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Gerald W. Olson was associate professor of soil science in the Agronomy Department at Cornell University. He 

was born in Gothenburg, Nebraska. He received his B.S. in technical science in agriculture in 1954; M.S. in soil 

microbiology in 1959 from the University of Nebraska; and Ph.D. from the University of Wisconsin in 1962 in 

soil genesis and morphology where he also served as Soil Survey Field Party Chief for Wisconsin Geological and 

Natural History Survey. His career at Cornell began in 1962 as soil technologist and he was promoted to assistant 

professor of soil science in 1966.

Gerry was one of the first soil scientists to specialize in soil resource development for nonfarm use of soils. He 

conducted research on the influence of soil properties on past and present land use. He taught a course on the use 

of soil resource inventories for land use planning, and served as a resource person for Cooperative Extension. He 

was respected by town planners, county boards of legislatures and cooperative extension agents for his ability to 

interpret and teach soils information for nonfarm uses. His many publications on interpretation of Soil Surveys for 

nonfarm use will serve as a guide for future generations within this area. His two books Soil and the Environment 

(1981) and Field Guide to Soils and the Environment (1984) are used as college texts. Gerry was active in many 

organizations, especially with the American Society of Agronomy and recently served as president of the Soil 

Conservation Society of America. He was elected a fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science in 1982 and in the Soil Conservation Society of America in 1987.

As senior consultant to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and the United States 

Agency for International Development, Dr. Olson witnessed the effects of mismanagement of soil resources. He 

worked on solutions to issues of world hunger in numerous developing countries. He theorized that there was a 

relationship between the quality of life and soil characteristics especially for earlier cultures. Because of this he 

believed that the landowner was only a steward of the land and had the responsibility to treat the soils with the 

care and respect due their important position within the environment.

Gerry served as consultant on soil evaluations and interpretations for archeological expeditions at Tikal El Peten, 

Guatemala and in Saris, Turkey; Gerry concluded that the demise of the Mayan culture was the direct result of 

their misuse and mismanagement of soil.
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He was quoted in the Cornell Daily Sun on March 3, 1986 as saying “the environmental situation is closely linked 

with the political situation. Real national security is in the stability and productivity of the environment and in all 

social and moral strength of the people — not in military armaments.” This is further evidence of the importance 

he placed upon the care and use of the environment resources.

Gerry was pleased to be a faculty member at Cornell, but his greatest pleasure was that he and his wife Mary had 

three sons, Bradford, David, and Eric, to graduate from Cornell.

Ray B. Bryant, Robert F. Lucey, W. Shaw Reid
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