
Peter L. Steponkus

September 18, 1941 — July 14, 2001

Peter L. Steponkus, the Liberty Hyde Bailey Professor of Crop Physiology, died July 14, 2001 in Ithaca, after a long 

battle with cancer. He was 59.

Born in Chicago on September 18, 1941, he graduated from Colorado State University in 1963 with a B.S. degree 

in Horticulture. He received an M.S. degree in Horticulture/Plant Physiology from the University of Arizona in 

1964, and a Ph.D. degree in Plant Physiology/Biochemistry/Horticulture from Purdue University in 1966. Upon 

completion of his graduate studies, he rose through the professorial ranks at the University of Arizona (1966-

68) and Cornell (1968-2001). In 1987, he was appointed Liberty Hyde Bailey Professor of Crop Physiology in 

Cornell’s Department of Agronomy (now the Department of Crop and Soil Sciences), College of Agriculture and 

Life Sciences, a title that recognized his outstanding commitment to scholarship and excellence as demonstrated 

by his teaching and research programs.

An international authority in the area of environmental stress physiology of plant systems, his research focused 

on low-temperature biology (cryobiology) for the study of cold acclimation and freezing injury of herbaceous 

plant species, such as winter cereals (rye, wheat, barley and oat) and the development of procedures for the 

cryopreservation of biological tissues. Over 400 publications elucidate his body of research on cold acclimation 

and freezing injury of cellular membranes, drought resistance and osmotic adjustment in rice and wheat, and 

the cryopreservation of Drosophila melanogaster embryos, mammalian tissues, and plant cells, tissues, and 

organs. His recent research was focused on determining the fundamental biophysical mechanisms of membrane 

destabilization and the identification and mode of action and processes of cold-regulated genes that are involved 

in the cold acclimation of Arabidopsis thaliana.

“Peter Steponkus was a study in contrasts. He was a rigorous, disciplined, extraordinarily hard-working scientist and an 

imaginative and talented sculptor. He was a doting and intensely proud father of his three daughters and one son. He was a 

fiercely loyal friend and mentor, but a formidable intellectual adversary. He was a demanding yet inspiring teacher, with a 

unique sense of humor, and he set extraordinarily high standards of performance both for himself and for those around him. 

He disdained shoddy science, often antagonizing its practitioners because he did not conceal his opinion of their work.

“Peter’s creativity manifested itself in many ways, most importantly, of course, in his science. Over a period of some 20 years, 

he used plant protoplasts first to describe, then to analyze, and finally to explain the molecular mechanisms by which plants 

acclimate to cold and other stresses. The overwhelming majority of his published research was concerned with cold hardiness 
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and drought resistance in various species of plants…Peter was a skilled and articulate speaker who paid close attention to 

details, so that his lectures were informative, lucid, and often brilliant. They were illustrated with superb light and electron 

microscopic images. He had a special talent and ability to incorporate a wide variety of data into coherent and very persuasive 

arguments.” (Excerpt from S. Leibo, J. Wolfe, and M.C. Ball. 2001. In Memoriam: Peter L. Steponkus (1941-2001). Cryobiology 

43:1-3.)

He served on numerous editorial boards, held many positions within the Society of Cryobiology, and was an 

invited speaker at numerous national and international meetings sponsored by the International Botanical 

Congress (Leningrad), American Association for the Advancement of Science (Washington), Royal Microscopy 

Society (Cambridge), several Gordon Research Conferences, the American Chemical Society (Toronto), and The 

Royal Society (London).

Survivors include his four children: Peter of New Bern, North Carolina; Dana (Christopher) Selvarajah of Boynton 

Beach, Florida; Karen of Boynton Beach; and Kristen of Phoenix, Arizona; his former wife, Laila K. Steponkus, of 

Ithaca; a sister, Carol Landesman, of Spencer, North Carolina; a grandson, Peter D. Steponkus, of New Bern; and 

nieces and nephews.
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