
Robert St. Clair Holmes

December 7, 1901 — June 5, 1961

Professor Holmes was appointed to the faculty of the Graduate School of Business and Public Administration 

in 1952. His field was public utilities, business law, and finance. To his work at Cornell he brought not only a 

thorough academic training but also eighteen years of experience as a government economist and administrator. 

Two of these years were with the New York State Public Service Commission and the remainder with the Securities 

and Exchange Commission in Washington, except for a period on loan to the Office of Price Administration. 

Among his most interesting assignments were the economic analyses preceding the dissolution of the Electric 

Bond and Share system, and the research for the S.E.C. on the Investment Banking Study of the Temporary 

National Economic Committee.

Robert S. Holmes was born in Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, where his father was Professor of Philosophy at the 

college. After obtaining his A.B. there, he studied economics, receiving the M.A. degree from the University 

of Pennsylvania and his Ph.D. from Princeton. He was a Phi Beta Kappa at Swarthmore, a Harrison Fellow at 

Pennsylvania, and a pre-doctoral instructor at Princeton. For two years prior to joining the S.E.C. he was an 

assistant professor at Oberlin, but, like so many other young economists during the New Deal era, he was ultimately 

drawn into government service. While in Washington he earned an LL.B. at George Washington University and 

was admitted to the District of Columbia Bar.

At Cornell Professor Holmes established a real place for himself as an effective teacher. His graduate seminars 

attracted students and challenged them. He liked and made good use of the case approach. For him teaching 

served as an integrating experience—an opportunity to sift and combine much from what he had learned at 

the S.E.C., from his long familiarity with the financial problems of public utilities, and from his background in 

economics and law. Although he undertook some consulting work while at Cornell—for the Florida Power and 

Light Company, the New York Telephone Company, and four northwestern electric utilities—the classroom was 

the focus of his major efforts and the source of his greatest satisfaction.

In his personal relationships he was cooperative and considerate of others. He became more deeply concerned in 

any matter if he sensed any possible unfortunate impact upon an individual. This no doubt sprang partly from his 

Quaker upbringing and affiliation, Rather than a wide circle of friends, he preferred a few close ones, and, with 



them, especially in his own home, he was a delightful companion. He enjoyed good conversation, which he often 

embellished with a touch of the histrionic.

He leaves a wife, Grace Randall Holmes; two children, Rebecca St. Clair and David Randall; a daughter-in-law; 

and three grandchildren. His unexpected death was not only a great loss to them but also to his students, his 

friends, and the faculty of the School. 
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