
 

 
 

Charles H. Uhl 
 

May 28, 1918 – August 29, 2010 

 

 

Charles H. Uhl, Professor emeritus of Plant Biology, died August 29, 2010, in Jefferson, 

Georgia. He was 92. 

 

Born May 28, 1918, in Schenectady, New York, Charlie moved to Georgia at the age of nine.  

He earned his B.A. (1939) and M.A. (1941) from Emory University, and his Ph.D. from Cornell 

in 1947. As for many of his generation, his education was disrupted by World War II. He served 

in the U.S. Navy from 1942-1946 first as an ensign, then as an executive officer and Lieutenant. 

He was one of three officers on a standard landing craft, none of whom had any marine 

experience other than the few months training provided by a wartime navy. Nonetheless, under 

orders, he and his crew were able to successfully guide their small lumbering boat, without 

escort and continuously out of sight of land, some 5000 miles across the Pacific to tiny Bora 

Bora using only a sextant (no GPS in those days!). He and his crew went on to participate in 

combat operations in the Asiatic-Pacific Theater in New Guinea, the Philippines, and Borneo.  

Charlie wrote a history of his experiences in the book USS LCI volume II. 

 

After the war, Dr. Uhl finished his degree and joined the faculty at Cornell in 1947. For many 

years Charlie was recognized as the expert on cytogenetics of the stonecrop family 

(Crassulaceae) and published over 80 papers in the field between 1943 and 2004. He created and 

documented over 1500 specific and generic hybrids in the family. He holds the record for the 

highest number of chromosomes ever counted in an angiosperm, n = 320 (or a diploid number of 

640 chromosomes), for Sedum suaveolens. Although best known for his work on hybridization 

and polyploidy, he had wide-ranging interests and applied his findings to taxonomic questions 

such as the delimitation of species and genera as well as the phylogenetic relationships among 

them. He was also fascinated with biogeographic questions and published his observations on the 

effect of the San Adreas Fault on speciation in stonecrops. His work is still having an impact on 

young researchers as demonstrated by a recent paper in the American Journal of Botany that was 

dedicated to Dr. Uhl. 

 



His family fondly remembers many field trips to the western U.S. and Mexico to collect 

succulents for his research. Over the years, he contributed several thousand plant specimens to 

the L. H. Bailey Hortorium, both from these field trips and from his laboratory experiments. In 

1985 he was elected an honorary fellow of the Cactus and Succulent Society for exceptional 

achievement in scholarship about succulent plants. In addition to his research, Charlie is 

remembered by many as an excellent teacher of Cytology, Cytogenetics, and Microtechnique. 

His labs were well known for having a superb collection of cytological preparations, and for his 

enthusiastic participation. He chaired the graduate degree committees of a number of students in 

cytology and served on the committees of many others in the fields of both plant biology and 

plant breeding. He was also famous for asking probing questions at departmental seminars where 

his breadth of knowledge was apparent to all. 

 

Among Dr. Uhl’s outside interests was stamp collecting and he was a longtime member of the 

Ithaca Stamp Club and American Philatelic Society. No one in plant biology threw away 

envelopes from afar without removing the stamp and handing it off to Charlie. Charlie had the 

opportunity as a child to see the Cyclorama, a 42-foot high cylindrical oil painting depicting the 

Civil War Battle of Atlanta, which at that time was narrated by some of the last living 

confederate soldiers. This experience stoked a lifelong interest in the Civil War. 

 

Uhl is survived by his four children: Natalie J., Mary, Charles, and Elizabeth; his brother Robert 

I. Uhl, of Atlanta, Georgia; and his grandchildren: Toby, Hugh, and Amy. His wife, of 65 years, 

Natalie Whitford Uhl, a Cornell professor emerita of plant biology, passed away on March 28, 

2017. 

 
Written by Melissa A. Luckow 

 

 
Editor’s Note: Professor Uhl passed away in 2010. Unfortunately, a memorial statement was not prepared at the time, so we’ve included his 

tribute in this issue. 


