
William T. Keeton

February 3, 1933 — August 17, 1980

William T. Keeton, Liberty Hyde Bailey Professor of Biology in the Section of Neurobiology and Behavior, and 

member of Cornell’s Board of Trustees, died at his home on August 17th. He was forty-seven.

Keeton was born and raised in Virginia. He attended the College of the University of Chicago, receiving a Bachelor 

of Arts degree with distinction in 1953, and subsequently a Bachelor of Science degree in zoology in 1954 in the 

Division of Biological Sciences at the same institution. He began his graduate work at the Virginia Polytechnic 

Institute, where he received a Master of Arts degree in 1965, and completed it at Cornell, where he was awarded 

the Doctor of Philosophy degree in 1958.

After occupying brief positions at Radford College and Virginia Polytechnic Institute, Keeton joined the Cornell 

faculty of entomology in 1958. One year later he began teaching the introductory biology course, soon known 

on campus as “Keeton’s course” because of his spellbinding lectures. Often there was standing room only at his 

presentations, with students overflowing into the hall to hear him speak. He sought to integrate botany and zoology 

in his teaching and saw evolutionary theory and adaptation as the unifying concepts. His creative approach won 

him critical acclaim, and the graduating seniors of 1966 bestowed upon him the Professor of Merit Award for 

excellence in teaching.

Driven by his own enthusiasm for the course, and encouraged by the students’ responses, he wrote his textbook, 

Biological Science, which was first published by Norton in 1967. Now in its third edition, the book has introduced 

thousands of students to biology and stimulated untold numbers to take up biology as a profession.

In his early years at Cornell, Keeton established himself as a leading scholar in the study of the systematics and 

phylogeny of millipedes, but in 1965-66 he made a major shift in research priorities and took up the study of 

orientation mechanisms of animals.

As a boy in Virginia, Keeton had raced homing pigeons, and their navigational feats stimulated his curiosity. 

When the Division of Biological Sciences was created, he joined the Section of Neurobiology and Behavior and 

established a large research project devoted to discovering the secrets of pigeon homing.

He was the first to report that pigeons can orient under total overcast, without the sun as a dominant cue. He was 

also one of the first to document the use of magnetic cues in homing orientation. Such findings led to a totally 
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new philosophy for conducting orientation research. Prior to Keeton’s discoveries, researchers had been seeking a 

unified, single-cue theory to explain homing behavior. But Keeton was able to demonstrate that animals can use 

multiple sources of directional information. Recent work by Keeton and his associates led to the discovery of other 

cue systems (involving polarized light, infrasound, and sensitivities to barometric pressure). It also focused on 

questions of the hierarchy of importance of the various cueing systems, and on how the merits of alternative cues 

are evaluated by an organism. Keeton became an international leader in orientation work, and the Cornell lofts 

served as a center for visiting students and scientists from around the world.

Keeton was a most active member of the Cornell community. He served on innumerable committees, was the 

secretary of the University Faculty (1969-71), a member of the Faculty Council (1969-71), chairman of the Section 

of Neurobiology and Behavior (1970-76), and had been recently elected to a five-year term on the Board of Trustees. 

His loss will be deeply felt by his students and colleagues at Cornell and throughout the academic world.

He is survived by his wife, the former Barbara Orcutt; two daughters, Lynn and Nancy; a son, William Scott 

Keeton; and his parents, the William Ivy Keetons of Richmond.
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