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Professor Emeritus Raymond Sheldrake, Jr. was born in Prospect Park, New Jersey on September 7, 1923. He began 

his education in the public schools of Hawthorne, New Jersey and graduated from the Central High School in 

Paterson, New Jersey in 1942.

World War II had just started and Ray joined the U.S. Army in 1942.  He was assigned to the U.S. Army Corp of 

Engineers and spent three years in the European theater.  Ray was honorably discharged in 1945 and enrolled at 

Rutgers University, New Jersey.

Ray graduated from Rutgers in 1949 with a B.S. degree, majoring in Horticulture and Agricultural Education.  

He immediately enrolled at Cornell University for graduate studies and was awarded an assistantship in the 

Department of Vegetable Crops at the Geneva Experiment Station.  At Cornell, he majored in Vegetable Crops, 

Soils and Plant Pathology and completed his studies for the Master of Science degree in 1950 and his Doctorate 

in 1952.

Upon receiving his Doctorate degree, Sheldrake was appointed as Vegetable Specialist in the Extension Service at 

the University of Georgia.  He served in this professorial position for two years.  In 1954, he returned to Cornell 

and the Department of Vegetable Crops as an Assistant Professor, was promoted to Associate Professor in 1957 

and to full Professor in 1969.

Ray’s first assignment at Cornell was in extension with youth where he introduced many innovations to the 

4-H program.  Later he achieved notoriety both statewide and nationally in teaching and research in addition 

to extension.  He assumed responsibilities for teaching the beginning course in Vegetable Crops 101 (general 

horticulture).   The  course  became  a  great  success  with increased enrollment of students from other departments 

in CALS and other colleges.  Ray’s successful approach included a number of “hands on” laboratories that the 

students loved.  The spring semester course culminated with a public sale of the plants grown by the students 

during the semester.  Amateur horticulturists from all over the local area looked forward each spring to observe 

and purchase the student’s products.  This was a great practical experience for the students and good public 

relations for the department and CALS.

Ray’s communication talent was perhaps his finest attribute.  He had the correct personality, charisma and 

enthusiasm to work with horticultural growers as well as students.  They had instant respect and clearly understood 
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what he was teaching them.  He became a popular statewide and national speaker.  His talks attracted large crowds 

whenever he was on a program.  In addition, his extension expertise included the written word where he authored 

a number of popular monthly columns and articles for extension as well as commercial publications, including 

the American Vegetable Growers.  He wrote a number of Cornell extension bulletins, which received wide 

distribution.  His instructions and plans for the “Cornell 21 Greenhouse” were for years one of the most popular 

publications produced by CALS.  He and Emeritus Professor James Boodley of the Department of Floriculture, 

wrote a bulletin on the preparation and use of the artificial media, “Cornell Peat-lite Mix”, for the production of 

bedding plants that had state, national and international distribution.  A number of companies were started that 

just commercially manufactured this mix for growers.

Professor Sheldrake especially enjoyed applied research to solve problems and made some very important 

contributions to the Horticultural Industry.  Ray was at the forefront for innovations with uses of plastics in 

horticulture.  Plastics products, especially polyethylene, were becoming available in the mid 1950s.  Thin sheets 

of the plastic were manufactured in various lengths, widths and thicknesses.  He was first involved in using large 

sheets as coverings for greenhouses, an inexpensive substitute for glass greenhouses.  This allowed growers to 

increase production facilities quickly  and  cheaply  as  compared  to glass greenhouses.   He  later demonstrated 

that two layers of plastic applied to the greenhouses would save about 30% of winter heating, a number still in use 

today. Ray also designed a plastic greenhouse that could be inexpensively built by small farmers, called “Cornell 

21”. The design used standard materials and featured minimum waste of construction materials to produce the 

100 feet by 21 feet greenhouse.  Hundreds of these plans were sold by the Vegetable Crops Department.  He also 

studied using polyethylene sheets to cover large surfaces of soil, which acted as a mulch to reduce weeds, reduce 

moisture loss and warm up the soil for early spring plantings.  These systems are still used today on thousands of 

acres.

In the early 1960s, “bedding plants” were just becoming popular with home gardeners.  A whole industry was 

evolving to become today a major part of the floriculture industry, and included both vegetable and flower growers.  

Bedding plant production fit well into the vegetable grower expertise, availability of facilities and seasonal schedule.  

At the time there was a major problem with seedling production, which involved disease, uneven production and 

lack of reliability.  The cause was with the soil used for seedlings germination and growth.  The standard was to use 

native soil and mix in ingredients such as sand, fertilizer and organic matter. Variation from grower to grower and 

location to location was large. Ray and his colleague, Emeritus Professor James Boodley, developed an artificial 
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media called the “Cornell Peat-lite Mix” composed of the common materials peat moss, vermiculite and/or perlite, 

plus lime and fertilizer. This product was an immediate success and today, forty years later, this is the media used 

by most bedding plant growers in the country, producing billions of seedlings per year, which add to the beauty 

and quality of life for many households nationwide.

In the late 1950s, Ray and his wife Elsie started a greenhouse business in Ithaca called “Early Bird Farms”.  He used 

this facility to commercially prove many ideas he was expounding to growers. The business was very successful and 

is still run by his children and grand children today.  Ray’s business motto was “Grow and Offer Quality  Produce  

and  People  will  Come and Buy”, and consumers did come and bought.  Ray initiated an annual Poinsettia Show 

every Christmas at Early Bird Farms that continues to be a favorite holiday experience for the Ithaca community. 

Professor Sheldrake took early retirement from Cornell in 1979 so he could spend more time consulting.  He 

joined the W.R. Grace Company as a full time consultant, traveled for the company and helped develop their 

different bedding plant media and specialized fertilizers.  After retiring from the Grace Company, he built a home 

and small research facility in Trumansburg, New York.  He continued operating this facility for 10 years, then 

moved to Palmetto Florida and finally to a retirement home in Sun City Center, Florida.

Ray was an avid pilot and purchased his own plane in the 1960s. This was followed by two more, the last a twin-

engine plane, which he used it to travel all over New York State and, in fact, the whole country.  He was an avid 

golfer, particularly after retirement.  He always carried his golf clubs in his plane and played golf at every stop.  

When he built his research greenhouses and home after retirement from Cornell, they were located right next to 

the Trumansburg Golf Course and Ray was seen every morning playing his early morning golf game. 

Bowling was another of Ray’s sports.  He was an accomplished bowler who participated in the Monday evening 

Agricultural Bowling League for a number of years.

Ray had four children:  two sons, Gregory R. and George A. of Ithaca, New York; and two daughters, Barbara 

Bendzunas of Comer, Georgia, and Connie O’Connell of Mooresville, North Carolina.  He also had five 

grandchildren.  His wife, Elsie, died in 2002.

Ray made many contributions to Cornell students, state, national and international growers.  Many of his 

innovations are still in use today. His  special  charisma gave him the ability to gain both students’ and growers’ 

confidence.  The horticultural industry and his colleagues will miss his enthusiasm for horticulture. 

Robert Langhans, Chairperson; Edwin Oyer, Leonard Topoleski
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