
Samuel Thomas Slack

April 6, 1918 — February 28, 2000

The formative years of Samuel Thomas Slack, ably prepared him for a long and effective career as a Cornell Dairy 

Cattle Specialist for New York.  He was born in Sykesville, Maryland near the well-known, local, family landmark, 

“Slack’s  Corners.”  He grew up on a dairy and crop farm located in Howard County, Maryland and was active 

in 4H and FFA projects.  During high school, he was a member of the state 4H-Club Dairy Cattle judging team 

that placed first place in the national contest. After graduating from high school, he worked for two years on 

the home farm and for one year with the Agricultural Adjustment Administration of the Roosevelt era.  He 

entered the University of Maryland with a major in Dairy Husbandry working “in the barns” to defray expenses.  

His education was interrupted in 1941 when he entered the U.S. Army and was in charge of a station hospital 

laboratory in the Middle East Theater.  Upon his return to the States, he entered Officers Candidate School and 

received a Second Lieutenant’s commission.  He served as a Medical Supply Officer until his discharge in 1945.

Slack reentered the University of Maryland and graduated with honors with a B.S. degree in Dairy Science in 

1947.  He entered Cornell University’s Department of Animal Science and earned an M.S. degree in 1949 and a 

Ph.D. degree in 1951.  Slack was then appointed an Assistant Professor of Animal Science with responsibilities in 

extension and research in the areas of dairy cattle nutrition and management.  He quickly became an effective 

interpreter and purveyor of research data for the practical dairymen.  He became an Associate Professor in 1963 

and a full Professor in 1972.

In 1951, the post-war era of dairy husbandry was characterized by expanding herds, combined with a surge of 

vital new information.  His research and communicating skills combined to present a unique opportunity for 

dairymen to improve their herds.  The value of early cut forage, the usefulness of heavier grain feeding and the 

importance of wilting silage were all factors the dairymen could use immediately.  As one colleague wrote:

“It cannot be emphasized too strongly how much easier it was to sell farmers and feed manufacturers these ideas because they 

had heard the story from Professor Slack. By virtue of having helped to plan the research and in some instances having helped 

carry it out, he could speak authoritatively about it in rhetoric that they understood and accepted”.

Other areas that received his attention included housing, feeding and management of herd replacements and veal 

production. He was an expert at relating to field problems, encouraging research and returning to the field with 

solutions.
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In 1957, Professor Slack became Superintendent of the Dairy Cattle Section of the New York State Fair, a post he 

held continuously until 1982.  He was required to interact annually with about 120 dairymen and 1200 cows, a 

feat he performed with aplomb and skill. His concern was always for the cows and their owners and helped them 

project a positive image to the fairgoers.  At his retirement from that position, he was presented with a lifetime pass 

to the Fair, the only one in existence.

For four years, Slack, taught courses  in Dairy Cattle Selection; and coached the Dairy Cattle Judging Teams, 

which represented Cornell in national contests.  His teams finished first or second on a number of occasions, thus 

maintaining Cornell’s preeminence in this arena.  In his honor, his name was affixed to the alumni-sponsored 

Harrison-Trimberger-Slack fund, which is a repository for voluntary contributions to help defray judging teams’ 

expenses.  In addition, Sam conducted many judging sessions for breeders and was frequently called to be the 

official judge at National and International Dairy Shows.

With the advent of the new Teaching and Research Center at Harford, New York in 1972, Sam relinquished his 

extension responsibilities and became the faculty member in charge of the center.  He capably turned the new 

facility into a productive unit in nutrition, breeding and management research for many faculty.

He was a willing cooperator.  He served on numerous intra- and inter-departmental committees, which planned 

the extension strategies.  He also served as an undergraduate advisor to a number of students.

A method of communication used effectively by Professor Slack was extension publications.  He had 28 technical 

papers or bulletins and 192 popular articles of specific interest to the practicing dairymen.  Of particular note was 

his sequence for the Dairymen’s League News.  In this venue, he wrote a regular article, in some cases monthly, 

between 1959 and 1973. The wide range of topics was spectacular.

Sam served as a Consultant with the Rockefeller Foundation in Bogotá, Columbia in 1963 on their dairy industry.  

He spent six months as a Visiting Professor at the University of Georgia and a brief tour with the Minister of 

Agriculture in Guatamala.

Professor Slack was an effective extension specialist.  His accomplishments resulted from a dedicated, unrelenting 

and direct, though low-key, almost casual approach.  The accuracy, credibility and persistence of his efforts, have 

had an impact that has meant much to dairying in New York State.

As a devoted husband, father and grandfather, Sam was able to devote more time to them following his retirement 

in l982 as Professor Emeritus.  He was an avid gardener and friendly advisor to would-be gardeners.  Volunteer 
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activities were important to him.  He was active in the Saint Catherine of Sienna Catholic Church, the Ithaca 

Cayuga Rotary Club of which he was Past President and a Paul Harris Fellow, and more recently the Reach Out 

2000 Ministry to Children.

He is survived by his wife of 55 years, Mayrene Hallmark Slack, of Ithaca; a daughter, Teresa Slack Hargett (son-

in-law, Daniel Hargett); and granddaughters, Lindsey Beth, Caitlin Leigh, and Chelsea Rae Hargett, all of Ithaca.

William G. Merrill, Richard G. Warner, James D. Burke
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