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Perspectives in Veterinary Medicine 
 

Teaching and Learning Veterinary Medicine During the 
Great Depression, Part II 

 
Editor’s Note: This is the third in a series of stories describing veterinary life during 
the Great Depression. They are based on personal interviews I started in 2007 with 
veterinarians who attended college during the 1930s. The full collection of stories, 
most of which include audio, can be found at An Enduring Veterinary Legacy 
(https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/11807). Though every attempt has 
been made to preserve the integrity of the interviewees’ remarks, words are 
sometimes changed to make the comment clearer to the reader. The unabridged 
version can be read and/or heard by referring to the website above. 
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Academic success was not guaranteed for new veterinary students. Cornell was well-known for its 
high failure and dropout rate. On the first day of class, faculty would warn the students to look at 
the fellow on your right side, and the fellow on your left side. “Take a good look at them”, they 
would say, “because maybe both of them won’t be here by the time the year is over.”1  
 
It was a frightening experience for Joe Merenda and his classmates when they started in 1930. 2  
 

You go to class and nobody seems to give a darn what you’re doing. You don’t 
know whether you are going or coming. You were overwhelmed! 

 
Instruction began in mid-September and continued through mid-June, with a two-week break 
over Christmas and New Years. The curriculum was four years long and up until fall of 1931, 
satisfactory completion of a high school degree was all that was required for admission at most 
colleges. The requirements changed at Cornell the following year when an insert―reflecting a 
last-minute decision by the faculty―appeared in the college catalogue, to require one year of 
college work before acceptance.3   
 
The first few days of veterinary college provided a rude awakening to the gruesome elements of 
anatomy. The anatomy professor4 would assemble the new students and they would file into the 
dissection lab where the horse corpses were hanging grotesquely from overhead rails by giant 
hooks thrust at weird angles through their withers and rumps. The pungent stench of 
formaldehyde stung their eyes.  It was rumored that an occasional student bolted the room and 
never returned to fulfill his dream of becoming a veterinarian.  
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Joe Merenda described the experience of dissection.5 
 

You’d get formaldehyde and grease under your fingernails and you couldn’t get rid 
of it. When you’d eat, you would bring your hand up to your face, you smell that, 
and you’d lose your appetite. Everybody smoked or chewed to mask the smell. That 
is what separated the men from the boys. If you stuck through the first year of 
anatomy, you could take anything. 

 
Change has always been slow in academia and, although the horse had not been the dominant 
species of clinical practice since the early 1920s, veterinary colleges continued to use it as the 
principal species for dissection.  It  was not until midway through  the 1948-1949 academic year 
that small animal practitioners on Long Island―led by Albert Pontick, the brother-in-law of large 
animal anatomist, Malcolm Miller―convinced Cornell to adopt the dog as the prototype species for 
dissection.6   
 
Because Clifford Hoppenstedt was interested in large animals, he was pleased to have the college’s 
emphasis on agriculture. 7  
 

Cornell is a land grant college and the educational program was basically for farm 
animals. The land grant college worked on behalf of the farmer. What I liked best—
having been from a dairy farm—were cows.  

 
Clifford’s brother, Gilbert Hoppenstedt, a student at the University of Pennsylvania, contrasted the 
priorities between Cornell and the University of Pennsylvania and observed that instruction in small 
animal subjects was far superior at the private school in the large city. Clinical accessions were 
mostly for treating common diseases such as distemper or gastrointestinal disorders, or for spays 
and castrations. Large animal work was not neglected, however, as there were wealthy estates 
around Philadelphia that provided equine experience. There was also a large animal clinic in the 
city where the milk delivery companies sought veterinary care for their horses into the late 1930s.8 
 

The emphasis on agricultural experience at the land grant veterinary colleges was part of the 
selection process. At Cornell this had always been expected but became codified in the late 
1930s as the “Farm Practice Requirement,”9 which dictated that the preveterinary students10 
accrue actual farm experience where livestock (horses, cattle, swine or sheep) were raised. The 
requirement was readily filled by boys who were raised on a farm as no additional experience 
was required, but it became a potential stumbling block for those raised in the city. Women 
were exempt from the farm animal experience. 
 

Despite this land-grant focus on agriculture, there was increased enrollment of students from New 
York City during the 1930s. Seventeen students (20% of the class) were from the metropolitan New 
York City area in the class that matriculated in 1931, and over 40% of the students that started a 
few years later were from the city. Some faculty were critical of this deflection, from what they 
considered almost a sacred duty to focus on farm species, and felt that admitting students from 
non-farm backgrounds was jeopardizing the central mission of the college.  A small but noticeable 
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number of faculty went so far as to express their displeasure through quiet rejection of these 
students and occasionally through anti-Semitic behavior, as many of the urban students were 
Jewish. 
 
There were also increasing numbers of women who entered the college in the 1930s, including 
seven who matriculated in 1935 and 1936. Most of the faculty tolerated women being in the 
classes, but declined to allow them to engage in certain large animal activities, such going on farm 
calls or participating in certain reproductive examinations.  
 
Despite the inflexibility of educational and curricular policies, and the authoritarian attitudes and 
actions of some of the faculty, most students of the 1930s generally had a deep respect and 
appreciation for their professors, perhaps more so than in the middle decades of the last century.  
Dr. Larry Waitz, who graduated just near the beginning of the Recession (1931), perhaps said it 
best. During my meetings and phone calls with him in the three years before his passing, he 
described several of his professors by name. It had been 70 years since they had been a part of his 
life, yet his eyes would brighten and his face became radiant as he talked about Dean Fish being a 
very kind and gentle man, or his neighbor, the anatomist Professor Hopkins, walking with him up 
the long hill to campus on a Sunday morning.11  
 
Times were harsh during the Depression, but the austerity and challenges in society had a great 
leveling effect on teacher and learner alike. For the most part, the graduates of that era deserved 
the moniker that would follow them through life, The Greatest Generation. 
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TOPIC: 
 The Great Depression 
 
LEADING QUESTION: 

How well did students get along with faculty along in the Great Depression? 
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Dr. Donald F. Smith, Dean Emeritus of the Cornell University College of Veterinary Medicine, 
had a passion for the value of the history of veterinary medicine as a gateway for 
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spearheaded changes in curriculum, clinical services, diagnostic services and more. He was a 
diplomat of the American College of Veterinary Surgeons and a member of the National 
Academy of Practices. Most recently he played a major role in increasing the role of women 
in veterinary leadership.   
 
Perspectives in Veterinary Medicine is one of his projects where he was able to share his vast 
knowledge of the profession. 

 


