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Lester Jesse Cappon

LesTer Jesse CApPoN, distinguished archivist, bibliographer, historian, and
geographer, died of a heart attack on 24 August 1981, in the full stride of life, walking
from the Newberry Library in Chicago to his nearby apartment. He was 80 years old.

Born in Milwaukee on 18 September 1900, Lester was educated at the Wisconsin
Conservatory of Music, where he received a diploma in piano in 1920, and the
University of Wisconsin, where he received a Bachelor’s degree in 1922 and a Master’s
degree in 1923. He then worked with Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., at Harvard, where
he received a Master’s degree in 1925 and his Doctorate in 1928. He wrote his disserta-
tion on the early iron industry in Virginia.

Most of Lester’s illustrious career was spent in Virginia, the first half at the Univer-
sity of Virginia in Charlottesville and the second half at the Institute of Early
American History and Culture in Williamsburg. He started in 1926-27 as research
associate at the University of Virginia’s Institute for Research in the Social Sciences,
took time off in 1928 to complete his dissertation, and then returned for a second
term as research associate from 1928 to 1930. From 1930 until 1945 he served as as-
sistant professor in the University’s history department and was promoted to
associate professor in 1945. Simultaneously, he served as archivist in the University’s
Alderman Library from 1930 to 1940 and as consulting archivist from 1940 to 1945.
In 1936-37 he directed the Virginia Historical Records Survey and in 1944-45 the
Virginia World War II History Project. He also served as editor of the Albemarle
County Historical Society’s Papers from 1940 to 1945.

In 1945 Lester was appointed the first editor of publications at the Institute of Ear-
ly American History and Culture, a research and publications center sponsored joint-
ly by the College of William and Mary and Colonial Williamsburg. He also served as
Colonial Williamsburg’s first archivist and held an appointment as lecturer in history
at the college.

In the decade between 1945 and 1955, when he became director of the institute,
Lester organized the institute’s publication program and edited the first 13 titles
issued under the institute’s imprint. During his directorship from 1955 to 1969, an ad-
ditional 50 titles helped establish the institute as the leading publisher in the field of
early American history and culture. During that time, he also served two terms as
editor of the William and Mary Quarterly (1955-56 and 1962-63), which enlarged its
reputation as one of the leading scholarly journals in the United States. A quietly ef-
fective administrator who was a master at delegating authority, Lester inaugurated
two new programs of lasting significance. The first was the transformation of the in-
stitute’s program of research associates into a competitive post-doctoral program of
institute fellows. The second was the initiation of The Papers of John Marshall, an
editorial project that came into being only after Lester had spent several years in
search of funding.

Recipients of the institute fellowship now constitute a distinguished group of alum-
ni who value—even treasure—the unique experience of being welcomed as a colleague
by Lester. Indeed, one of the remarkable things about the man was the marvelous
relationship he had with his colleagues, particularly with younger scholars. His expec-
tations—I almost said demands, but that is too strong a term—were high but never
higher than the standards he set for himself (and he habitually worked a six-day
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week). As Thad Tate, his successor as director of the institute, noted at the memorial
service held for Lester in Bruton Parish Church in Williamsburg, he always gave his
colleagues “an incredible amount of support and encouragement,” whether he was at
the University of Virginia, the Institute of Early American History and Culture, or
the Newberry Library. In an unsigned editorial in the Newport News Press Herald,
Parke Rouse captured this side of Lester when he noted that “A legion of ex-students
kept in touch until his death with this modest, bearded scholar. They loved him not
only for his selfless work but for his helpfulness in all manner of matters that his
wide career had touched on. They also prized his wit, his loyalty, and his warmth of
friendship.”
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After Lester retired from the institute, he moved to Chicago and launched a new
career at the Newberry Library, serving as senior fellow in 1969-70 before being ap-
pointed editor-in-chief in 1970 of the Atlas of American History Project, one of the
nation’s leading historical programs for the Bicentennial. Characteristically, Lester
gathered a group of younger colleagues who, working as diligently and imaginatively
as he did, completed the five-year project precisely on schedule. The Atlas of Early
American History: The Revolutionary Era, 1760-1790 was published on J uly 4, 1976,
when Lester was 75 years old.

Lester’s list of publications began in Charlottesville when he pubhshed his
Bibliography of Virginia History since 1865 (1930). He also compiled the standard
bibliography of Virginia Newspapers, 1821-1935 (1936). In addition, he wrote 15
reports as University Archivist (University of Virginia Library, Annual Report on
Historical Collections, 1930-45), in addition to A Plan for the Collection and Preser-
vation of World War II Records (1942) and War Records Projects in the States,
1941-43 (1944). During 1944 and 1945 he served as editor of The War Records Col-
lector. And he mined his dissertation in order to write his historical introduction to
Alexander Spotswood’s Proposals for Leasing His Iron Works (1945).

While in Williamsburg he edited the immensely useful reference work, The Virginia
Gazette Index, 1736-1780, with Stella Duff Neiman (1950). He followed that project
with one that he perhaps enjoyed most, the editing of The Adams-Jefferson Letters
(1959). Two weeks before his death, he completed his final essay on the archival pro-
fession, described by Lawrence W. Towner as “a brilliant article summing up nearly
fifty years’ reflection.” Active to the end, he completed the draft of his review of The
Cartography of Northern Virginia on the day he died.

A gregarious man who was generous with his time for professional duties, Lester
was elected by his colleagues in history, archival work, and editing to the presidencies
of the Southern Historical Association (1949); the Society of American Archivists
(1957), which also elected him a Fellow;and the Association for Documentary Editing
(1979-80). Between 1947 and 1953, he lectured in Ernst Posner’s summer institute on
archival management before being appointed director of the Institute on Historical
and Archival Management at Radcliffe College, where he taught during the summers
from 1956 through 1960.

In addition to his membership in professional organizations, ranging from the
American Antiquarian Society through the Organization of American Historians to
the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Lester belonged to the American Forestry
Association, the National Parks Association, the Sierra Club, and the Wilderness
Society. An ardent hiker and outdoorsman, he made annual expeditions to the West
in his later years, riding horseback into the mountains, rafting down the Snake River,
and roughing it in Alaska, Canada, and the West. He balanced his interest in the out-
doors with his lifelong love of music, playing the piano despite increasing deafness
and attending the concerts of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, which he served as a
Governing Life Member.

Lester’s frail appearance masked his iron will and anonymous generosity. When he
lost his wife, Dorothy Elizabeth Bernet, and his daughter, Mary Beth, he was deeply
shaken but always composed. A private man in many ways, he kept a diary into which
he poured his personal feelings as well as his professional musings. It will almost cer-
tainly become a valuable source for future historians.
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Last year the Newberry Library mounted an exhibition entitled “Lester J. Cappon:
The First Eighty Years.” It was a fitting capstone to Lester’s career, featuring a collec-
tion of his writings and a series of photographs taken on his outings in the West. He
was especially fond of a photograph that made him look like a grizzled prospector
wearing a beat-up hat with a feather poised at a jaunty angle. Of the many letters
written to Lester on the occasion of the exhibition, one that captured his joy of living
was written by Joyce Hill Stoner, Senior Conservator at Winterthur Museum, and
Patrick Stoner, a member of the drama department at the University of Delaware,
who met Lester when they were undergraduates at the College of William and Mary
working in musical comedies:

You’re the top.
You are Monticello!
You excel
As a Research Fellow.
You are Carter’s Grove; you’re Franklin’s stove,
his pen,
You’re The Jamestown Story,
The Common Glory,
You’re built by Wren!
You're a Lee.
You are ante bellum.
You’re Chablis.
You’re a priceless vellum.
I’m the booby prize, a Thomas Wise, a bum,
You’re an umber calfskin incanabulum!

For all of his modesty, Lester loved the Newberry exhibition and the greetings he
received from colleagues and friends. And he would have loved the memorial tribute
held at the Newberry on what would have been his 81st birthday. Entitled “Beethoven
and Bourbon: A Celebration of Life,” it featured a Beethoven sonata played on the
piano he had given to the library so that its great music collection could be shared
with others. And because Lester was a Virginia gentleman by adoption who enjoyed
Virginia Gentleman by absorption, the tribute also included his brand of bourbon.
There were no speeches, perhaps because everyone agreed with the tribute Clinton
Rossitor offered when Lester retired from the Institute of Early American History
and Culture in 1969: “There are no words adequate to describe the debt our whole
profession owes him for his years of devoted and imaginative service.”

Lester is survived by a son, Stanley Bernet Cappon of Somerset, Kentucky, and by
four grandchildren.

JAMES MoRrTON SMITH, Director
Winterthur Museum
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