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Memorial to William Skinner Cooper
1884-1978

DONALD B. LAWRENCE
Department of Botany, University of Minnesota, St. Paul, Minnesota 55108

Professor of Botany William S. Cooper of the University
of Minnesota (1915-1951) died at Boulder, Colorado, on
October 8, 1978, at age ninety-four. Born in Detroit,
Michigan, on August 25, 1884, he became preoccupied
with mountains at ages eight and nine, while traveling
with his father within sight of the Blue Ridge and Adi-
rondack Mountains, and again in 1902 at age eighteen on
his first of many trips to the Rockies of Colorado. That
fall he entered Alma College, Michigan, and in his junior
year was introduced to ecological concepts by Edgar
Transeau. He graduated from Alma in June 1906, despite
having taken time off in early spring to regain his health
in the mountains of North Carolina.

Cooper’s graduate studies began at The Johns Hop-

T kins University in February 1907. Although he was by that
time an affirmed botanist and had already amassed a notable private herbarium, he disliked
the morphological aspects of botany that had been emphasized at Hopkins. He took an
excellent elementary course in geology and was helped in library research by Harry Fielding
Reid, an eminent glaciologist. Geological explorations were all-important in his scientific
development. Always the Colorado mountains were in his mind; patterns of vegetation
development that he had observed gradually merged with his knowledge of glacial history.
Before the year at Hopkins had ended he had written, in essentially complete form, a paper
entitled “Alpine Vegetation in the Vicinity of Long’s Peak, Colorado”; it was accepted in 1908
for publication in the Botanical Gazette.

In the summer of 1907 he assisted Transeau, teaching at Brooklyn Institute Summer
School at Cold Spring Harbor, Long Island, and then climbed Mount Katahdin. The
following summer, with forester John Hubbard, he scaled a number of the highest peaks in
the San Juan Mountains of southwestern Colorado. Both men narrowly escaped becoming
fulgerites during a lightning storm on the summit of Pigeon Peak at an elevation of nearly
14,000 feet. As they stood on the highest point, their raised fingertips crackled, their hair
crackled and stood on end, and their pain was intense. When they came down from the
topmost rock the pain ceased but they found the sensation so interesting that they climbed up
again several times to see how long they could stand it. Ten days later they climbed Mount
Sneffels (14,150 ft) where, in a can on the summit, they found a card signed by Rollin T.
Chamberlin, Department of Geology, University of Chicago. Perhaps that incident influ-
enced Cooper to continue graduate studies at Chicago.

At that stage of his life, however, Cooper’s sheer love of mountains and mountaineering
nearly ended an auspicious scientific career. He had developed a writing skill strongly
reminiscent of that of John Muir, and he came near devoting his life to it. But that trend
ended accidentally, following his exposure to a “typhoid dinner” served at commencement at
the end of his junior year at Alma. That dinner brought on sixty cases of typhoid, and six died.
His father had a mild attack, and although Cooper himself did not develop any true typhoid
symptoms, he felt that the sickness of the following year, which necessitated the interlude in
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