. Under these difficult circumstances, Harry MacDonald retained the respect and affection of the 

growers by dedicated effort.

He was promoted to Associate Professor in 1947, and Professor in 1950. Meanwhile he had taken on teaching 

duties. He taught a course called “Grasslands” for over twenty years. In the mid-1960s he began two new courses, 

the first (Economic Crops) paralleling a shift in his research and extension duties toward oilseed crops and the 

second (Tropical Agriculture) responding to student demand for more information about crop production in 

the tropics. He also offered Special Topics courses from time to time at Cornell, and simultaneously held an 

appointment at Syracuse University where he taught a course in Range Management to forestry students.

His broad interests made him a natural participant in the program in International Agriculture at Cornell, where 

he was chosen by more than a dozen graduate students to serve as chair of their special committee. Many others 

nominated him as a minor member. His hospitality and wisdom made him a popular consultant. There was a 

year as a member of the Cornell team that assisted the University of the Philippines to establish a graduate studies 

program at Los Banos, and consultations in several other countries.

Above and beyond the demeanor of its occupant, Mac’s office had atmosphere. Its wooded desk and cabinets had 

sentimental value, but also served as a silent reproach to the administrators for the extravagance of purchasing all 

new furniture when the Department moved to Bradfield and Emerson Halls in 1968. Photographs of friends and 

mementoes of many kinds adorned the walls, and the bookshelves displayed an eclectic array of source materials.

Harry MacDonald made and kept friendships by his genuine interest in individuals, by his unselfishness, and by 

his unfailing courtesy. He would have topped the faculty list if ranked by secretaries and other staff members, 

and he was gratified at the establishment of an annual Harry A. MacDonald Award for excellence in agronomy. 

Robust and energetic for most of his career (he was reputed to have used a needle and thread, but no anaesthetic, 

to sew up a severe cut sustained in the field), he became less so toward the end because of diabetes; typically, he 

did not complain. He left a period of depression behind him, downplayed his role as critic, basked in the support 

of family and friends, and left us with the half smile he so often wore himself. And he left us a summer landscape 

illuminated by the bright yellow blossoms of birdsfoot trefoil.

W. Keith Kennedy, Robert L. Plaisted, Madison /. Wright
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