
Robert Samuel Smith

June 15, 1920 — January 25, 2004

Cornell University and the Ithaca Community lost one of its highly regarded and widely respected citizens in the 

unexpected and untimely death of Robert S. Smith on January 25, 2004 at the age of 83. He was a family man, an 

inspiring teacher and educator, a community spirited citizen, who enriched our lives with his good humor and 

his willingness to carry out assignments wherever he was needed. He leaves behind a legacy of commitment to 

the improvement of rural life and the natural resources, which make farming and forestry possible. His heritage 

in Cooperative Extension and service to others filled his life wherever he was—in small communities, at the 

university, or in banking and finance.

Born on June 15, 1920, Bob grew up in New Hampshire on a farm near Laconia as part of a big family. He returned 

regularly throughout his life to his native state and often reflected on his happy, rugged New England heritage. 

Early in his life, Bob’s father set about teaching his son how to train a team of oxen. Bob often talked about that 

experience and many others from his days on the farm, as he spent much of his life teaching others—first as county 

agent, then as college professor, banker, board member and community leader. Often you teach by example, and in 

all these roles we learned from him about thrift, persistence, loyalty, and the solid results achieved from hard work.

Bob’s education started on the home farm and with life in rural New England in the 1920s and 1930s. As one of 

ten children on a farm, there was always enough to eat, but often not a lot of extras. He had heard a lot about the 

agricultural college at Cornell during his youth from his older brother, and what others had gained from a degree 

there; so he came; found his partner for life, Mary Morgan; and graduated in 1942. After graduation, he became 

the Assistant Agricultural Agent in Livingston County and was quickly named to be the County Agricultural 

Agent in Lewis County. With United States entry into World War II, he joined the Army and served as a field 

artillery officer in Europe. Returning after the war, he became the Agricultural Extension Agent in his home 

county in New Hampshire. But the GI Bill made more education possible and he returned to Cornell where he 

completed his Master’s degree in Agricultural Economics in 1950 and his Ph.D. degree in 1952.

His academic advisor at Cornell was Stan Warren, a master teacher and friend of agriculture. Bob completed his 

doctorate with Stan studying father-son and other types of business arrangements, seeking to establish a set of 

principles that underlay success in making such arrangements work effectively. Bob’s first major publication after 
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completing his thesis was an experiment station bulletin, Transferring the Farm to the Next Generation. Much of 

what he wrote in that 80-page bulletin applies as well in the 21st century as it did 50 years earlier.

Smith was immediately appointed by the College as an Assistant Professor in Extension as coordinator of statewide, 

young-adult programs. He joined the faculty in Agricultural Economics in 1954 as an Associate Professor in Farm 

Management with primary responsibility for extension programs. He was promoted to Professor in 1958—just 

six years after completing his thesis. He worked closely with Van Hart on farm credit programs and directed the 

Bankers School of Agriculture from 1960 onwards. He was appointed Professor of Farm Finance in 1961 and made 

this the center of his professional work for the rest of his life at the university.

Bob took two sabbatical leaves overseas. The first was in Israel in 1960-61 as Agricultural Advisor to their Ministry 

of Agriculture. In 1968, he went to Teheran as Advisor to the Agricultural Development Fund of Iran where he 

worked closely with its President, a former graduate student at Cornell. These were both teaching and learning 

experiences, part of his life-long effort to improve the life and education of people making their living from the 

land.

Because he was such an effective teacher of county agents and farmers, he was asked to teach the department’s 

courses in Farm Finance and agreed to teach a course in Personal Finance in the late 1960s. Not surprisingly, his 

students appreciated his efforts in the classroom and the seniors of the college chose him as their Professor of 

Merit in 1972. Earlier, he had been recognized by the Farm Credit Banks of Springfield with their first Agricultural 

Counselor Award in 1965. The Internal Revenue Service honored him with a Special Citation for his tax education 

programs in 1974. Epsilon Sigma Phi recognized his continuous contributions to extension education with their 

Superior Performance Award.

As a successful teacher and leader in his field at the university, he believed in giving back to the institution where 

he had worked, taught, and learned. Bob was instrumental in organizing and successfully completing two major 

fund raising efforts for the college. With the strong support of Dean Kennedy, the funding of the W.I. Myers Chair 

in Agricultural Finance was completed in 1977 and Bob became the first holder of that Chair until his retirement. 

To recognize the many contributions of his mentor and teacher, Stan Warren, he led the campaign to establish the 

Stanley Warren Teaching Endowment, largely funded by Stan’s former students. He and Mary have given back in 

many other ways to their colleges and university, most recently funding an endowment for the Morgan Smith Trail 

at the Cornell Plantations in October 1999.
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Bob was invited to join the Board of Directors of the Tompkins County Trust Company in part because of his 

responsibilities at the university in agricultural finance. His abilities as a banker were quickly recognized by the 

rest of the Board. He was elected Chairman of the Board and took early retirement from the university in 1980. 

As Board Chairman, he took an active role in the community and strongly encouraged young professionals at the 

bank to accept responsibilities in community affairs. He took an active role in the American Bankers Association 

and was particularly pleased when one of his former Ph.D. students living in Iowa became its President. He served 

for many years on the Board of Mutual of New York and took an active role on the Board of Hospicare here in 

Ithaca. He was an active member of the City Club of Ithaca for 20 years and served it well as sergeant, judge and 

speaker.

The Smith household was a welcoming place. Bob and Mary’s five children came to know many of their parents’ 

colleagues and friends. They always took an interest in what others were doing and rejoiced with them in their 

achievements and comforted their sorrows. They took rightful pride in the achievements of their five children 

located throughout the northeast quadrant of the country. Pat, Peggy, Sherry and Starlee have all had successful 

lives and careers. Bob was particularly pleased to see his son, Scott, become Dean of Agriculture at the University 

of Kentucky.

Farms, farming and rural people were especially important to Bob. He spent much of his productive life finding 

ways to help others improve their well-being. He has left a special mark on the university, his colleagues and the 

local financial community. All of our lives are the better for our years and close association with Robert Samuel 

Smith.

Olan D. Forker, Eddy L. LaDue, Bernard F. Stanton
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