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April 24, 1911 — May 31, 1992

Robert J. Kane, 81, Dean Emeritus of Health and Physical Education at Cornell University and the President of 

the United States Olympic Committee from 1977 to 1981, died Sunday, May 31, 1992, in Ithaca, New York of heart 

and respiratory failure.

Kane, a 1934 graduate of Cornell, had been an athletic administrator with the University for 36 years until his 

retirement in June 1976. He served as Assistant Director under James Lynah for three years (1939-41) and as Acting 

Director from 1941 through 1944 when he was named Director. Through his last five years, he was promoted to 

Dean of the Department of Physical Education and Athletics and served as Assistant to the President of the 

University.

During his tenure at Cornell, the Big Red won national championships in hockey, lacrosse, rowing and polo, and 

Ivy League championships in football, basketball, hockey, lacrosse, gymnastics, soccer, fencing, track, tennis, rifle 

and wrestling.

While he was Director, new athletic facilities costing $9 million were built: Teagle gymnasium for men; Helen 

Newman gymnasium for women; Lynah ice rink; Collyer boathouse; Grumman squash courts; the University’s 

18-hole golf course and Moakley clubhouse; Paul Schoellkopf House for visiting teams; a Poly-Turf football field 

and a Poly-Surf track. He also started an endowment fund for men’s and women’s athletics.

“Bob Kane was one of the all-time great Cornell athletes,” Frank H. T. Rhodes, president of Cornell, has said. “He was an 

outstanding athletic director and in fact he has been the dean of Cornell athletic directors. He went from his position at 

Cornell to national and international prominence. He was a great sportsman, a great Cornellian and a good friend. I salute 

his accomplishments. He did an excellent job in bringing strength across the board to Cornell athletics, and served as a mentor 

and friend to generations of Cornellians.”

An outstanding track athlete, Kane held the Cornell record for the 200-meter dash until 1977. In 1933 and 1934, he 

was runner-up in that event at the IC4A championships and in his senior year he ran on winning 440- and 880-

yard relay teams at the Penn Relays. As a representative of the New York Athletic Club, he was a member of the 

National AAU relay champions on 440, 880 and mile relay teams in 1933, 1934 and 1935. While touring Europe 

with a select group of American stars in 1934, he set the European record for the 300-meter dash.
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A native Ithacan, he earned letters at Ithaca High School in track, football and basketball. He was the New York 

State high school champion in the 100- and 200-yard dashes.

Robert Kane was closely associated with the U.S. Olympic Committee, beginning in 1951 when he was elected 

to its Board of Directors. He was manager of the 1952 men’s track and field team for the Games at Helsinki. In 

1960, he became Assistant Administrative Chairman for all U.S. teams in Rome. In 1964, he served as Chief 

Administrative official of the U.S. delegation in Tokyo and was elected Secretary of the Olympic Committee, a 

position he also held in 1968 at the Games in Mexico City. Kane served as Second Vice President for the 1972 

Munich Games and was Executive Vice President for the 1976 Games in Montreal. He was elected President of the 

USOC for a four-year term in April 1977 and led the USOC through a period of great growth, only to be bitterly 

disappointed by the boycott of the Moscow Games in 1980 by the United States at the request of President Jimmy 

Carter.

He created the idea of the U.S. Olympic Festival (originally called the National Sports Festival) and put it into 

motion in 1978 at Colorado Springs, Colorado. He was inducted into the U.S. Olympic Hall of Fame in 1986.

Kane, who served on a State Department panel that offered advice on ways of furthering international understanding 

through sports, held numerous high positions in intercollegiate athletics. He was Vice President of the National 

Collegiate Athletic Association in 1948 and was a two-time President of the Eastern College Athletic Conference.

Kane had been a member of the Cornell University Board of Trustees and the Cornell University Council, a 

group of alumni and friends who help the University in its immediate and long-range development, since it was 

established in 1951.

He is the author of a book about the history of Cornell Athletics, titled Good Sports, published by the University 

in July 1992.

He is survived by his wife, Ruth Brosmer Kane; one daughter, Karen K. Nichol of Freeville, New York; one son, 

Christopher R. (Kip) Kane of Phoenix, Arizona; seven grandchildren; one brother, Thomas J. Kane of New York 

City; three sisters, Claudine Malone of Oneida, New York; Kathleen Reynolds of Palos Verdes Estates, California; 

and Eileen McNamara of Ridgewood, New Jersey; and several nieces and nephews.

Memorial donations may be made to the Cornell University Moakley Fund for the support of track and field 

athletics, c/o Cornell University, P. O. Box 729, Ithaca, New York 14851.
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