
David A. Thomas

July 5, 1917 — June 28, 2004

Over a thirty-one year period, David A. Thomas was a Professor of Accounting, Associate Dean, Dean, and Dean 

Emeritus of the S.C. Johnson Graduate School of Management of Cornell University. The Johnson School was 

called the Graduate School of Business and Public Administration (B and PA) and housed in McGraw Hall and 

Malott Hall for most of Dave’s career.

Dave was born and grew up in west Texas and he earned his B.A. degree from Texas Tech (Lubbock, Texas) in 1937 

at the age of 20. He was elected to Phi Beta Kappa. Dave loved to tell tales of his childhood. He told of his father 

taking out his six-gun and going to the Texas Rangers and joining their posse searching for outlaws. He had a 

difficult youth in a hard part of the country (he did not enjoy riding horses) and he loved living in Ithaca.

Dave served as a combat staff intelligence officer and rose to the rank of Captain in the Army Air Corps during 

World War II, and was one of the early arrivals on Iwo Jima. When World War II ended, he returned to Texas to earn 

his M.B.A. degree at Texas Christian University. He also earned his C.P.A. degree in 1948 and taught accounting at 

TCU. He was an Instructor, 1946-48; an Assistant Professor, 1948-49; and then an Associate Professor.

In 1949, he went to the University of Michigan to work on his Ph.D. degree in Accounting, studying with Professor 

W.A. Paton (one of the leading accounting educators of the 20th century). He received his Ph.D. degree in 1956.

He was the twelfth professor hired by Cornell’s young Graduate School of Business and Public Administration, 

appointed as an Assistant Professor in 1953. In 1956, Dave received tenure as an Associate Professor, and was 

appointed a full Professor in 1957. In 1956, he became the School’s Associate Dean—a position he held for over 

twenty years. He was a Dean who got things done. He never said no to a reasonable request. During his time as 

Associate Dean, he continued to teach the basic accounting course. He also served as the School’s Acting Dean, 

1961-62 and 1968-69, building the skills that would serve him well in his later deanship.

Dave was named Dean in 1981 and under his leadership, several critical changes were implemented. The primary 

change was to drop the public and health programs in order to better focus the School’s resources on its core 

strengths. Unfortunately, when he became Dean he was unable to continue teaching. While an outstanding dean, 

he will be primarily remembered as a beloved teacher by many students he shepherded through accounting.
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Dave was also importantly involved during most of his career with the Charles E. Merrill Trust, a family foundation 

engaged in philanthropic activities. He recommended the distribution of more than $120 million to education 

institutions, religious charities and social service organizations. One of his many recommendations led to the 

University of Chicago’s famous collection of stock price data that has culminated in dramatic research insights 

and advances in the art of investment. Dave was the President of Cornell University’s Faculty Statler Club from 

1977-79.

After his retirement in June 1984, Dave expanded his hobby of painting pictures, one of which currently hangs in 

Sage Hall.

Dave’s wife, Libby, survives him, as does his daughter, Ann, and her two children. Dave died on June 28, 2004 in 

Venice, Florida. He was 86 years old. Dave was always a soft-spoken gentleman who treated everyone with whom 

he associated with respect and in a gentle firm manner. Let it be said that no teacher of accounting was better loved 

by his students.

Tom Dyckman, Sy Smidt, Hal Bierman

Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/17813




