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August 5, 1881 — July 28, 1948

James Kenneth Wilson, Professor of Soil Technology at Cornell University, passed away Wednesday, July 28, in the 

Waterbury Hospital, Waterbury, Connecticut. His decease was a great shock to his friends and acquaintances as 

during the summer he outwardly appeared to be in the best of spirits and health.

Professor Wilson is well known in this and other countries for his research in microbiology as he has published an 

unusually large number of valuable papers covering a wide range of subjects. Moreover, he has to his credit many 

graduate students who keenly regret his passing. As a teacher and director of research, he was enthusiastic, helpful 

and unusually patient. And his perseverance and industry were phenomenal. Few men possessed a more winning 

and likable personality—cheerful, friendly and cooperative.

While Dr. Wilson has explored many phases of microbiology, three lines of research, during his thirty-six years 

at Cornell University, have claimed his major attention. These, in order of the intensity of their investigation, 

were: (1) the nodule organisms of legumes and their cross-inoculation peculiarities and capacities, (2) methods of 

preservation of grass and legume silages especially in respect to keeping properties and quality, and (3) the presence 

of nitrates and nitrites in the plant foods of humans and domestic animals and their nutritional significance. His 

publications regarding these phases have won him wide recognition both at home and abroad.

Professor Wilson was born August 5, 1881 in Maryville, Missouri, and passed his boyhood days on a ranch in 

Oklahoma. Here he received his early education and here he acquired a love for and a curiosity in respect to plant and 

animal life. Conditions were hard in those days on the plains of Oklahoma, but, in his quest for a higher education, 

he was able to attend the Oklahoma Agricultural and Mechanical College from which he received the degree of 

Bachelor of Science in 1906. His scholarship and promise were such that he immediately was offered a position at 

the New York State Agricultural Experiment Station at Geneva, New York. Here, as assistant bacteriologist, young 

Wilson did his first real research, spending six productive years at this institution. It was during this period, from 

1906 to 1912, that he finally decided in what particular field his life work was to lie.

Realizing the need of further scientific training, James Kenneth Wilson came to Cornell University in 1912 as 

an assistant in Plant Physiology and a candidate for a Ph.D. This degree was granted in 1914. Because of his 

excellent record he was offered forthwith and accepted an assistant professorship in Soil Technology at Cornell 

University, to pursue research and teaching in the field of Soil Microbiology. In 1919, Dr. Wilson was raised to a 
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full professorship, a position he ably occupied until his death. Professor Wilson was a member of Sigma Xi, the 

American Association for the Advancement of Science, the American Society of Agronomy, and the Society of 

American Bacteriologists.

Although a man of strong personality and intense enthusiasm, Professor Wilson never forced his ideas upon other 

people nor did he advertise his achievements. In fact, he was most modest and unassuming. His heart was in his 

work and advancement in material ways was a secondary consideration. He was a man of strong imagination and 

projected his ideas far ahead, yet he was not led afield thereby. Dr. Wilson, in spite of his 67 years, was still at the 

peak of scientific production. His passing, therefore, is not merely regrettable, it is a tragic loss to microbiological 

science.

H. O. Buckman C. N. Stark J. B. Sumner
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