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In the founding and development of almost every institution, there are always a few individuals who play a critical 

role in its success. J. Gormly Miller was such a person. There is no question that without the vision, energy and 

talent for organization that Gormly brought to his task as its first Librarian, the School of Industrial and Labor 

Relations would have taken much longer to achieve its place as a major center of teaching and research in its 

field of study. In Gormly’s case, “a man of many parts” was the reality, not the cliché so often attributed to the 

departed. Scholar, innovator and leader in the field of library management, institution builder and planner, but 

also a strong contributor to the political life of the Ithaca community, a devoted family man, all supported by a 

gracious personality describe the person whose life and accomplishments we attempt here to memorialize.

Gormly came to Cornell in Fall 1946 from Rochester, New York, his place of birth. Only recently discharged 

from military service, which included participation in the Normandy landings albeit in a non-combat status, 

Gormly was recruited by Dean Ives to build a working collection of industrial relations materials as quickly as 

possible. Although Gormly had had nearly five years of experience in the Rochester Public Library prior to his 

military service, he had no special knowledge and background in the social sciences let alone the unique field of 

industrial relations. On that account, it is all the more remarkable that in a few brief years the ILR library, under 

his leadership, not only was serving the teaching and research interests of the School’s faculty and students, but 

was widely used by others at Cornell. Moreover, visitors and others familiar with longer-established collections at 

other academic institutions almost invariably remarked that the ILR collection was at least the equal of its peers 

in the field of industrial and labor relations.

In large part, given his initial unfamiliarity with the field and with the requirements of a virtually unique academic 

institution, the stature of the ILR Library must be credited to two significant aspects of Gormly’s approach to his 

task. First, as everyone has reported to this committee, he insisted that the overarching responsibility of the library 

staff was service to the students and faculty. Whatever books and other printed materials might be needed, every 

effort would be made to add them to the collection and to make them readily accessible to users. The other was 

Gormly’s early recognition and understanding of the unique character of a library devoted to instruction and 

research in its field. As Professor Emeritus Walter Galenson, an eminent labor historian told us, the materials 

for research, such as union publications and documents, are extremely difficult to acquire. The collection of such 

material under Gormly’s direction Galenson describes as “pure gold.”
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Gormly’s preparation for his career began after high school with the A.B. degree from the University of Rochester 

in 1936, where he majored in English. From there he went on to Columbia University where, in 1938, he received 

the B.S. degree in Library Service. With that background, he returned to Rochester to join its public library staff, 

remaining there until inducted into military service in 1943. Before leaving Europe under a special program for 

American servicemen, he spent Fall 1945 at the University of Paris in its bibliographic program in the Ecole des 

Chartes. Discharged in 1946, he returned to his hometown and its public library. His career at Cornell began with 

his appointment in 1946 as Librarian of the School of Industrial and Labor Relations. His talent and approach to 

that responsibility were soon accorded the unusual (for librarians of the day) recognition of academic rank. In 

1949, he was appointed Associate Professor with tenure. In 1956, he earned promotion to full Professor.

Contemporaries of Gormly recall two facets that epitomize his career as librarian. Dean Martin Catherwood, 

once somewhat facetiously but with genuine appreciation, referred to him as the “Empire Builder.” For Gormly, 

development, improvement and expansion of the ILR Library as a service institution received his continuing and 

unremitting attention. He was never satisfied with the status quo, but continually sought more funds to improve 

and expand the library’s services. At the same time, he actively involved himself as a teacher in the School’s 

academic and extension programs, and encouraged others on the library’s staff to do so.

The other facet of his career, to the mild amusement of his friends and colleagues, was an apparent inability to 

retire once and for all. The record shows at least four such episodes. They reflect Gormly’s commitment to serving 

his communities, both the academic and the civic, so long as his talents were useful.

Building and developing the ILR Library may have been Gormly’s original intention and goal, but a series of 

fortuitous events combined with his immense talent for planning and management led his career well beyond that 

initial stage. In 1956, Dean Martin P. Catherwood, recognizing Gormly’s organizational and management skills, 

asked him to take on the task of planning and coordinating the ILR School’s move from its war-surplus buildings 

to its present location on the old site of the College of Veterinary Medicine. For six years, until the transfer to 

that site in 1962, Gormly managed to keep both the process of transition and the management of the ILR Library 

going like a well-oiled machine. At that point, his announced intention was to devote himself exclusively to being 

a librarian. Stephen McCarthy, then Director of Cornell libraries, had other ideas; and Gormly, in 1962, became 

Assistant Director of Libraries for Personnel and Budget. For the second time, in 1970, he retired, was named 

Professor Emeritus, and then skipped off to Geneva, Switzerland to serve for almost four years as Deputy Chief of 

the Central Library and Documentation Branch of the International Labour Office. In February 1974, he “retired” 
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from that position to take on once again for a year the job of ILR Librarian. In February 1975, he became Cornell’s 

Director of Libraries, a position he held until another retirement in July 1979. For a while, Gormly continued to 

work on special projects and as a consultant on computerization of the Cornell library system. In September 1985, 

he held the office of Acting University Librarian until retiring in December 1986. Gormly remained professionally 

active as a consultant until his death, at which time he was engaged with former Dean Robert B. McKersie and 

others in the preparation of a volume commemorating the 50th anniversary of the ILR School.

His profession was not Gormly’s only interest. Although his parents were staunchly Republican, probably the 

experience of the 1930 Depression turned him, like so many others of his generation, to the appeal of the Democratic 

Party. For Gormly, however, this was more than just dutiful registration and voting for the party’s candidates.

He took a much more active role, initially at a time in Ithaca when a Democrat in any elected public office was a 

rarity. Gormly served twice, first in 1959-63 and for one year in 1968, as alderman on the Ithaca City Council. He 

twice served on bipartisan commissions to revise the City’s charter, though in both cases the commission failed 

to persuade the electorate to support its proposals. Gormly also served as commissioner of the Ithaca Civil Service 

Commission, and Chairman of the City’s Democratic Committee.

Gormly’s strong sense of community extended to other areas as well, including the Boy Scouts and to St. John’s 

Episcopal Church where he served as vestryman and as teacher in its Sunday school program. As one of our 

colleagues put it, with Gormly “voluntary public service was integral with his faith.”

The foregoing account of Gormly’s professional and public life would be incomplete, possibly even misleading, 

without taking notice of his personal life. Indeed the quality of his personality doubtless contributed to the success 

of his professional and social enterprises. Gormly was first of all a devoted family man. He and Mildred, who 

passed away shortly after Gormly, were a devoted couple who lived and worked together as equal partners in 

raising their family of three children. They apparently believed in the “invisible hand” approach to child rearing, 

leaving the children, each in their own way, to discover and develop their talents. In moments of leisure, Gormly 

liked to garden and occasionally to sketch. He had little interest in sports, organized or otherwise, preferring 

reading fiction, history, etc.

Without exception Gormly’s colleagues have commented on his modesty, warmth and genuine affability. Gormly 

was that rare individual who is instantly likable. Gracious and friendly, honorable and generous in his relations 
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with everyone, clear-headed, unflappable in the face of the unexpected or unplanned, open to the ideas of others, 

and with a fine sense of humor; all of these describe our friend and colleague whose presence so enriched our lives 

in manifold ways.

Gordon T. Law, Jr., Jean T. McKelvey, Robert L. Aronson
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