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A Hampshire Probate & Family Court judge has found too many 
questions surrounding the execution of the will of James P. Hendricks 

to conclude that the renowned artist was of 
sound mind when he decided his entire es-
tate would be left to his third wife, Leslie 
J. Cernak.

First was the fact that Hendricks signed 
the will from his hospital bed 13 days before 
his death. Add to that the fact that Hendricks 
had suffered a deterioration in his cognitive 
functioning along with a critical decline in his 
medical condition during the preceding sev-
en weeks of his hospitalization.

And then there was the evidence that the 
attorney who drafted the will was selected 
and instructed by Cernak. 

Taking all that into account, Judge David J. Dacyczyn decided that 
Hendricks lacked the capacity to execute the will that Cernak filed 
for probate.

“Medical providers consistently describe Mr. Hendricks as confused 
and delirious in the days leading up to and the day the Will was execut-
ed,” Dacyczyn wrote.

James E. Gallagher of Davis, Malm & D’Agostine in Boston repre-
sented Hendricks’ daughter Elizabeth Ramon in her challenge to the 
will. Gallagher says a key to winning the case was getting a handle on 
the medical evidence on Hendricks’ mental state at the time he signed 
the will on July 13, 2017.

“There were times when his mind may have been clearer,” Gallagh-
er says of Hendricks. “But as our doctor testified, and what the [medi-
cal] records show, was that once he was admitted to the hospital in June 
[2017], he was on a downward trajectory. While [his mental state] may 
have waxed and waned on that downward trajectory, he never crossed 
his [cognitive] baseline again.”

Born in Arkansas in 1938, Hendricks became a teacher of fine arts, 
joining the faculty at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst in 1965 
and retiring in 2004 as professor emeritus of art. According to the 
UMass-Amherst website, Hendricks was a prolific painter and sculptor 
on the international stage. His painting of the moon was used on the 
cover of the Aug. 9, 1971, issue of Time magazine.

A resident of Northampton at the time of his death, Hendricks was 
married to Cernak for 18 years. He left behind twin daughters from one 
of his previous marriages, Ramon and Valerie Hendricks.

Cernak brought her husband — who had been diagnosed with colon 

cancer in 2010 — to a hospital June 5, 2017, for emergency treatment of 
atrial fibrillation, swelling of the legs, and failure of a number of internal 
organs. Hendricks was subsequently transferred to three other medical 
facilities, passing away at a long-term care facility on July 26.

Beginning a few days after his ER admission, doctors began describ-
ing Hendricks at various times as being delirious, disoriented and un-
cooperative. Doctors diagnosed the artist as suffering from encepha-
lopathy, a broad term describing brain injury caused by infection or or-
gan failure.

Hendricks did not have a will. According to the court’s findings, on 
the morning of July 13 medical staff advised Cernak that they were 
beginning end-of-life care. Cernak immediately contacted Holyoke’s 
John M. Discenza to draft a will for her husband. That afternoon Cer-
nak went to Discenza’s office and dictated the terms to be included in 
the will.

Discenza drafted the will and met with Hendricks and Cernak at the 
hospital to review the document. After looking over the will, Hendricks 
told Discenza he was ready to sign.

While Cernak went to find witnesses, Discenza asked Hendricks if 
he was signing of his own free will without coercion and that he un-
derstood that his entire estate would go to Cernak. Hendricks told him 
there was no coercion and that he understood the disposition of estate 
assets provided for in the will. Hendricks subsequently signed the doc-
ument in two places before witnesses.

Cernak filed to probate the will a month after the artist’s death.
Ramon objected, claiming the will was the product of undue influ-

ence and that Hendricks lacked testamentary capacity. Following a two-
day trial this past May, Judge Dacyczyn concluded only that Hendricks 
lacked the capacity to execute the will on July 13, 2017, and therefore 
the artist had died intestate.

Apart from medical evidence that Hendricks’ mental functioning 
was impaired at the time, the judge found troubling a number of other 
circumstances. In particular, Dacyczyn said it was problematic that the 
first and only time Discenza met Hendricks was at the hospital, that the 
attorney drafted the will according to Cernak’s instructions, and that 
Discenza never inquired into Hendricks’ medical condition, mental sta-
tus or the number of medications he was taking at the time.

“Asking whether Mr. Hendricks was being coerced, promised or 
threatened into signing was not sufficient to determine he possessed the 
requisite capacity,” the judge wrote.

Cernak is represented by Roger P. Lipton of Northampton, who did 
not respond to a request for comment.

— Pat Murphy
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