
William J. Wright

June 6, 1881 — March 19, 1986

William J. Wright died on Wednesday, March 19, 1986, at the age of 104, in Acton, Massachusetts.

Mr. Wright was appointed professor of rural education and state leader of junior extension work in the Department 

of Rural Education on November 1, 1918. Building on the principles already established in the Cornell Junior 

Naturalist Clubs by Liberty Hyde Bailey and Anna Botsford Comstock and the work of his predecessors, Martha 

Van Rensselaer and F. L. Griffin, he established junior extension clubs in fifteen counties within a year of his 

appointment. During his tenure at Cornell the name 4-H was adopted, and the program’s scope and depth and the 

number of participating counties increased steadily.

In addition, his achievements include the formation of county 4-H program advisory committees and the 

employment of full-time county 4-H agents. For the first time extension specialists were employed by the College 

of Agriculture and the College of Home Economics to design programs for 4-H and to provide in-service education 

and support for 4-H club agents.

When, in 1930, the state Department of Education withdrew its financial support of 4-H club work, Mr. Wright 

continued his commitment to youth. The state club leader office at Cornell was moved from the Department of 

Rural Education and was made an administrative division of cooperative extension administration. The move led 

to revisions of the constitutions of the County Farm and Home Bureau Associations to include a 4-H department. 

Mr. Wright’s leadership role in implementing those organizational changes was invaluable.

Mr. Wright provided dependable, stable leadership throughout the years. He earned the title of “Mr. 4-H” for his 

commitment to the development of youth through experiences designed to help them become useful citizens and 

involved community leaders.

Mr. Wright was a charter member of Lambda chapter of Epsilon Sigma Phi, the extension honorary fraternity. In 

addition, he served on many college and statewide committees.

On retirement in 1942, Mr. Wright returned to Stockbridge, Michigan, where he was elected supervisor for 

Stockbridge Township. He enjoyed writing, and among his works there was a history of the area. He is also the 

author of a book entitled Greenhouse Construction.
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His interest in the 4-H program of Cornell cooperative extension continued in retirement. He enjoyed reading 

about the advancement of the 4-H program, keeping in contact with 4-H staff members, and remaining vitally 

interested in Cornell cooperative extension and Cornell University. William Wright was a respected leader, had an 

outgoing personality, and made friends readily.

Mr. Wright received a B.S. degree at Michigan State University in 1904 and a master’s degree from Pennsylvania 

State University in 1912. He was employed as the assistant to the president at Michigan Agricultural College from 

1907 to 1909, as an assistant professor of horticulture at Pennsylvania State University from 1909 to 1912, and as 

the director of the New York State School of Agriculture at Alfred from 1912 to 1918. While living in Alfred, Mr. 

Wright was responsible for the direction of 4-H clubs in Allegany and Steuben counties.

He is survived by a son, J. Richard of Carlisle, Massachusetts, and a daughter, Mary Gundry of Pinehurst, North 

Carolina.
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