
William Hartley Shannon

November 27, 1906 — December 12, 1959

With the passing of William Hartley Shannon, the Cornell community suffered the loss of an exceptional teacher 

and dedicated student in his chosen field.

Professor Shannon was appointed to the Faculty of the School of Business and Public Administration in its first 

year, 1946. He organized the first professional accounting program at Cornell and played a major role in preparing 

students for careers in public accounting and in training others in the use of accounting as a management tool. 

He also held an elected membership on Cornell’s Law School Faculty from 1949 until his final illness, teaching 

courses in legal accounting and negotiable instruments.

Whether his class consisted of students in an introductory course in accounting or of mature executives in the 

School’s Executive Development Program, he was equally effective and stimulating as attested by the testimony 

of students and colleagues alike.

As a counselor of students his performance was almost unique. In part because he was without an immediate 

family, he spent long hours in his office, where he made himself readily accessible to students. Always he demanded 

from them high and often exacting standards of personal conduct and intellectual vigor, but his genuine interest 

in their problems made him an objective and sympathetic protagonist for those who had tried and failed to come 

up to expectations.

During its formative years Professor Shannon demonstrated an unwavering loyalty to the best interests of the 

School, often at personal sacrifice. He contributed importantly to the improvement of the School curriculum and 

fought ably and effectively in Faculty and committee meetings any disposition to compromise on standards for an 

opportunistic purpose.

William Hartley Shannon was born in Fennville and graduated from the public high school at Allegan, both in 

Michigan. After receiving the A.B. and M.B.A. at the University of Michigan he earned the LL.B. degree at the 

University of Kansas. His certificate to practice as a Certified Public Accountant was from the State of Kansas. He 

was also a member of the Kansas Bar and was admitted to practice before the United States Tax Court and in 1957 

before the United States Supreme Court.
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Before coming to Cornell, Professor Shannon taught at the University of Kansas. He also served as a visiting 

professor on the summer session faculties of the University of California at Los Angeles, the University of Southern 

California, and the Stanford University Law School. Among his publications, Legal Accounting and Accounting 

and the Law were the most important.

Within six weeks after the beginning of World War II, Professor Shannon entered the Supply Corps of the United 

States Naval Reserve and continued his military service until June, 1946. Subsequently he was recalled to active 

duty for limited periods and rose to the rank of Captain.

In his day-to-day relationships he was friendly and helpful, albeit in a slightly formal and old-school manner. 

His sensitivity and the austerity of his personal habits combined to focus his energies on his work and to restrict 

his participation in social life. Professor Shannon was impartial and objective, uncompromising in matters of 

principle and insistent on absolute accuracy. At the same time he was thoughtful, gracious, and self-sacrificing 

in his personal relationships, deeply concerned for the welfare of others, soft-spoken and even humble in the 

expression of his own views. He will be sorely missed.

John M. Rathmell, Melvin G. De Chazeau, Albert M. Hillhouse
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