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Harold H. Williams was appointed professor of biochemistry in Cornell’s Graduate School of Nutrition and the 

Department of Biochemistry and Nutrition in 1945, one year after the department was established. He served 

as department head from 1955 to 1964, He retired as professor emeritus in 1973. During these years, he made a 

significant contribution to the excellence of biochemistry on this campus.

Professor Williams was born in Blanchard, Pennsylvania in 1907 and received a B.S. degree in agricultural 

biochemistry in 1929 from Pennsylvania State College. He was an undergraduate research assistant in their 

Institute of Animal Nutrition. He received a Ph.D. degree from Cornell in 1933 in animal nutrition, biochemistry 

and physiology. During his years as a graduate student, he served as a graduate research assistant in the Laboratory 

of Animal Nutrition. Following completion of his Ph.D. degree, he studied for two years as a Sterling Fellow at Yale 

University School of Medicine under Lafayette R. Mendel, one of the great pioneers in nutrition and biochemistry.

Immediately prior to his return to Cornell, Harold Williams spent four years in the research laboratory of the 

Children’s Fund of Michigan, first as a research associate, then as assistant director and finally as associate director. 

Here he studied the nutrition of growing children. This organization has established standards of nutrition 

for normal children and has studied the vitamin and mineral composition of human milk and the nutritional 

problems of children afflicted with leukemia, anemia, nephrosis and diarrhea. While with this project in Detroit, 

Professor Williams was also a special chemistry instructor at Wayne University and at the Children’s Hospital of 

the Medical School at Wayne.

At the same time, Dr. Williams and Dr. Icie Macy Hoobler, director of the research laboratory, also wrote Hidden 

Hunger, which was published just before Dr. Williams came to Cornell. This book, prompted by the worldwide 

nutrition problems pointed up by World War n, is a semi-popular text describing human food and nutrition 

problems.

Another project of Professor Williams while he was in Detroit during wartime dealt with the treatment of burns. 

As a civilian with the Office of Scientific Research and Development, he worked with Dr. John Hirshfeld, a 

surgeon who has since come to Ithaca, to determine the hitherto unknown connection between burns and human 

metabolism.
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At Cornell, Professor Williams continued to study human nutritional requirements and explored various aspects 

of nitrogen and amino acid metabolism, the biochemistry of the digestive processes of ruminants, milk synthesis 

in man and animals, and the biological activity of selenium in microorganisms. He published more than 140 

scientific papers on these subjects. In 1953, he was honored by being given the Borden Award of the American 

Institute of Nutrition for his studies on milk production. He was elected a Fellow of the American Institute of 

Nutrition in 1983.

During his tenure at the State College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Cornell, Professor Williams served on 

numerous university and government committees including the Nutrition Research Advisory Committee of the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture; the Food and Nutrition Board of the National Academy of Sciences-National 

Research Council; the Nutrition Study Section of the National Institutes of Health; and the United Nation’s Food 

and Agricultural Organization Expert Panel on Milk Quality. In 1971, as an authority in nutritional biochemistry, 

he gave expert testimony to the Senate Subcommittee on Labor, Health, Education and Welfare Appropriations. 

The objective was to urge the committee, by its support, to continue and enhance the international leadership of 

the United States in the life and health sciences. He also served on the editorial board of the Journal of Nutrition 

and as an overseas correspondent of “Nutrition Abstracts and Reviews”. While in Detroit, Professor Williams 

was chairman of the Detroit section of the American Chemical Society, and in 1951 he was chairman of the 

Cornell section. He was also a fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, a member of 

the American Institute of Nutrition, the American Society of Biological Chemists, the Society of Experimental 

Medicine and Biology, Sigma Xi, Phi Kappa Phi, Phi Lambda Upsilon, and Alpha Zeta.

As head of the Department of Biochemistry, Dr. Williams was very interested in the teaching program, encouraging 

the staff to attempt new courses and methods of presentation.

Professor Williams was married in 1935 to Agnes T. Gainey, a Cornellian and Ithacan. After he retired, he and his 

wife were on the golf course early on many a morning from the time that the snow had departed until cold weather 

came again. They were constant companions, sharing an interest in sporting events, concerts, other university 

functions and travel. Dr. Williams was extremely proud of his three daughters who were all Cornell graduates. 

After retirement, he and his wife enjoyed a family reunion each summer in the West.

He is survived by his wife, Agnes Gainey Williams of Ithaca, and daughters Patricia of Washington, D.C, Margaret 

of Encinitas, California, and Kathleen of Denver, Colorado.

Louise J. Daniel, Leon A. Heppel
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