
Sedgwick E. Smith

April 4, 1914 — February 11, 1990

Sedgwick E. Smith, known to his colleagues and friends as “Sedg,” died on February 11, 1990, after devoting 

over 41 years of loyal, scholarly service to Cornell University. He contributed immensely to the development and 

character of the present Department of Animal Science.

Sedg was born in Elkins, West Virginia, in 1914 and studied animal husbandry at Pennsylvania State University, 

graduating with the B.S. degree in 1935. In that year, he enrolled as a graduate student at Cornell, with an 

assistantship in animal husbandry, for majors in animal breeding, and minors in biochemistry and physiology. 

He received the Ph.D. degree in 1939 under the direction of Professor Sydney A. Asdell.

After completing graduate studies, Sedg was appointed in 1939 as animal physiologist with the Plant, Soil and 

Nutrition Laboratory, U.S. Department of Agriculture, located on the Cornell campus. At the same time, he held 

an appointment as research instructor of animal husbandry for two years and assistant professor for four years 

on the staff of the Department of Animal Husbandry at Cornell. In 1946, he was appointed to the Cornell faculty 

as associate professor of animal husbandry and resigned from the Federal Laboratory. Sedg was promoted to 

professor in 1951. He retired from the department in 1977 with the title professor of animal science emeritus.

Professor Smith served eminently in his teaching and student advising. He advised over 350 undergraduate 

students and was major professor for 23 graduate students. He taught “Livestock Nutrition” 36 times to a total 

of 5,308 students. In that effort, 131 graduate assistants benefitted from his guidance in teaching techniques. 

Professor Smith also taught a graduate course, “Special Topics in Animal Nutrition,” for 12 years and the course, 

“Advanced Nutrition of Dairy Cattle,” during three summer sessions.

At various times, Sedg served on one of these committees of the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences: 

Educational Policy, Petitions, Scholarship, Library, and Nominations. As a member of the Committee on Revision 

of Graduate Requirements, Sedg was instrumental in establishing the undergraduate distribution of required 

courses in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.

In addition to his formal teaching, Sedg also taught on an informal basis. He was an outdoorsman and hobbies 

and extracurricular activities included hunting, fishing, gardening, and wood carving. He was knowledgeable of 

the habits of animals and gave excellent advice for success in hunting and fishing; he was an excellent fisherman 
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himself. He loved trout fishing, and his advice in this area gained him much esteem and respect. He taught many 

others the art of good fly tying and was a member of the Cornell Fly Tying Club and worked with the Adirondack 

League Club.

Professor Smith’s research covered a wide range of subjects, with special emphasis on mineral nutrition and 

metabolism, in several animal species. Perhaps his greatest contribution was the hypothesis that cobalt is utilized 

by rumen bacteria to synthesize an unknown metabolically active compound—eventually proven to be vitamin 

B12. He and his colleagues were the first to demonstrate that dietary cobalt deficiency in ruminants is primarily a 

metabolic deficiency of vitamin B12.

In all of his research, Sedg was noted for the thoroughness with which he attacked problems. A good example 

was his comprehensive and definitive investigations of the sodium chloride requirements of high-producing dairy 

cows, which are recognized as classic. Special contributions were made by Sedg in his Ph.D. thesis, “Functional 

Sterility in Dairy Cows,” which served as a major base for practical recommendations in New York until 1960.

In other research, Sedg examined the genetics and physiology of “lethal anemia” in the rat, the composition of 

urinary calculi in fur-bearing animals, the hematology and vitamin A and D, and thiamine requirements of 

foxes and mink. Other studies included hereditary cataract and the “black-blue” mosaic in Dutch rabbits. Sedg’s 

work added greatly to the knowledge of iron, copper, zinc, manganese, calcium, phosphorus, magnesium, sodium, 

chloride, and molybdenum in animal nutrition.

Throughout his career, Sedg faithfully served his department, the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, and 

the university. He was acting head of the department for a period of 15 months in 1954-55, and again for 6 months 

in 1959, and for shorter periods on several other occasions. He was chairman of the Departmental Planning 

Committee for Morrison Hall, 1953 to 1961, Graduate School Field Representative in Nutrition, 1960 to 1964, and 

in the Graduate Field of Animal Science, 1965 to 1975. Also, Sedg was the chairman of the Graduate Selection 

Committee in the Department of Animal Husbandry (later Animal Science) for 23 years, 1952-1975.

For many years, Professor Smith was a member of the National Research Council Committee on rabbit nutrition, 

and the feed survey committee of the American Feed Manufacturers Association. He was an active member of the 

American Society of Animal Science, American Dairy Science Association, American Institute of Nutrition, and 

the Cornell Research Club. He was a member of the scholarly and scientific societies of Sigma Xi, Phi Kappa Phi, 

Gamma Sigma Delta, and Alpha Zeta.
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Sedg is survived by his wife of 50 years, Margaret Gainey Smith; two sons, Edward J. and Mark F., of Ithaca; 

one daughter, Eileen S. Kinsey, of Flanders, New Jersey; two grandchildren; his mother, Annie Lothes Smith, of 

Ridgway, Pennsylvania; three sisters; several nieces and nephews; and many friends and associates.

Douglas E. Hogue, George W. Trimberger, Kenneth L. Turk
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