
Whiton Powell

September 21, 1903 — June 23, 1980

Whiton “Pete” Powell, retired professor of business management and librarian, died in his sleep at his home in 

Ithaca on June 23, 1980, at the age of seventy-six. His death terminated nearly sixty years of association with and 

dedicated service to Cornell University and the Ithaca community. He was actively involved to the end, his death 

having been discovered when he did not appear for a scheduled Meals-on- Wheels volunteer assignment.

Professor Powell was born in Silver Springs, New York, and attended schools in Buffalo. He entered Cornell in 

1920, earned his Bachelor of Arts degree in economics with honors in 1924, and received both a Master of Science 

degree in 1926 and the Doctor of Philosophy degree in 1929 in the Department of Agricultural Economics, where 

his major interest was in business management.

Upon completion of his formal graduate studies Dr. Powell accepted a position as assistant professor of accounting 

at Lehigh University. After one year he moved to Washington, D.C., as an agricultural economist with the newly 

created Federal Farm Board where he worked on the business analyses of farmer cooperatives.

In 1930 he returned to the Department of Agricultural Economics at Cornell as professor of business management. 

In this position, he taught courses in accounting, business management, and cooperatives; supervised graduate 

students; conducted research on the problems of farmer cooperatives; and participated in business management 

extension programs with agricultural cooperatives and other agribusinesses.

As one of his professorial duties Dr. Powell had served for several years as chairman of the Department of 

Agricultural Economics library committee. Then in 1944 he became chairman of the joint library committee of 

the Colleges of Agriculture and Home Economics, an assignment he held until 1952 and one that led to a change in 

his professional career. It was during this period that Mann Library was being planned and constructed. Professor 

Powell worked closely with members of the state architect’s staff and played an important role in the designing of 

the new library.

In 1946, upon the death of Willard Ellis who had served as the College of Agriculture librarian for thirty years, 

Professor Powell became acting librarian, and in 1947 he was appointed associate librarian of the College of 

Agriculture. When Mann Library was completed in 1952, Dr. Powell was appointed librarian-in-charge and under 

his supervision several small libraries were consolidated in the new facility. He was particularly interested in 
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collection development and under his leadership Mann Library grew from 200,000 volumes at the beginning to 

400,000 volumes at the time of his retirement. Mann Library came to be recognized as one of the largest and best 

libraries of its kind in existence.

In 1961 Professor Powell was appointed assistant director of Cornell University Libraries. In this new capacity he 

became responsible for the administration of the College of Veterinary Medicine library on the Cornell campus 

and the New York State Agricultural Experiment Station library in Geneva in addition to Mann Library. In 

cooperation with the other University library directors, he helped with the coordination of library services and 

resources on a campus-wide basis. His major objective was to develop a library system that would be of maximum 

use to students and faculty.

During 1964-65 the Powells spent several months in the Philippines where he served as a consultant and made a 

survey of the library needs of the University of the Philippines College of Agriculture at Los Banos. As a follow-

up in 1967 he returned to assist in preparing plans for a new library building. After his retirement he served as a 

library consultant to the Asian Vegetable Research and Development Center in Taiwan.

Whiton Powell retired from Cornell on June 30, 1969. The Board of Trustees awarded him the status of professor 

of business management emeritus. After retirement the Powells continued to live in Ithaca and maintained a keen 

interest in various University and community projects.

In 1927 Pete Powell married Jeannette Gardiner, a graduate of the College of Home Economics (now Human 

Ecology). The Powells shared many common interests in the areas of education and community service. For a half 

century both were active in a host of University and community activities and their mutual support of each other’s 

activities continued until her death in 1978.

It is noteworthy that two educational facilities are named in honor of the Powells. In recognition of Professor 

Powell’s contributions to the organization and operation of Mann Library, the periodical room was named 

the Whiton Powell Periodical Room in 1969. In 1971 the building that houses nurse’s training, business, data 

processing, child care, and food service classrooms and facilities on the Board of Cooperative Educational Services 

(BOCES) campus on Warren Road was dedicated as the Jeannette G. Powell Building in honor of her leadership 

during nine years on the BOCES board, five of which she served as president.

Professor Powell was a member of Rotary, the American Library Association, the Association of College and 

Research Libraries, Sigma Xi, Gamma Alpha, Alpha Zeta, and Kappa Delta Rho. He was alumni adviser of Kappa 
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Delta Rho for many years. After retirement he was active in several volunteer community service projects. He 

developed a special interest in the volunteer surgical service of the Tompkins County Hospital Auxiliary and 

was contributing his services two days a week at the time of his death. The Powells were avid bridge players, 

and enthusiastic sailboat racing participants on Skaneateles Lake. Pete had an outstanding stamp collection that 

had been started by his father, was recognized as an authority on stamps, and frequently was asked to evaluate 

collections in the area.

Pete Powell had an infectious smile, an ever-present positive outlook on life, an ability to see things realistically and 

get things done in an orderly and systematic manner, and the faculty of enjoying whatever activity he undertook. 

His life was dedicated to the service of the University and the community. He and his wife contributed generously 

of their time, talents, and money for the betterment of humanity. They leave a legacy to Cornell University and the 

Ithaca community that will continue for many years to come.

The Powells are survived by four children, all of whom are Cornell graduates. They are: Jeannette Davis, Augusta, 

Maine; Gardiner Powell, St. Charles, Illinois; Andrew Powell, Merrimack, New Hampshire; and Anne Gatti, 

Shelburne, Vermont. They also leave thirteen grandchildren and three great-grandchildren.

Clifton W. Loomis, Henry T. Murphy, Robert S. Smith, C. Arthur Bratton
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