
Walter Ludwig Nelson

May 27, 1911 — November 22, 1985

Walter L. Nelson loved Cornell, and his life was interleaved with the university, both personally and professionally. 

Until a few weeks before his death, he was still active on behalf of Cornell. Walt first came to Cornell as a graduate 

student in 1938. He had received both the B.S. and M.S. degrees in chemistry from the Philadelphia College of 

Pharmacy and worked for four years as a chemist at the Norwich Pharmaceutical Company. He received the Ph.D. 

degree in nutritional biochemistry in 1941. After a two-year stint as head of the by-products utilization division of 

Schenley Distillery, Walt returned to Cornell to stay. Within ten years Walt was promoted from research associate 

to professor.

Although Walt’s research interests were diverse, the central theme of his research was the metabolism of fats in 

mammals. He maintained a large guinea pig colony in the basement of Wing Hall. Walt was also willing and 

happy to show off the colony to children of faculty members and staff. A shrewd manager, Walt actually made a 

profit from the colony, which he used to help support his research. He became interested in lactation and studied 

oxidative metabolism in guinea pig mammary tissue. In addition to making a number of significant observations 

on the basic biochemistry of mammary tissue, Walt used a machine, developed by B. L. Herrington, in dairy 

science, for the efficient milking of guinea pigs. Walt was active in the laboratory until his retirement on July 1, 

1974, when he was appointed professor emeritus. Toward the end of his research career Walt became interested in 

mitochondrial function in hibernating bats. The bats were kept in a cold room adjacent to his laboratory, and Walt 

would happily show them to anyone. Somehow, the guinea pigs were more popular.

Walt was technically superb in the laboratory and inventive as well. He designed a number of useful laboratory 

gadgets. He also developed methods still in use today. Few could match either Walt’s precision or his enthusiasm 

for experimental biochemistry. No one could interest students in laboratory work better than Walt. His enthusiasm 

for the subject was infectious, and his open, friendly manner encouraging. He demanded, and usually got, excellent 

performances from students in the laboratory.

In addition to his teaching, research, and advising of students, Walt served the university in several capacities. He 

was the secretary of the Graduate School of Nutrition, a member of many committees, the field representative of 

the Graduate Field of Biochemistry for seven years, and the president of the Statler Club in 1961. Walt understood 

the university’s administrative structure and could get things done with relative ease. He was among the persons 
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responsible for the awarding of a graduate student training grant in biochemistry by the National Institutes of 

Health. The grant has been renewed several times and is still in effect today.

Walt was always prepared to help. His warm, open manner, great story-telling abilities, and knowledge of Ithaca, 

the university, and biochemistry made Walt an ideal adviser. Not only was his advice excellent, but one always felt 

better after talking with Walt about a problem. Many of the faculty members who joined the Section of Biochemistry 

and Molecular Biology came to rely on Walt’s knowledge. His fondness for the university raised their spirits.

A walk down Tower Road with Walt could take a long time, even though Walt did not walk slowly. Walt seemed 

to know nearly every person who crossed his path, and they would stop and chat for at least a few moments. He 

extended his friendship to everyone. An excellent golfer and bowler, Walt was very active in the university leagues 

even after his retirement.

In spite of the time Walt devoted to biochemistry, the university, and sports, Walt was an excellent husband and 

father and always managed to find time for his family. Rae and Walt raised three children, Peter, Albert, and 

Linnea. Walt was proud of each of them, and they were a very close family.

Walt was a colleague and friend of Professor James B. Sumner, the Cornell biochemist who won the Nobel Prize 

in chemistry in 1946. After Professor Sumner’s death, Walt assumed responsibility for Sumner’s laboratory, then 

in Savage Hall. He took on the task of sorting through Professor Sumner’s papers, a project that took up much of 

his time after his retirement. Walt thought that Cornell had not done what it should to honor Professor Sumner’s 

memory, and was instrumental in the establishment of the James B. Sumner Lectureship. He raised a substantial 

endowment for the lectureship and helped to interest the class of 1942 in it. The Class of 1942 James B. Sumner 

Lecture, held on April 21, 1986, was dedicated to Walt.

Walt served Cornell up to the time that heart disease necessitated surgery. He died of complications from the 

surgery, leaving behind a legion of friends and admirers. He has been, and will continue to be, missed by all of 

them.

Harold H. Williams, David B. Wilson, Richard E. McCarty
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