
Esther Harriette Stocks

January 21, 1902 — September 3, 1988

Born in Lowell, Massachusetts, daughter of the late Harry and Etta (Ramsdell) Stocks, Esther Stocks grew up in a 

family rich in the history, culture and traditions of New England. Esther was a firm believer in the tenet, “Learning 

is for all of life.” She received both bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Smith College. She did further graduate 

work at Harvard, the Merrill Palmer Institute, the University of Minnesota, and Simmons College. In 1938, she 

left Detroit city life for the beauty of rural New York State and joined the faculty of the New York State College 

of Home Economics at Cornell University as instructor and college secretary. As the college grew, so did Esther’s 

responsibilities. She became placement secretary in 1947 and director of placement in 1953. Even in the busiest 

professional years, she continued to attend seminars and audit graduate courses on campus.

As director of placement, she was endlessly patient with undergraduate and graduate students who tended to give 

higher priority to the place where they wanted to live rather than the particular job opportunity for which they 

were best qualified. Never imposing her own ideas, she usually was able to guide the students through friendly 

discussion and a realistic approach.

Esther had many friends among the college’s alumnae. For many years she represented the college at meetings of 

alumnae officers, editing and contributing to the Alumnae Association Newsletter. She was named an honorary 

member of the College Alumnae Association some years before all college faculty were invited to become members. 

The Esther Stocks Loan and Fellowship Fund was established as a result of one alumna friendship. First awarded 

in 1978-79, the proceeds help graduate students who enroll in courses in human development and family studies.

As a counsellor to foreign students, Esther demonstrated unusual ability to empathize and “walk in another’s 

shoes.” Friendships were formed which extended over many years and later motivated many of her visits abroad. 

Meticulous and thoughtful, it was her practice to arrange interviews between new foreign students and the 

faculty advisers selected to assist the students with their academic development. Her interest and support were 

unfailing throughout the student’s life on campus. However, she could be very firm with the recalcitrant student, 

admonishing her to “do the next thing; do it NOW.”

A special talent enjoyed by both students and colleagues was Esther’s skill in flower arrangement. Every year a true 

sign of spring would be her beautiful arrangements of forsythia and pussy willows adorning the main foyer and 

lounge of the college. At any season of the year, she might return from a country outing with the materials for a 
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handsome arrangement. She had a fund of information about the plants, wild life, and history of the area, and she 

was generous in sharing her knowledge with her walking companions.

Esther was named assistant professor in 1942 and associate professor in 1947. She was a member of the American 

Association of College Personnel and of the American and New York State Home Economics Associations. Upon 

her retirement in 1964, she was appointed professor of home economics emeritus by the Board of Trustees of 

Cornell University.

After retirement, Esther was invited to write a history of the college to accompany and update the history of the 

college’s growth from 1900 to 1940, written by Flora Rose. The ensuing publication, A Growing College: Home 

Economics at Cornell University, encompassed 65 years and was issued in 1969, the year that the name of the college 

was changed from Home Economics to Human Ecology. A Growing College is a constant source of reference for 

people interested in Cornell and higher education during the first seven decades of the century.

Through most of her life, Esther maintained a lively correspondence with colleagues from many parts of the 

university. Creative in her choice of words, sensitive to beauty, and fun-loving, her letters reflected these qualities 

to a remarkable degree, and were treasured by those who received them. Equally, she was an asset in a social group, 

fascinating her listeners with anecdotes and stories, many of them derived from her life in New England.

A resident of Lowell, Massachusetts, for 15 years, Esther spent many summers at Rockport, Massachusetts, in a 

house overlooking the ocean where she entertained many friends. She was a member of the Smith College Club, 

the American Association of University Women, and the Fortnightly Club, a group devoted to literary expression.

Music was vital to Esther. She attended concerts at the university regularly, enjoyed piano duets and recorder 

sessions with musical companions, and sang in a church choir. After returning to Massachusetts, she continued to 

attend concerts, to sing in her church choir, and to play in a recorder group. She assisted her pastor by playing the 

piano at services held in local area nursing homes.

Esther’s relationships with her family, as with her friends, were characterized by love, pride in their accomplishments, 

and confidence in the ability of each to live fully and well.

She is survived by a niece, Ruth R. Proctor of Westford, Massachusetts; a nephew, Richard Proctor of Lowell; two 

grandnephews; three great-grandnephews; and a great-grandniece.

Alice Davey, Kathleen Rhodes, Mary Wood
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