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Henry J. Cornille Sr. began working on his family farm at a young age, taking horses to the lake for water and bringing produce to the market. He worked at his family's produce market five days a week, waking at 1 a.m. and working until midafternoon, from his teens until age 86.

"He was always looking for new and interesting things to bring into restaurants and people's lives," said his son Jerry. "When he had new and interesting things, he would lay them on his desk for people to see."

Mr. Cornille, 93, of Chicago, longtime owner of George J. Cornille & Sons of South Water Market, died of complications from surgery Thursday, April 21, in St. Joseph Hospital in Chicago.

Mr. Cornille's father, George, founded the market in 1925 with the help of his sons. Mr. Cornille strove to provide fresh and unique fruits and vegetables to his customers. In the 1930s and 1940s, Mr. Cornille used the railroad to introduce his customers to okra from Tennessee and watercress from Louisiana.

"He was probably one of the last of the pioneers," said his son Tom. "Everyone will always tell you in business that the most important part of business is the customer. My father always taught me the most important part of this business is the farmer or the supplier. My father's equation was if you wanted a good customer, you had to have a good product and you had to have a good product from a good farmer."

Mr. Cornille went out of his way to meet the needs of his customers, Tom Cornille said. In the 1950s, Mr. Cornille supplied fruit and vegetables to the hotel where the queen of England stayed when she visited Chicago. The hotel requested Mr. Cornille supply watercress, and Mr. Cornille was happy to oblige.

"He was an innovator. He was a people-pleaser," Tom Cornille said. "When a dignitary like that came with one item like watercress, he would make sure the need was met. He was a man of standards."

Growing up on a family farm in Chicago, where he was born, Mr. Cornille developed close relationships with the farmers who provided produce to his market. He would go out to family farms and give growers advice on how to plant certain crops, Jerry Cornille said.

Mr. Cornille's family was always involved with the market. For more than 20 years, his wife, Gertrude, worked as his bookkeeper. When he retired, Tom Cornille took over the business.

Mr. Cornille's market was featured on "Emeril Live" on the Food Network, on a show about fresh fruits and vegetables from farms. On the show, chef Emeril Lagasse cooked using fresh porcini mushrooms, miniature white asparagus and white peaches from the market, among other fresh produce.

"We had such a good time doing the whole story and the whole show," Tom Cornille said. "What meant the most to me is the respect Emeril paid toward my father."

Besides his wife and sons, Mr. Cornille is survived by another son, Henry Jr.; two daughters, Patricia Tinaglia and Sister Mary Cornille; two sisters, Helen Lies and Jeanne Bedrosian; and 12 grandchildren.

Visitation will be held from 3 to 9 p.m. Sunday in Smith- Corcoran Funeral Home, 6150 N. Cicero Ave., Chicago. A service will be held at 11 a.m. Monday in the funeral home until an 11:30 a.m. mass in Queen of All Saints Basilica, 6280 N. Sauganash Ave., Chicago.
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