
John Farnsworth Cornman

January 22, 1913 — January 6, 1998

John Farnsworth Cornman, Professor Emeritus of Ornamental Horticulture at Cornell University, died Tuesday, 

January 6, 1998, at the age of 84 in Ithaca, New York. He retired in 1973 after a 37-year affiliation with the College 

of Agriculture and Life Sciences. His spouse, Frances Davis, died on June 6, 1998. John and Frances are survived by 

their sons and daughters-in-law: David and Nancy Cornman of Pittsford, New York; Peter and Geraldine Cornman 

of Bonita Springs, Florida; and Stephen and Deborah Cornman of St. Augustine, Florida; two grandchildren; and 

two great-grandchildren.

John was born January 22, 1913, in Shelby, Ohio, and attended elementary school in Ohio and New York. John 

and Frances both grew up in Valois, New York on the shores of Seneca Lake. The Watkins Review and Express, 

reporting John’s death, noted that he had been raised “in the big white house on the corner of Route 414 and Lake 

Street in Valois.” Residents still refer to it as “the Cornman house”. John designed a garden on the property for 

his parents during his college years. John and Frances both graduated from Watkins Glen High School and from 

Cornell University. John received his Ph.D. degree from Cornell in 1947. His doctoral thesis was considered a 

major contribution to the taxonomy of the genus Juniperus.

Before and during his college days, he worked as a landscape foreman, an estate head gardener, a horticulturist 

with the United States Golf Association Green Section, and an instructor at Cornell University.

He served with the United States Naval Air Training Command, United States Bureau of Aeronautics, as an 

Agronomist. He returned to Cornell in January 1946 as an Instructor in Ornamental Horticulture, and was 

promoted to Assistant Professor in April 1947, Associate Professor in July 1950, and Professor in July 1957. In 

the early years of his career, his major effort was directed toward teaching, research and extension in woody 

ornamentals and other plant materials. During the latter part, his responsibilities were in turfgrass management 

and, there were times in between when he covered all of these areas, which spoke well of his dedication to the 

university. Characteristically, John did it all without fanfare!

Perhaps Professor Cornman’s principal interest was in turfgrass management and he was instrumental in developing 

this newly emerging field at Cornell. Teaching, research, and extension activities in turfgrass management were 

started under his direction in 1940. Initially shared with instruction in woody plant materials, these efforts 

became a full-time responsibility in 1961. Some of his many contributions included: assisting in the formation of 
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the New York State Turfgrass Association; the planning and development of twenty-six annual Cornell Turfgrass 

Conferences; the preparation, publication and the editing of the monthly New York State Turfgrass Bulletin; 

undergraduate and graduate instruction in the principles of turfgrass management; the establishment of turfgrass 

research and extension demonstration plots at Cornell and in Nassau County, Long Island; and the preparation of 

the annual Cornell Recommendations for Turfgrass Pest Control and Cultural Management; as well as numerous 

other articles and extension publications on turfgrass culture and maintenance.

Cornell Extension Bulletin 922, Home Lawns, authored by Professor Cornman, was for many years requested in 

greater numbers than any other Cornell extension publication. Picture Clues for Turfgrass Problems, also a Cornell 

extension publication, was one of the first field guides for diagnosing turfgrass problems. His special research 

interests were the selective control of turfgrass weeds, especially crabgrass and Veronica filiformis, thatch control 

in turfgrass, and new cultivar evaluation for New York State conditions. These continuing activities have provided 

the turfgrass professional and the consumer alike with pertinent and reliable information that has contributed 

significantly to improved culture and maintenance of turfgrass in New York State.

Professor Cornman was a familiar figure to extension field staff and audiences through the years as he traveled 

the meeting circuit and in other ways served as a resource person in home lawn, golf course and athletic field 

management, and in commercial sodgrass production. His quick wit and intolerance of the unnecessary was 

greatly appreciated by all.

Teaching of undergraduates and graduate students and of extension audiences was John’s forte. He was a well-

recognized authority in both plant materials and turfgrass science and had solid experience working in these 

fields. He brought his knowledge and experience to bear in his instruction in a most effective way. His lectures 

were beautifully illustrated with slides as well as with specimen materials, and were generously spiced with his 

bright and colorful humor.

He was a master of wit and understatement whether in the lecture room or the coffee room. His colleagues eagerly 

anticipated his succinct assessments of the most recent faculty meeting, committee session or local or national 

news development. John was convinced that meetings were the work of the devil!! His astuteness and insight 

enabled him to cut through to the heart of matters, to analyze the situation and to come to his conclusion on the 

necessary course of action long before otherq had finished debating the issue. He often left meetings early with a 

witty quip to the effect that “we beat this issue to death an hour ago!”

Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/17813



John took to the field with his courses. His excursions to the Rochester, New York and Washington, D.C. parks, 

gardens and even cemeteries, to introduce students to the rare as well as common plants and to show them an 

especially ancient or special specimen were great adventures as well as effective learning opportunities. His wit 

and humor again made these especially enjoyable events.

A major interest of John’s was the development of the Cornell Plantations, the arboretum, botanical garden and 

natural preserves of the university. As a plant materials specialist, John saw the development of the university’s 

living plant collections as essential for his as well as for other plant science courses and outreach programs. He 

served as Director of Cornell Plantations from 1947-52 at a time when the unit was a loosely organized patchwork 

of university lands and limited plant collections assigned for administration to the Department of Floriculture and 

Ornamental Horticulture. John had a permanent staff of one, Raymond Patno, his superintendent of operations. 

John and Ray, working with a few temporary staff, made considerable progress in forging Plantations into a more 

organized and functional unit. John served as Director in addition to his otherwise full-time responsibilities.

John Cornman was a member of the American Society of Agronomy, Weed Science Society of America, 

International Turfgrass Society, and the honorary societies Phi Kappa Phi and Sigma Xi. He was honored in 1979 

by the New York State Turfgrass Association with the Citation of Merit for “dedication and for his 33 years of 

service to Cornell University and the turfgrass industry in New York State.”

Professor John Cornman is remembered by alumni for his fierce independence, his stinging yet refreshing wit, 

and his concern for the quality of undergraduate instruction. Turfgrass professionals still remember and admire 

John for his no-nonsense, to-the-point approach to turfgrass technology. His insistence that all recommendations 

be based on sound science and research brought him great industry respect. John was proud of Cornell and 

frequently spoke of “the Hill” when discussing the university.

John Cornman will be remembered as a pioneer turfgrass scientist and teacher, a faculty member who truly 

appreciated and served well his students, and a friend whose wit and wisdom helped us all keep our perspective.

George L. Good, A. Martin Petrovic, Carl F. Gortzig
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