
Charles Love Durham

January 2, 1872 — April 16, 1949

With the death of Charles Love Durham the University community has lost one of its best-known figures and 

most vivid personalities. To many generations of students his slight but wiry frame and ringing voice formed an 

emphatic part of their experience of Cornell—in the classroom, on the campus, at athletic rallies, in fraternity 

affairs, and, after they had graduated and gone, in their alumni gatherings throughout the country.

Born in 1872 at Shelby, North Carolina, Professor Durham took the M.A. degree at Furman University in 1891, and 

was instructor at Furman for five years thereafter. In 1922 Furman University awarded him the honorary degree of 

Doctor of Letters. He came to Cornell University in 1896 as Fellow in Latin and Greek, and at Cornell he remained 

for the rest of his life. Named instructor in 1897, he took the doctoral degree in 1899, became assistant professor 

in 1901, and professor in 1909. The year 1905-6 he spent in study at the universities of Leipzig and Munich. He 

became professor emeritus in 1940, having been in 1939-40 the first incumbent of the John Wendell Anderson 

Professorship. Anderson was a close friend of Professor Durham and a fellow member of Chi Psi fraternity.

In 1903 he married Jean Liddell Glendenning of Halifax, N.S., who, with their five children and eight grandchildren, 

survives him.

As a student and teacher of Latin Professor Durham set himself a high ideal of thoroughness and comprehensiveness, 

and, though he knew Greek well, never believed it possible to master both languages with the perfection which his 

generation of classical scholars demanded. Within the Latin field his special interests lay in syntax, descriptive and 

historical, of which he possessed a very subtle knowledge, and in rhetorical theory. Insistent upon a correct and 

scientific pronunciation of Latin, he made this the mark of all students who went out from his classroom. Most of 

these students best remember his freshman course in Horace, a poet in whom he took infinite delight; but he also 

placed special emphasis upon his work with secondary-school teachers, both in the teachers’ course which he gave 

for many years and in the more general work of a long series of summer sessions.

But more and more Professor Durham’s energies were extended to other university activities; thus plans he had 

made for scholarly research were regretfully laid aside, and even his teaching came to be on a reduced scale. Much 

of his work lay in all parts of the country among the alumni clubs, at whose meetings his vibrant and arresting 

style of speaking made him a most welcome guest. This service and the visiting of schools in the interests of the 

University kept him almost continually traveling. Especially in 1919-20, he traveled many thousands of miles, in 
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nearly every state, speaking on behalf of the Semi-Centennial Endowment Fund. His work among the graduates 

of the University was continued after his retirement from teaching, when he became special assistant to Provost 

H. W. Peters and later to the successive vice-presidents in charge of university development. In this capacity he 

had much to do with the planning and setting in motion of the Greater Cornell Committee, on behalf of which his 

efforts continued literally to the day of his death.

The members of the University owe him a special debt for exploring the possibilities of Group Insurance and 

securing the adoption of such insurance for the faculty and the administrative staff. This was in 1931. Six years 

later he served on the committee that developed the contributory pension system for the endowed colleges.

The list of Professor Durham’s services to the university community is indeed a long one. To those mentioned 

we may add a few typical examples. In the years 1917-1919 he was Acting Secretary, and latterly Secretary, of the 

College of Arts and Sciences; and over a long period was active in the committees of this college and in the General 

Committee of the Graduate School. At one time he regularly revised the official publications of the University. 

For many years he was a member, and in 1934-5 president, of the board of directors of the Cornell Co-operative 

Society. He was master of ceremonies at the inauguration of President Farrand and again at the inauguration 

of President Day. At many successive Commencements he served as marshal of the Faculty. He was active in 

arranging Spring Day programs, and helped initiate the Saturday night alumni rallies at class reunions in June. As 

a musician, he occasionally in earlier days played the organ for Sunday services in Sage Chapel. He fostered and 

promoted various student organizations; was long a member of the Athletic Council; shared in the activities of the 

Savage Club; and in the old Town and Gown Club and other associations worked for the closer relationship of the 

University and the city of Ithaca.

Always alive to his duties as a citizen, Professor Durham from an early period took an active interest in politics. 

Twice nominated on the Democratic ticket as New York State assemblyman from Tompkins County, and twice as 

representative in Congress, he was defeated on each occasion after a lively campaign; not even his vigor and charm 

could stem the political current. He was widely known as a bitter foe of national prohibition. For years his striking 

oratorical gifts were in demand by his party at political meetings throughout this region. And during the first 

World War he delivered 275 patriotic speeches—some of them, to be sure, ‘four-minute’ speeches—in promotion 

of the several Liberty Loans.

Yet always the centre of his life was the University. To say that for more than fifty years he devoted himself heart and 

soul to its interests is a true statement that yet hardly conveys the completeness with which he identified himself 
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with Cornell. He gave his life to the University, and in return received that vitality that comes from absorption in 

an interest that one feels to be great and worthy. It is this vitality that his friends and pupils can never forget.

James Hutton, D.S. Kimball, E.J. Murphy
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