
Joseph Kearns Campbell

October 30, 1927 — August 4, 1997

Joseph Kearns Campbell, Professor Emeritus of Agricultural and Biological Engineering, passed away peacefully 

at his home in Fredricksburg Texas on August 4, 1997. Professor Campbell is survived by his wife, Sigrid (Beicht); 

daughter, Sabine Hyland; son, Oliver; brother, John D. Campbell; and sisters, Ann Campbell and Susan Campbell 

Shell.

Joe was born and raised in Belleville, Pennsylvania. In 1945, he volunteered for the U.S. Navy and served three 

and one half years as a Radarman. In 1953, he earned a Bachelor of Science degree in Agricultural Engineering 

at Pennsylvania State College and then worked for eight years as a Design Engineer at New Holland Machine 

Company in New Holland, Pennsylvania. During the next four years, he worked at Allegheny Ballistics Laboratory 

in Maryland as part of the team that developed the Polaris missile launch system. In 1967, he completed a Master 

of Science degree in Agricultural Engineering at Cornell and joined the faculty as an Extension Engineer. Joe 

retired from Cornell in 1992 and he and Sigrid moved to Fredricksburg, Texas shortly thereafter.

Joe had a very successful career at Cornell University and was active in teaching, research and extension, serving 

as Department Extension Leader from 1983-89. His outgoing personality, formal training and practical “hands-

on” engineering experience in industry made him a natural extension educator and a great university teacher. 

Joe’s leadership in extension was clearly evident as he inspired all those around him to expand their efforts in 

transferring information and technology into the farmer’s hands. To this end, he produced upwards of 150 articles 

and papers of practical content aimed toward production agriculture and technology transfer. A number of 

these publications received Blue Ribbon awards, a national recognition by the American Society of Agricultural 

Engineers. Joe was a registered Professional Engineer and held four U.S. Patents at the time of his retirement.

Joe was a recognized authority on tillage and implements appropriate for use by the smallholder farmer in the 

international community. To this end, he developed a popular undergraduate course, Agricultural Mechanization-

-an International Perspective, which he taught from 1981-86. Students learned about the simple tools and machines 

used in developing countries and drew upon the examples he had encountered in his many real world experiences. 

His course was a blend of engineering, production agriculture, and social and political science. This made his 

course unique in an engineering department, for he taught mechanization using examples of engineering principles 

which had in many cases evolved and been tested in agrarian cultures for hundreds of years. The fact that many of 
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the technical features of the “third world” tools formed key elements in modern machines made his course equally 

relevant to both international and domestic students.

Joe expanded his international agriculture expertise by spending sabbatical leaves at the International Rice 

Research Institute (IRRI) in the Philippines, and at the International Potato Center (CIP), in Lima, Peru. During 

his sabbatical at IRRI, he served as head of the Agricultural Engineering Department and wrote the textbook 

Dibble Sticks, Donkeys, and Diesels, which is a practical guide for appropriate technology transfer and sustainable 

agricultural mechanization. While at CIP, he focused on simple machines for cultivation and processing of 

potatoes. In addition to this formal international involvement, Joe worked as an engineering consultant with a 

number of international agencies on projects in Indonesia and Africa.

After Joe retired, he and Sigrid moved to Fredricksburg, Texas, a small town that has retained much of its German 

heritage. Joe and Sigrid busied themselves there with settling into their new home, writing the Campbell and 

Beicht family history, enjoying their new grandchildren and hosting a number of visitors from around the world. 

Joe continued to pursue his many hobbies, one of which was a long time association with a Model A Ford pickup. 

During this same time, Joe continued his battle with cancer.

What we remember most and appreciate most about Joe was his constant positive attitude. He was a role model to 

all that knew him and he was a person who led by example. Joe was always looking on the positive side of things 

and he was a constant source of new ideas and concepts. He always encouraged his students in the classroom and 

on the farm to “try it out”, to implement new technology and improved methods in a positive way in order to 

make work more efficient and labor less tedious. His office was often a beehive of activity featuring international 

visitors, graduate students, extension specialists and his Cornell peers discussing technology, research, or the 

latest extension information. Everyone appreciated his willingness to help solve problems, his creativity in making 

technology useful, and his ability and patience in explaining it all in printed and spoken words. He was an eternal 

optimist who sought to improve peoples’ lives by generously sharing his many talents. He was a mentor and a 

friend and we miss him deeply.

 James A. Bartsch, Roger F. Sandsted, Michael B. Timmons
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