
Ta Liang

June 11, 1916 — November 1, 1987

We had the distinct privilege of knowing Ta Liang, a pioneer in the use of aerial photographs for landform analysis, 

a skilled civil engineer, a superb teacher, the “mayor” of Ithaca’s Chinese community, and one of the world’s finest 

human beings.

Born in Teitsin, in northern China, Ta was a celebrity at birth — the first male of the 26th generation of the Liang 

family from the Dragon Lake Village. His diplomatic approach to all situations was inherited from his father who 

had been China’s ambassador to Australia. Ta’s early education was by tutors, laying the foundation for his broad 

interest in classical Chinese.

He received a Bachelor of Engineering degree from Tsing Hua University in 1937, worked briefly as an engineer 

for a railroad, then went to Burma, where he established a successful engineering company while only in his mid-

twenties. In Burma, he also met and married Daisy, his beloved wife for forty-two years, and Cornell’s greatest 

sports fan. Daisy had participated in the Far Eastern Olympics and was in Burma teaching. Although they met 

in Burma, their native villages in China were only a few miles apart. After Japan invaded Burma, Ta became a 

senior engineer with the U.S. Armed Forces, working in the China-Burma-India Theater, supervising the design 

and construction of roads, airports and housing facilities. He was awarded the U.S. War Department’s Meritorious 

Civilian Service Emblem in 1945.

After World War II, Ta passed a national examination in China and was one of the few selected to be sent to the 

U.S. for graduate study. He was accepted at Cornell and went on to earn a M.C.E. and Ph.D. in 1948 and 1952, 

respectively. His Ph.D. dissertation was based on the detection of landslides using aerial photographs. From 1950 

to 1954, he was a research associate in civil engineering, working with Donald Belcher to make major advances 

in interpreting soil and rock conditions from aerial photographs. During this period, he was co-director of an 

extensive air photo training program in Burma. After spending 1955 to 1957 with the engineering firm of TAMS, 

he returned to Cornell to join the civil engineering faculty. He remained at Cornell until retiring as professor 

emeritus in 1984.

At Cornell, Ta developed and taught courses in physical environment evaluation and aerial photographic studies, 

served as advisor to hundreds of students from a variety of disciplines, and was responsible for many remote 

sensing research projects. From 1961 to 1965, he directed a tropical soils air photo project, sponsored by the Air 
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Force Cambridge Research Laboratories; from 1970 to 1972, he co-directed the Land Use and Resource Inventory 

of Puerto Rico; and from 1972 to 1982, he was principal investigator of the NASA-sponsored Program in Remote 

Sensing. As a consultant, he conducted engineering and remote sensing projects for private, government and 

international agencies in some forty countries — transportation route assessment in Alaska, Australia, Canada 

and East Africa; pipeline route assessment in the Arctic; land evaluation studies in Liberia, the Caribbean, and the 

Philippines; and the review of national remote sensing programs in several developing countries.

Among the unique contributions made by Ta and Daisy to Cornell and the Ithaca community are the countless 

dinners they held for new and old faculty, visitors, students and “friends”. Almost singlehandedly they created a 

community spirit, earning the respect, admiration, friendship and love of an unbelievably large number of people.

Ta is survived by a son, Jack, of Gross Pointe, Michigan; two grandchildren; a brother in Chicago; and two sisters 

in Hong Kong. His warmth, friendship, quiet strength, and approach to life — the best of the American, the best 

of the Chinese — will never be forgotten.

Donald J. Belcher, Floyd O. Slate, Warren R. Philipson
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