
Russell Dickinson Martin

September 3, 1917 — May 21, 2003

At the time of his death, Russell Martin had been affiliated with Cornell University for 60 years as an undergraduate, 

graduate student, Assistant Professor, Associate Professor, Professor, and Professor Emeritus. He touched countless 

lives through his inspired teaching, advising, counseling, and community services, and achieved distinction in 

each.

Russ was born in West Henrietta, New York, on September 3, 1917, a son of the late Howard and Alice Dickinson 

Martin. After graduation from Monroe High School in Rochester, he entered the College of Agriculture at Cornell 

as a freshman in 1935 and received a Bachelor of Science degree in 1939 and a Master of Science degree in 1941. 

He then accepted a position in the Central School in Clyde, New York as a teacher of Vocational Agriculture and 

in 1943 joined the Grange League Federation (GLF), a large cooperative that became Agway. After five years in 

the agricultural marketing division there, he taught Vocational Agriculture for one year at the Central School in 

Waterloo, New York.

His teaching career at Cornell started on July 1, 1949, when he received a temporary three-month appointment 

as Acting Assistant Professor in the Department of Animal Husbandry and then Assistant Professor in the new 

Department of Extension Teaching and Information. (Later renamed the Department of Communication Arts and 

the Department of Communication.) In 1954, he was promoted to Associate Professor and in 1970 to Professor.

Upon “partial retirement” in 1983, he became Professor Emeritus. The term “partial retirement” was an appropriate 

designation because Russ never permanently retired, continuing to maintain contacts with the university on a less 

formal volunteer basis. For example, he chaired the monthly meetings of the Department of Communication for 

ten years (1985-95). In a letter to his college dean, he wrote: “To close the door completely, I could never do.” That 

door remained open until the end of his life.

His teaching schedule included courses in Oral Communication, Parliamentary Procedure, and Effective Listening. 

He supervised the principal oral communication courses that adopted new innovations, such as video taping 

student speeches for review. Approximately 1500 students enrolled for these speech courses each academic year, 

involving eight to ten members of the teaching staff. They stressed a simple rule: have something to say, say it, then 

stop. His course in Parliamentary Procedure, which started as a one-credit course with only 15 students, gained 

quick student interest. It was changed to three credits and limited to 100 students in both fall and spring semesters.
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For many years, Russ was elected and re-elected as Speaker and Parliamentarian for the Faculty Council of 

Representatives and its successor, the University Faculty Senate. Also, at the request of Cristen Gardner, Director 

of the Office of Assemblies, he served during most of the decade of the 1990s as Parliamentarian to help guide 

members of the Student Assembly through some of their more controversial meetings, many of which lasted until 

late at night. In her words:

“He will long be remembered for giving freely of his time, and what endeared him to all of us was his wisdom and patience and 

unparalleled knowledge of parliamentary procedures.”

When Professor Martin first introduced his new course, Effective Listening, in the 1982 spring semester, he had 

misgivings about student interest. But at enrollment time, he didn’t have to worry: 47 signed up. Before he retired, 

he was teaching more than 100 in four sections, and at one time this course had almost 200 in eight sections. Some 

students asked him if listening skills were so important why did it take so long for such a course to be offered at 

Cornell? His reply:

“It was not by intent but by default. We’re just becoming aware of the importance of listening in the communication process. 

Research shows that almost 75 percent of a person’s day is spent communicating and 45 percent of that time is spent listening.”

During the early 1970s, he was asked by his department and Extension administration to be Coordinator of 

Communication for the statewide Cornell Cooperative Extension programs. He and his associates conducted 

workshops for new personnel to help them improve communication with their clientele.

Cornell athletics held a special interest for Russ, and for 47 years he was faculty advisor for the wrestling team. In 

the words of John Andrew (Andy) Noel, Cornell’s Director of Athletics and Physical Education and former head 

wrestling coach:

 “Russ was the first individual to extend his hand in friendship and support when I arrived in August 1974 to become head 

wresting coach. He served my athletes extremely well as faculty advisor, and assisted me immeasurably as a mentor, confident, 

and supporter. Furthermore, he helped many a young athlete navigate Cornell University and find his path to graduation and 

lifetime success in a myriad of careers. Russ was not only liked by them, he was well loved. His broad smile welcomed even the 

most shy students to his council.”

Before and during retirement, he was an active and dedicated volunteer for numerous organizations, including 

United Way of Tompkins County. His direct involvement with this agency resulted in a small group of community 

leaders founding the Livermore Society in 1983. Members of the Society make annual gifts ranging from $500 

to $10,000. For years and up to the 2003 campaign, he headed an effort to reach retired members of the Cornell 
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volunteers signed letters and personal notes and followed up with telephone calls. This led to increased support 

among retirees.

Cornell University has had a long tradition in international activities on the campus and around the world. 

Professor Martin was a part of that tradition. On sabbatical leave in 1964, he served as a consultant for the U.S. 

Agency for International Development. In that position, he traveled extensively in Nigeria, and reported on the 

strengths and weaknesses of the communication process in the Extension Service of various regions in that West 

Africa nation.

On the Cornell campus, he participated in a 15-year Communication Planning and Strategy Program. It 

started in 1980 and attracted approximately 300 decision-making personnel from 60 countries. The purpose 

of this international program was to improve participants’ abilities to use systematic communication support 

in development activities, especially those related to agriculture, health, nutrition, family planning, and adult 

education.

During his career, he received many significant awards, including: Professor of Merit Award in 1960 presented by 

graduating seniors in the College of Agriculture; Edgerton Career Teaching Award in 1982 in recognition of his 

outstanding teaching and counseling of students for at least 25 years; Distinguished Community Service Award 

in 1994 by the Ithaca-Cayuga Rotary Club which included two citations: President of HOMES, Inc., a non-profit 

agency that provided housing for adults with disabilities and extensive volunteer roles as a 54-year member of the 

First Presbyterian Church. In July 1991, soon after Kennedy Hall was built on the Cornell campus, the Department 

of Communication named a conference room there in his honor. The plaque on the wall describes Russ with these 

words: Teacher, Counselor, Leader, Friend.

Russ was a past master of Hobasco Lodge of the Free and Accepted Masons and a member of the City Club 

of Ithaca. Among his professional affiliations were the New York State Speech Association and the American 

Institute of Parliamentarians.

His family was always an important part of his life. He was predeceased by his first wife of 37 years, Esther G. 

Martin, and a granddaughter, Melissa Peverly. He is survived by his wife of eight years, Margaret (Mig) Kramer 

Martin; son, Stephen Martin of New Orleans, Louisiana; daughter, Jeanne Prosser of Berthoud, Colorado; four 

stepchildren, Joseph Gallagher of Michigan, Patrick Gallagher of Syracuse, Maureen Gallagher of Trumansburg 

and Erin Fennell of Pittsford; a brother, Robert Martin of Rush, New York; 11 grandchildren and five great-

grandchildren.
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His family and a host of friends and professional colleagues feel that this talented, caring, kind, and gentle man 

left them much too soon. His passing creates a void not easily filled.

Royal D. Colle, Brian O. Earle, William B. Ward
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