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John W. DeWire has left an indelible imprint on Cornell. Arriving in 1947, he became one of the most influential 

and respected members of the Physics Department. He was one of the earliest members of the Laboratory of 

Nuclear Studies and was instrumental in its development into international leadership in high energy physics. In 

1983 he was appointed University Ombudsman, a position he filled with great distinction until 1988, two years 

after his retirement, when ill health forced his resignation.

John was born in Milton, Pennsylvania in 1916, received a B.S. degree from Ursinus College in 1938 and a Ph.D. 

degree from Ohio State University in 1942. In 1979 he was awarded an honorary D.Sc. degree from Ursinus 

College. After receiving his doctoral degree, John worked on scientific projects connected with the war effort. 

He joined Robert R. Wilson at Princeton University on a uranium isotope separation project. In March 1943 he 

accompanied Wilson to Los Alamos where he measured various nuclear properties required for the design of 

nuclear weapons. One of the most important of these was the measurement of the neutron multiplication constant 

for neutron induced fission in uranium. He also participated in measuring the neutron growth rate in the first 

nuclear explosion at the Trinity test site in New Mexico.

In 1946 John joined the newly established Laboratory of Nuclear Studies at Cornell as a research associate. In 

1947 he was appointed to the Physics Department faculty. He was an active player in the life of the department. 

John enthusiastically taught courses at all levels, from freshman autotutorials to graduate-level courses on high 

energy physics. He took on many departmental responsibilities from graduate field representative and admissions 

committee to writing and directing skits for the Christmas party. His sense of fair play guided the physics faculty 

through many difficult decisions. In the laboratory, he was a key member of the faculty group which designed, 

built, and used the five electron accelerators that kept Cornell in the forefront of elementary particle physics. 

For seventeen years he was the associate director of the laboratory. The successful and harmonious operation of 

the laboratory was due, in large measure, to John’s devotion to its work and to his concern for the welfare of its 

employees.

Over a period of forty years John carried out an active research program on each of the laboratory accelerators 

and he did important work in many fields of elementary particle physics. We can only touch on some of the 

highlights. He made the first accurate measurements of the interaction of electromagnetic radiation with matter 
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at high energy. In a beautiful series of experiments he demonstrated that this interaction was correctly described 

by the then young theory of quantum electrodynamics. He worked for many years on the production of mesons by 

electromagnetic radiation during which he made essential contributions to our understanding of the form of the 

strong or nuclear interaction. In collaboration with others at Cornell he discovered an excited state of the proton. 

For the last ten years he was a senior member of a collaboration working at the Cornell Electron Storage Ring 

studying the properties of heavy quarks. This group produced many of the most important elementary particle 

physics results of the last decade. Much of what we know about the properties of heavy quarks, including the 

discovery of more than six different particles containing one or more such quarks, comes from that work. Events 

with electrons are an important signature for the decay of particles containing heavy quarks; John was particularly 

effective in applying his years of experience in detecting electrons to the study of events of this type. Each of these 

subjects was at the forefront of elementary particle research when John was working on them. Together they span 

a large fraction of the history of elementary particle physics. John’s contributions assure him an honored place in 

that history.

John was a prominent figure in the national and international high energy physics community. In 1960 he was a 

senior postdoctoral fellow at the Italian National Laboratory at Frascati, Italy. He spent the 1968 and 1974 academic 

years as a visiting professor at the University of Bonn in West Germany, first as a Fulbright Fellow and then as 

a Humboldt Senior Scientist Awardee. He developed very close professional relations and lifelong friendships at 

both places. He was also invited by the Soviet Academy of Sciences to lecture at a number of laboratories in the 

Soviet Union. In addition, he was a Fellow of the American Physical Society.

For fifteen years John was a member of the Board of Trustees of Associated Universities, the organization responsible 

for the management of Brookhaven Laboratory and the National Radio Astronomy Laboratory. He enjoyed his 

work on the board and was highly valued for his knowledge of elementary particle physics as well as accelerator 

design and civil construction. His characteristic outspokenness and his critical judgement were particularly useful 

to the board.

John was an early member of the Federation of Atomic Scientists and worked effectively in the successful effort to 

keep the development of atomic weapons under civilian control. He was a member of the American Association 

for the Advancement of Science and he served on the editorial board of the Review of Scientific Instruments.

Among John’s many enthusiasms, railroading was a special interest; he knew routes, systems, equipment, and 

schedules. One of his most cherished memories was the trip arranged by his Bonn friends for a ride in the engine 
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of a crack train traveling along the Rhine, a trip that earned him a photograph in a Bonn newspaper which he 

showed with great pride. He also enjoyed travel, music, art, and gardening, being particularly proud of his grapes. 

However, above all other interests, John’s true love was physics. His passion for physics survived, undiminished, 

an eight-year struggle against leukemia. The first six years he continued working normally. The last graduate 

student to profit directly from John’s knowledge and experience is just now finishing his thesis. During the last two 

years he became progressively weaker. Nonetheless, he continued to maintain a strong interest in the work of the 

laboratory. Even when he was very weak he went to the laboratory to work for an hour or so on a research project 

he was particularly interested in. When finally he was unable to leave his home, his first request from visitors 

was for information about the activities at the laboratory and in the rest of the world of physics. This devotion to 

physics was but one of the reasons he was so much admired by his colleagues.

All of John’s personal qualities, his integrity, compassion, sense of humor, experience as a professor, and knowledge 

of the entire Cornell Community, enabled him to be a particularly effective University Ombudsman. He was 

equally at home mediating a dispute between the campus police and an unruly hockey fan, assisting a victim of 

sexual harassment and her family, and fighting for students’ rights when he felt that a department had abused its 

authority. Even though the Ombudsman’s responsibilities demanded a large commitment of time and energy, he 

found the role immensely satisfying.

John had a happy and productive life. He loved physics and Cornell and particularly the combination. He had a 

loving and devoted family and a large circle of grateful friends who basked in his warmth and generosity. He was 

loved and honored by his many colleagues.

John DeWire is survived by his wife, Ruth*; a daughter, Susan Hosek, of Los Angeles, California; son, William, of 

Lewistown, Pennsylvania; five grandchildren; a brother; and two sisters.

Boyce McDaniel, Albert Silverman, David G. Cassel 

*Ruth DeWire died January 2, 1992.
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