
John William Layer

August 18, 1927 — March 13, 1975

Agriculture lost a dedicated servant with the untimely death of John W. Layer on March 13, 1975, at the age of 

forty-seven, as the result of a long illness with the rare disease amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. He is survived by his 

wife, Marie, and their two children, Kathy and Chris.

A native of Buffalo, New York, John served in the United States Army Corps of Engineers during 1945-47. 

Thereafter he entered Cornell University and received the Bachelor of Science degree in 1951. Upon graduation 

he was appointed district extension agricultural engineer for the southeastern counties of New York State. In 

1956 John returned to Ithaca as an instructor in the Department of Agricultural Engineering. The following year 

he completed his Master of Science degree and was appointed assistant professor of agricultural engineering. 

Promotion to associate professor came in 1963. Upon retirement on August 21, 1972, after twenty-one years of 

service at Cornell University, he was named professor of agricultural engineering, emeritus, by Cornell’s Board of 

Trustees.

John’s primary extension responsibility was to develop and carry out an educational program in the design and 

construction of structures for storing farm produce. He also cooperated in research on ventilation and designs 

for such facilities. John became one of the leading authorities on storage of fruit, potatoes, onions, and flowers, as 

well as silage, hay, and grains. His advice and counsel were sought by growers, building consultants, contractors, 

and manufacturers from all parts of the nation. As an expert in construction of controlled-atmosphere storages 

for apples, he was called upon to advise farmers in New York and nearby states wherever specialists were not 

available. His counsel was sought for almost every refrigerated-storage facility built on a farm in the state in the 

last fifteen years of his career. His extension bulletin Farm Refrigerated Storages is considered a model and is 

consulted throughout the country.

As an active member of the College Floriculture Industry Program Committee, he provided effective leadership in 

approaching greenhouse environmental control problems. He was one of the key authors of the Cornell extension 

publication Fertilizer Proportioners for Floriculture and Nursery Crop Production Management. This manual 

and the extension program for which it was developed were highly successful in motivating commercial flower 

producers to mechanize and improve crop nutrition practices. The manual continues to be unique and to be used 

nationally, not only by extension and industry personnel but also by college teachers, as a floriculture text. John 
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also coauthored numerous other publications in the area of greenhouse environmental control. He was appointed 

leader of the College Floriculture Industry Program in 1970 and served in this role until his illness forced his 

retirement.

In 1970 the New York State Flower Industries, Inc., recognized him for his industrywide contributions and service 

and conferred honorary membership on him. They further recognized his contributions in 1971 with a special 

citation on behalf of the state’s floriculture industry.

Nationally, he was a leader in the American Society of Agricultural Engineers, served as chairman of the committee 

to plan and conduct the North Atlantic Section Meeting of the ASAE in 1965, and was on the planning committee 

of the national meeting held at Cornell in 1959. He was a member of the Executive Committee of the North 

Atlantic Region of ASAE and in 1971, chairman of their Farm Structures Division. He was active on several 

technical committees at the national level of ASAE and contributed to the preparation of some of the standards 

incorporated into the Agricultural Engineers Yearbook. The society conferred honorary life membership on him 

in 1972 in recognition of his work and devotion to the society and the profession.

To fulfill John’s wishes, the John W. Layer Memorial Scholarship Award in Agricultural Engineering has been 

established. Its purpose is to encourage professionalism and participation in activities of the American Society of 

Agricultural Engineers by undergraduate student majors in agricultural engineering.

John was project superintendent of the Farm Buildings Project at the New York State Fair for several years and was 

responsible for planning and supervising the construction of the major facilities.

He was author of eleven bulletins and dozens of articles for industry and for country extension publications. In 

national competition he received the ASAE Blue Ribbon Award in the category of extension publications.

Active in community service, John served as a member of the board of trustees of the Presbyterian Church in 

Trumansburg, chairman of the board of trustees of Cayuga Lodge, chairman of the Brooktondale Community 

Center, and a member of the Brooktondale Volunteer Fire Department.

John Layer loved life, people, and a good story. He engaged in conversation as both friend and teacher with 

enthusiasm, knowledge, and a sly, beguiling wit. He often took a positive position on unpopular issues and said 

what others feared to mention, but he was never pedantic or overbearing. He respected other points of view. These 

characteristics served him well in his occupation as an extension agricultural engineer. He worked hard and 

enthusiastically at helping people solve problems related to engineering and made it a point to know his clients 
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and audiences. As a result, he became an extremely effective teacher with an admirable sense of what to emphasize 

and when to lighten a lecture with humor. He presented well-organized and aptly illustrated material with clearly 

articulated delivery—always managing to say just what he intended to say. Most importantly, he could interpret 

technical subject matter for his audiences so they could appreciate the salient points.

John loved life, and his enthusiasm for it and determination to get back to living it fully carried him through the 

years of fighting his little-known disease. It deprived him of one of his most prized possessions-communication 

with the people he loved. His mind remained alert and active, even as his body withered and finally could no longer 

support his effort to live. Yet he was convinced he would win. His devoted nurse expresses it best: “John was not 

only a professor at Cornell, but also a teacher to many of us in the medical profession—a teacher of patience and 

understanding. It was he who taught many of us the real meaning of these words. John was physically vegetated; 

however, his mental faculties were completely intact to his day of passing. His smile, his blink, and his sparkling 

eyes will always be a remembrance of this man to whom so many are thankful.” John did win.

Carl F. Gortzig, Everett D. Markwardt, Ronald B. Furry
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