
Raymond M. Cantwell

September 21, 1927 — November 11, 1980

On November 11, 1980, the School of Hotel Administration lost one of its most loyal and dedicated alumni, Ray 

Cantwell.

Ray was a unique person: a self-made businessman who never lost sight of his early career struggles, who therefore 

always had time, sympathy, and understanding for those starting their careers. As a colleague he was a delight; 

he challenged, he provoked thought, he offered sage advice, he empathized. As a friend he was fun, a smiling 

Irishman in the best sense of the phrase, someone who always had time for a laugh.

When Ray Cantwell traveled, he read all the signs, climbed all the famous hills, found every historical site, snapped 

every picture, quizzed the guides and local citizens for every detail, and, on his return, shared his discoveries in 

the fashion of the great early explorers. He invested his life with the same qualities of enthusiasm, curiosity, and 

zest.

His was not an easy childhood. His parents died before he was eight years old. Although Ray received kind help 

and care from the nuns and loving support from his older brothers, he had to be self-reliant from the beginning. 

The decisiveness and independence he developed in those early years were sources of strength throughout his life. 

That strength was sustaining and generous—never harsh, never strident, never demanding.

Perhaps because of his early experiences, Ray had a profound respect for the importance of commitment to 

significant institutions. For Ray, the most significant of these institutions were his church, his school, and his 

family.

Ray was an active member of St. Catherine of Siena. His faith and devotion were unbreakable and steadfast. In an 

era when such devotion is often viewed by many as outdated, Ray never relented. From the church he derived a 

real sense of stability and meaning, and to the church he returned his gratitude and appreciation. His efforts were 

unceasing.

Ray was very proud of his association with Cornell. After serving in the Marine Corps, he came to Cornell as an 

undergraduate in the School of Hotel Administration. For several years after he earned his Bachelor of Science 

degree, he worked successfully in industry. In 1973, at mid-career, he returned as a graduate student and began 
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his teaching career here. Until his death last October, he worked devotedly and joyfully with both his students and 

his colleagues at the school.

Ray’s role in the school was unique. None of us has ventured to think of replacing him; he is not replaceable. All 

of us have been enlarged by our contact with him. Ray pretended nothing; he was absolutely straightforward in 

speech and deed. His colleagues and students came to depend on his unswerving loyalty and support. He was 

friendly, charming, honest, humorous, considerate, vigorous, intelligent, hard-driving, and hardworking. He was 

a man of convictions, who did not shrink from arguing strongly for what he believed; yet he never left the scene 

without resolving conflicts and reaffirming his friendship, even with those with whom he disagreed.

Those of us who grieve for our colleague, our teacher, and our friend can only begin to imagine the grief of his 

family. A man who had no parents for so many years, Ray deeply loved and appreciated his wife, Mary Jo, and his 

children, Mark, Mary, Matthew, and Catherine. Sensing that his time was short, he felt an urgency to finish his 

work and to share joy with his friends and family. Never did he indulge in self-pity or pessimism. Mary Jo Cantwell 

has generously shared this memory of Ray: just before he went into surgery, he kissed his wife and children, and as 

the attendant wheeled him down the corridor, he raised his arms in a last optimistic salute— thumbs up.

Some people’s lives touch the world like a feather. You hardly know they ever existed, and upon their departure 

from this earth it is difficult to locate the marks they made. Ray Cantwell’s life caused a crater, and his death left an 

enormous void in all who knew him. To have known Ray is to have known a genuine human being. To his legion 

of friends he left a legacy. Each of their lives is richer today because Ray Cantwell touched them. We shall all miss 

this man who showed so much love for everyone he knew.

John J. Clark, William H. Kaven, Donal A. Dermody
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