
William Hursh Farnham

October 28, 1896 — August 14, 1985

William Hursh Farnham, a former dean of the University Faculty, acting dean of the Cornell Law School during 

World War II, and a member of the law faculty from 1926 to 1964, died in Ithaca on August 14, 1985. He was 

eighty-eight years old.

Bill Farnham was born in Buffalo, New York, on October 28, 1896. He lived there until he came to Cornell, where 

he received his A.B. degree in 1920. Bill’s undergraduate studies were interrupted by World War I, during which 

he served as a commissioned officer with the American Expeditionary Force in France. He thereafter did postwar 

relief work in Romania, where he was made chevalier of the Order of the Crown of Romania.

Returning to Cornell, Bill was awarded the LL.B. degree in 1922. He then became an associate in the Buffalo law 

firm of Kenefick, Cooke, Mitchell and Bass for four years, teaching part-time at the University of Buffalo.

Bill joined the faculty of the Cornell Law School in 1926 as an assistant professor and was promoted to full professor 

in 1930. In 1929-30 he was on leave of absence from Cornell to pursue graduate study in law at Harvard. While 

at Harvard he served as the Ezra Ripley Thayer Teaching Fellow and was awarded a Doctor of Juridical Science 

degree in 1930.

Bill’s principal field of professional interest throughout his long teaching career was the law of property. For 

many years he taught the first-year course in personal property and the introductory, intermediate, and advanced 

courses in real property. His lectures were meticulously prepared and carefully delivered. Behind them lay years 

of preparation and scholarly research. Anyone visiting his office was immediately struck by the sight of shelf after 

shelf of loose-leaf notebooks, each crammed with the result of patient investigation into every nook and cranny of 

the law of property.

Bill was a splendid teacher, whose office door was always open to students who sought his assistance and advice. 

The esteem in which he was held is reflected in the words used by the class of 1959 in dedicating to him that year’s 

Barrister, the Law School yearbook.

To WILLIAM HURSH FARNHAM:

For the example of his dignity, his kindliness and thoughtfulness in and out of the classroom; his love for the law he teaches; his 

steadfast performance of duty and his deep and abiding loyalty to his Alma Mater throughout thirty-four years on the Cornell 

Faculty.
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Over the years, Bill Farnham made several comprehensive studies for the New York State Law Revision Commission, 

some of which resulted in important remedial legislation. They dealt with such subjects as the clearing of land titles 

from the threats posed by long-dormant “possibilities of reverter” or “powers of termination,” and inadvertent 

improvements to the land of another. While the average landowner does not often encounter problems of that sort, 

the consequences can be devastating in terms of confusion, controversy, and cost, and the relief afforded by the 

corrective legislation resulting from Bill’s studies has been beneficial indeed. In addition to his work for the Law 

Revision Commission, he served as legal adviser to the New York State Joint Legislative Committee on Natural 

Resources.

Bill did not abandon his research upon retirement. Until his health forced him to call a halt, he continued to do 

important work on the subject of water law. As legal consultant to the Cornell University Water Resources Center, 

he devoted nearly ten years to an intensive study of New York State’s water law. His efforts culminated in 1974 with 

the publication of Modernization and Improvement of New York’s Riparian Law, a significant contribution to the 

legal literature on the subject.

In addition to his role as teacher and scholar, Bill Farnham made important contributions to Cornell in the field of 

academic administration. He twice served as secretary of the Law School, first from 1926 to 1929 and again from 

1936 to 1940. From 1942 to 1945 he was the acting dean of the Law School. In that capacity he kept the school in 

session on a year-round basis, providing the foundation for managing the influx of the large number of veterans in 

the late 1940s. He brought qualities of openness, fair-mindedness, and efficiency to his administration in Myron 

Taylor Hall.

Bill’s career in academic administration culminated in 1952, when he became dean of the University Faculty. He 

served in that post until 1957. During that period he provided outstanding leadership in strengthening the faculty’s 

role in the governance of the university. He presided with care and precision over the faculty’s complex committee 

system. He also saw to it that the faculty viewpoint on basic questions of educational policy was clearly and 

effectively communicated to the president and the Board of Trustees of the university. That ability was especially 

important because during his deanship the fundamental question of control over student affairs came into sharp 

focus.

Bill was a person of broad and diverse interests. He loved to play contract bridge with his wife Bess as his favorite 

partner. His interest in athletics also deserves special mention. For years he was a regular user of the squash 

court in Myron Taylor Hall. He was also an ardent sports fan. Students accustomed to his reserved manner in the 
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classroom were astounded at the gusto with which he cheered a Cornell team on to victory. At home one of his 

favorite pastimes was following major-league baseball, and he knew the names of the players as well as he knew 

the titles of the leading cases in the law of property.

As teacher, scholar, and administrator, Bill Farnham was a perfectionist. Yet he remained very much a warm, 

courtly, and gracious human being. His great personal integrity was evident in all that he did. He was devoted to 

his family, and the times he spent with them at their cottage on the shores of Cayuga Lake were among the happiest 

of his life. The church was another important influence in Bill’s life, and he was active over the years in the affairs 

of the Congregational Church in Ithaca. At a service held on August 17, 1985, in the church sanctuary, colleagues 

and friends from both the Cornell and the larger Ithaca communities gathered to pay tribute to his memory.

Bill is survived by his wife, Bessie Cowden Farnham of Ithaca, and three children—Faith Farnham Kuppers of 

Charlotte, North Carolina; the Reverend William M. Farnham of Allentown, Pennsylvania; and Dr. Janet Irene 

Farnham of Ossining, New York—nine grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.

Bill’s colleagues and many friends will greatly miss him.

Harry G. Henn, Robert S. Pasley, W. David Curtiss
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