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November 2, 1926 — September 27, 1998

Dick Black came to Cornell from the University of Illinois in 1959, at a time when the Agricultural Engineering 

Department (now Agricultural and Biological Engineering) was in transition from a department that was very 

applied, to one that could meet the needs of the rapidly changing agricultural sector in New York and the country. 

It was a time with increasing emphasis on research as well as strengthening the department’s teaching program. 

Dick brought an unusual combination of skills very appropriate to the period. He coupled a genuine interest in 

the problems farmers faced with a willingness to address those problems through research in the field setting. 

He had a special skill in designing and implementing research that involved the real-world complexities of the 

natural environment. Dick was an artisan, with a range of skills unusual for an academic. He was an accomplished 

machinist, metalworker and carpenter, and used all of these skills in carrying out his research program. This 

program, centered on the drainage problems characteristic of New York, was one of the earliest that linked theory 

with the realities of a very heterogeneous physical situation characteristic of much of the state.

In addition to his research on agricultural drainage, Dick carried heavy teaching and advising responsibilities. 

He taught in both the department’s technical program in the College of Agriculture, and the relatively new 

professionally oriented program carried out cooperatively with the College of Engineering. While he contributed 

substantially to the latter, including the development of the department’s hydraulics laboratory, Dick’s special 

forte was working with the department’s “transfer” students in the technical program. These students, many 

from the state’s agricultural and technical institutes, had special needs that Dick was able to meet. He was faculty 

advisor to most of these students, and was instrumental in their success.

With his boundless energy, Dick also was involved with the Department’s Extension program. He was a strong 

advocate for the formation of the New York State Land Improvement Contractor’s Association, and served as 

Secretary to the Association for a number of years.

Dick was an outdoorsman, with an avid interest in hunting and fishing. He shared these interests with youth in 

the community, through service as a leader in the Boy Scouts. He was a warm and generous individual, always 

willing to assist others.

In 1982, a combination of increasing interest in the area of extension, and the lure of returning to the mid-west, 

caused Dick to accept a position of Professor of Extension at the University of Kansas, where he remained until 
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retirement. He was a Professor Emeritus at both Cornell University and the University of Kansas. Following 

retirement, Dick and his wife, Marilyn, indulged in a favorite pastime, traveling with their recreational vehicle. It 

was on a visit to their daughter, Carolyn, in Alaska that he took ill and died soon after on September 27, 1998. His 

wife, Marilyn; son, Jim; two daughters, Carolyn and Barbara; and eight grandchildren survive Dick.

He was a good friend and colleague, and is missed.

Tammo Steenhuis, Gilbert Levine
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