Lester J. Cappon and the Publishing of Modern Documentary Editions


Introduction 
By the time Lester Cappon (1900-1981) reached the end of his long career and life, he had reconciled with the idea that documentary editing was the vocation best suited to his interests in history and archives.  Yet, it was a long struggle for him to reach that conclusion.  In June 1955, while in Boston teaching at the Radcliffe institute on historical administration and after having breakfast with Lyman Butterfield, the editor of the Adams family papers, discussing the nature of documentary editing, Cappon jotted in his diary the following: “I’m not sure that I would want a life’s work of this kind to look forward to, for all of its varied historical interest.”[endnoteRef:1]  Nevertheless, as he finished his work on the Atlas of Early American History more than twenty years later, Cappon worked with his accountant to establish a scholarship at the Newberry Library to support scholarly editing projects and the Newberry’s Bulletin.[endnoteRef:2]  Cappon’s career mirrors the development of American documentary editing as a scholarly pursuit, and because he was one of its early leaders we learn about this field’s history when examining his attitudes and activities. [1:  Cappon Diaries, June 30, 1955, Lester J. Cappon Papers, College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia.]  [2:  He started an annual donation of $15,000 a year to the Newberry for 7 years until the fund reaches $100,000; Cappon Diaries, January 28, 1974.  The next year he made his first gift of about $15,000; Cappon Diaries, April 24, 1975.  A few weeks later Cappon formalized in a letter to Towner his endowing a fund for historical editing:  “I have not specified what historical editing should be supported by the fund.  It is, in part, a token of appreciation of six fruitful years in the Newberry Library and enjoyable association with Bill Towner & his family”; Cappon Diaries, May 3, 1975.] 

Cappon was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, the son of a prosperous businessman. He started in music, earning a diploma from the Wisconsin Conservatory of Music in 1920, but he also was interested in history and earned degrees at the University of Wisconsin at Madison and at Harvard University, acquiring a Ph.D. in 1928. Cappon came to the University of Virginia in 1925 where he worked on Virginia historical publications and newspapers funded by the university’s Institute for Research in the Social Sciences. Cappon had a long career as both archivist and historical administrator, working as an assistant professor of history and archivist at the University of Virginia from 1930 until 1945, when he moved to Williamsburg. His teaching career in history departments at the University of Virginia and the College of William and Mary spanned nearly forty years. Cappon “retired” to the Newberry Library in 1969 where he edited the Atlas of Early American History and held posts as a research fellow until his death. 
Today Cappon is remembered by some documentary editors and historians for a set of essays about the history of editing, the scholarship at the Newberry Library, and as an early president of the Association for Documentary Editing (ADE). Cappon was an important player in the formative era of American documentary editing standards, and his interesting career as historian, archivist, and scholarly publisher reveals the various strands that went into the formation of documentary editing standards. Indeed, Cappon played significant roles in establishing the American archival profession and was one of the strongest advocates for historical scholarship as a critical piece of the knowledge required by archivists. Cappon was one of a small number of people who served as president of several major professional associations, in his case the Southern Historical Association (1949), Society of American Archivists (1957), and the ADE (1979). [endnoteRef:3] [3:  Additional details about Cappon’s multi-faceted career can be found in Richard J. Cox, ed., Lester J. Cappon and the Relationship of History, Archives, and Scholarship in the Golden Age of Archival Theory (Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2004).] 

Cappon worked in documentary editing during the time that its practices began to be standardized and, in fact, Cappon was a principal player -- along with Julian Boyd, Lyman Butterfield, and Clarence Carter – in establishing these practices as part of a new scholarly field.  These editors established editing standards, engaged in intense discussions and writings about the nature and purpose of documentary editing, produced documentary editions serving as exemplars of the modern forms of historical editing, and established a scholarly profession hovering between the disciplines of history and archival administration.  In a recent important study about documentary editing, Robert Riter identifies Cappon as one of the leaders, producing an example of an editorial project aimed at a popular audience (his edition of the Adams-Jefferson Letters), composing historical and methodological tracts on the nature of documentary editing, developing efforts to educate documentary editors, and working to form a network of colleagues for the purposes of collaboration.[endnoteRef:4] Riter’s study sets documentary editing within the context of literary and textual studies, essentially the philosophical and theoretical framework of this emerging field.  Cappon himself, although a proponent of clear standards and systematic education, would probably eschew such a characterization of his work. [4:  See Robert B. Riter, “Defining and Contextualizing American Modern Historical Documentary Editing: An Analysis of Early Modern Editorial Theory, Methods, and Their Influence on the Production of Documentary Editions, 1943-1970,” PhD Dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 2011. I supervised this dissertation.] 

Historical editors have largely forgotten Cappon.  We can get a sense of this by examining some benchmark publications in this field. In 1975 a two-day conference was held at the University of Iowa on the publication of American historical manuscripts, and Cappon's work was invoked by two presenters as well as reflected in other papers’ content, particularly on the role and aims of historical editors, which suggests his influence.[endnoteRef:5] A few years later, Thomas Tanselle’s important critique of the role of the editor in dealing with literary and historical manuscripts, especially the differences in transcription of texts, referenced some of Cappon’s writings about the nature of documentary editing.[endnoteRef:6]  From there we see Cappon being cited less frequently. In a 1997 handbook for historical editors, built around practical examples, Cappon gets not a single citation.[endnoteRef:7] In the most important practical text on documentary editing, by Mary-Jo Kline and Susan Holbrook Perdue, a couple of Cappon’s publications are cited.[endnoteRef:8] This was a modest allusion to Cappon’s work. Cappon deserved more. In their introduction, Kline and Perdue note, “We also owe our readers a warning about a peculiar trait of documentary editions that creates a special challenge for students of the craft: practitioners have typically neglected to furnish the public with careful expositions of the principles and practices by which they pursue their goals.”[endnoteRef:9]  This is precisely what Cappon tried to do in his preface to the Adams-Jefferson Letters, describing “for the general reader” the history of this publication project, the influence of Julian Boyd’s work with the Jefferson papers, and the reduced editorial apparatus of his two-volume work.[endnoteRef:10] As Kline and Perdue's comment suggests, documentary editing could have benefitted from more scholars following Cappon's lead.  [5:  Leslie W. Dunlap and Fred Shelley, eds., The Publication of American Historical Manuscripts (Iowa City: The University of Iowa Libraries, 1976), pp. 31, 46, 57, 68. There is no record of Cappon having attended the conference, most likely because he was laboring on tight deadlines for the completion of the Atlas.]  [6:  G. Thomas Tanselle, “The Editing of Historical Documents,” Studies in Bibliography 31 (1978): 5, 6, 44.]  [7:  Michael E. Stevens and Steven B. Burg, Editing Historical Documents: A Handbook of Practice (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 1997).]  [8:  Mary-Jo Kline and Susan Holbrook Perdue, A Guide for Documentary Editing, 3rd ed. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press for the Association of Documentary Editing, 2008), pp. 32, 232.]  [9:  Kline and Perdue, A Guide, p. 1.]  [10:  Cappon, ed., The Adams-Jefferson Letters (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1959), pp. xxv-xxx.] 

What has sustained some memory of Cappon is a small cluster of seminal essays on historical editing. In his foundational essay, “A Rationale for Historical Editing: Past and Present,” Cappon argues that the “historical editor of source materials is a historian whose responsibility consists, first, in transmitting authentic and accurate texts of all extant documents within a rational frame of reference, with due respect for archival principles, and, second, in making these texts more intelligible.” Cappon then lays out a set of “basic rules, derived from historical method,” including concern for the “authenticity of the document” and “textual accuracy.” Cappon also notes that the editor is a “discoverer of sources and a collector of manuscripts,” and he continues to discourse on matters of annotation, all of his principles very much mirroring how he viewed the archivist as a professional.[endnoteRef:11] For example, he muses on who is a historical editor: “Historical editors must be recruited from the historical profession. As products of the graduate schools they ought to be exposed to the discipline of editing as a worthy, challenging pursuit.”[endnoteRef:12] Cappon added to these earlier writings until nearly the end of his life. In the inaugural issue of the Association for Documentary Editing newsletter, Cappon writes, “The fledgling historical editor, in contrast to the archivist, is not involved in another profession. He remains a historian, expecting to win recognition by fellow historians. Fulfillment of this expectation presents an opportunity to the new Association for Documentary Editing.”[endnoteRef:13] [11:  Lester J. Cappon, “A Rationale for Historical Editing: Past and Present,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 23 (January 1966), 57.]  [12:  Cappon, “A Rationale for Historical Editing,” 74.]  [13:  Lester J. Cappon, “A New Generation of Editors,” ADE Newsletter 1 (March 1979), 4. Early in the history of the ADE, Cappon appealed to the association to support the renewed emphasis on the movement for an independent National Archives and a stronger National Historical Publications and Records Commission. Cappon wrote, the “continued support [of such projects] will be assured with most certainty, not from a managerial administrator, but from a historian-archivist who lends support to scholarship through his role on the commission”; Lester J. Cappon, “Editors’ Concern with Archivists in Crisis,” Newsletter of the Association for Documentary Editing 2 (February 1980), 5.] 

Studying the early figures of any field can serve as a reminder of the challenges of being such a pioneer.  While Cappon’s diary, and the existence of other personal papers, is a testament to his steadfastness in leaving behind a record of his career, Cappon himself believed that his career was beset by failures.  A careful reading of Cappon’s papers provides a litany of projects he never finished, including a history of documentary editing, the editing and publishing of the Jared Sparks journals, a manual on archives and manuscripts (with a focus on collecting), and a collection of essays on the making of the Early American atlas.  We gain a sense that Cappon left far more unfinished than what he completed, and, perhaps, that is the legacy of pioneers. However, a careful examination of his life and career mostly should impress us with his accomplishments – reasons why documentary editors should remember him.
A Stickler for Detail 
Cappon came to his interests in documentary editing after long years of book editing for the Institute of Early American History and Culture and some journal editing.[endnoteRef:14]  Early in his diary he provides glimpses of the fastidiousness he brought to editing manuscripts.  In one entry he describes editing a manuscript by Page Smith, later an acclaimed popular writer of history, describing the “long road from author’s pen to printer’s ink, much of what the author should have put in correct and finished form.  To some extent we have pampered Page because he is such a fine person and so capable in other aspects of the historian’s business.”[endnoteRef:15]  Cappon’s strong historical interests also drew him to documentary editing.  Late in life, reflecting on a session on the topic at the American Historical Association, Cappon took the stand that the leadership in such work should come from scholars (meaning historians), not a revitalized National Historical Publications Commission.[endnoteRef:16] In a review of an edition of Jefferson’s family letters, he states, “this volume could be used effectively in a seminar based upon documentary materials. And the scholar, whether engaged in research or teaching, will be indebted to the editor for his superb contribution.”[endnoteRef:17]  In a review of an edition of a Colonial American report, Cappon states, the editor, a historical geographer, “has edited the documents meticulously with commendable restraint and appreciation for historical contexts.”[endnoteRef:18]  Such attributes were critical, Cappon thought, for documentary editing to be relevant. [14:  For example, Cappon edited a couple of volumes of the journal of the Albemarle County Historical Society; see reviews of these in The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd Series, 3, No. 1 (January 1946), 145-146 and The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 54, No. 1 (January1946), 83-84.  The archives of this Society were housed at the Alderman Library at the University of Virginia, probably explaining Cappon’s involvement with the Society. ]  [15:  Cappon Diaries, August 30, 1954.  The book in question was Charles Page Smith, James Wilson: Founding Father, 1742-1798 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1956). The following year Cappon notes that he is working on a Brooke Hindle book manuscript, trying to make it a better literary product.   He indicates that he wrote Carl Bridenbaugh that the earliest the manuscript can be published is in 1956:  “Carl has completely overlooked the shortcomings of the MS. because Brooke is his protégé, but if the MS. were by someone else, he would have torn it apart.  What the Institute is doing for Brooke now will bring him better returns in the long run”; Cappon Diaries, February 22, 1955.  This was a reference to Hindle’s first book, The Pursuit of Science in Revolutionary America, 1735-1789 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1956).]  [16:  Cappon notes in his diary that he is preparing a brief statement to send to E. Berkeley Tompkins of the NHPC about the NHPC’s role in historical editing.  “I think the AHA session last month on ‘New Trends in Historical Editing’ missed the point that the initiative for such projects must come from scholars, not from NHPC.”
A few weeks later he indicates that he has written a brief essay, “Historical Editing: The Role of the Nat’l Histor. Publications Commission,” that he is sending to the Commission’s publication, Annotation.  “The essay is pro Commission & puts the burden of proof on the scholar as editor”; Cappon Diaries, January 20 and February 12, 1975. While Cappon was not a staunch promoter of professionalism, in terms of credentials or certifications, he did monitor events suggesting breakthroughs in education or scholarship.  In August 1972, Cappon gave a talk on editing at the new documentary editing seminar, noting, “The present seminar, affiliated with a university & editorial projects there (of Madison & Washington) is an encouraging step forward professionally”; August 25, 1972, Cappon Diaries.]  [17:  The American Historical Review, 73, No. 1 (October 1967), 220-221.]  [18:  Lester J. Cappon’s review of Louis De Vorsey, Jr., ed., De Brahm’s Report of the General Survey in the Southern District of North America (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1971) in Journal of American History 59 (September 1972), 409-410.] 

In review after review of documentary editions, Cappon reveals his perspective about the nature of editorial work.  In a review of a Richard Beale Davis edition of the correspondence of Jefferson and Francis Walker Gilmer, Cappon characteristically notes, “The editor has used proper restraint in reproducing the text without following slavishly the idiosyncrasies of the calligraphy of that period, and his index is satisfactory.  But the University of South Carolina Press has not added a cubit to its stature by leaving the manufacture of the book to the mercy of a job printer.”[endnoteRef:19] He was a stickler for the technique of editing documents and the amount of annotation.  In reviewing the first volume of the Benjamin Franklin Papers, Cappon comments, “The editors have shown commendable restraint in their annotations.”[endnoteRef:20]  In another review of an edition of the papers of George Mercer, Cappon praises the editor’s “descriptive and analytical notes” and historical research, while criticizing the organization of the documents, contending that the archival principle of respect des fonds might have been helpful in presenting the papers.  Cappon applauds the editor’s scholarly work as “impeccable,” but criticized its organization and presentation, offering explicit advice on how the documents could have been annotated and arranged.  Cappon was especially concerned about the poor handling of the archival nature of the documents: “The George Mercer Papers exemplify the concept that the application of archival principles to a group of documents that have suffered modification of their archival character may interfere with effective use of them rather than perform an actual service for both archivist and historian.”[endnoteRef:21]  Cappon was also against altering the original texts, even if the aim was to gain a modern audience.[endnoteRef:22] [19:  The Journal of Southern History, Vol. 12, No. 3 (August 1946), 438.]  [20:  The New England Quarterly, Vol. 33, No. 2 (June 1960), 246.]  [21:  The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 63, No. 2 (April 1955), 216. ]  [22:  See, for example, his review of David Freeman Hawke, Those Tremendous Mountains: The Story of the Lewis and Clark Expedition (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1980) in the William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 38 (October 1981), 751-753.] 

Cappon, in a somewhat different fashion than many of his contemporaries who reviewed these publications as historical studies, wrote reviews considering matters of editorial apparatus, indexing, and book design.  In a review of the Virginia State Council Journals, Cappon commented on the “thorough name and subject index with helpful cross-references,” expediting the use of the “specific information in these Journals. ”[endnoteRef:23] In his review of the Franklin Papers, Cappon gushed that the “bibliophile will feel the thrill of turning the pages of a handsome book, set by the famed Lakeside Press in a new ‘Franklin’ version of virile and legible eighteenth-century type.”[endnoteRef:24]  Cappon consistently revealed his own personal interests in book collecting and the mechanics of publishing in his reviews to an extent rarely matched by other scholars of the time (or today).[endnoteRef:25] Most scholars, particularly historians, simply viewed these editions as convenient sets of archival sources or as alternative histories or biographies. Cappon saw them in a much different light. [23:  The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 62, No. 3 (July 1954), 357.]  [24:  The New England Quarterly 33, no. 2 (June 1960), 248. ]  [25:  Cappon amassed a small rare book collection.  In early 1981 he indicates that he finished organizing about 250 volumes focused on history, description and travel, biography and autobiography, music, other arts – all acquired in his 11 year stay in Chicago. “All of which prove again that book-collecting, or bibliomania, is a ‘disease.’  If so, it is a creditable way of ‘enjoying ill health’”; February 21, 1981, Cappon Diaries. Cappon’s collection was substantial enough in value that he selected some to put into a safe-deposit box; June 4, 1981, Cappon Diaries. This entry concerns the books located at his home in Williamsburg.  Cappon left his private library collection to the College of William and Mary; Lawrence W. Towner to Mrs. Park Rouse, Jr., September 22, 1981, Lawrence W. Towner Papers Box 30, Folder 796, Newberry Library. While he acknowledges his bibliomania, Cappon also asserts the problem with his being a packrat. In February 1981, in cleaning up his house, he enter this in his diary: “I am a notorious pack-rat, always considering thrice at long intervals about throwing anything away.  Now, after the third consideration, and the increasing difficulty of finding something on short notice, I became reckless and half-filled the waste-basket with what suddenly became trash.  And I realized that I need a new desk blotter”; February 15, 1981, Cappon Diaries.] 

Standardizing Documentary Editing by Looking Backwards
Cappon was especially interested in relating the past editing projects to the issues faced by modern documentary editors.  While working on an essay for In Support of Clio, a festschrift in honor of Herbert Kellar, Cappon began by researching the efforts of G. P. Putnam & Sons, the publisher of many of the documentary editions from the 1880s into the early 1900s: “I would like to know how the particular editors were engaged and the nature of the contracts.  These commercial ventures were successful financially, whereas today they are the projects of university presses for the most part, and the returns doubtful.”[endnoteRef:26]  When he finally started writing the essay, he realized that the quantity of source materials might chronologically limit him going much beyond the work of Jared Sparks  in the first half of the nineteenth century, but Cappon remained excited about what he had learned, since “The subject is fascinating as a nexus between collecting & preserving historical materials and their use in historical writing.  The historical editor was often both a collector and a writer; cause & effect are very much intermingled.”[endnoteRef:27]  It is not too difficult to read into such statements something about how Cappon viewed himself. [26:  Cappon Diaries, January 19, 1957. Lester J. Cappon, “The Historian as Editor,” in In Support of Clio: Essays in Memory of Herbert A. Kellar, ed. William B. Hesseltine and Donald R. McNeil (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1958)]  [27:  Cappon Diaries, April 27, 1957.] 

Cappon’s work on this essay about the historian as editor persuaded him that he would like to complete a history of documentary editing (although he never did).[endnoteRef:28] Instead, he wrote a series of essays on the topic over two decades, as time and opportunity presented itself.. Cappon believed this initial essay was critical for stabilizing the then fledgling academic field of documentary editing, and, indeed, his various essays on the topic helped considerably to lay a foundation for the field.  When Lawrence Towner commented on it, urging him to make it “less didactic,” Cappon recorded in his diary,  “I pointed out that very little has been written on this subject and therefore I felt justified in putting it partially in elementary terms.”[endnoteRef:29]  Julian Boyd and Lyman Butterfield encouraged him about his approach, hoping the essay would do “some good” (although Boyd was “pessimistic about bringing about a change of attitude among historical writers who underrate the research involved in editing of the best quality.  For many of these historians do not work in the sources themselves to any extent but are content with surface observations which ought to be only the beginning of research.”)[endnoteRef:30]  The project was a reminder that documentary editing at that point was more craft than discipline, barely understood from either the outside or from within.  [28:  “The subject has numerous ramifications & deserves more attention than we seem to be able to give it.  I want very much to write the history of historical editing in the U.S.; I have a first draft of a chapter on the precursors of Jared Sparks.”  Cappon Diaries, July 12, 1957.]  [29:  Cappon Diaries, October 18, 1957.]  [30:  Cappon Diaries, October 22, 1957.] 

Through his position at the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Cappon worked to develop standards, or at least consistency, in the editing of historical documents.  In late 1955, Cappon met with the Institute staff to determine “what style we should adopt for editing documents,” indicating that the “two best models” are Samuel Eliot Morison’s Harvard guide to history and Julian Boyd’s Thomas Jefferson papers.[endnoteRef:31]  Here he was focused on the editing of scholarly books, but he easily moves to documentary editing’s need for standards. In 1961 he started work on an essay about the functions of the historical editor in “presenting documentary texts,” after reading a reprint of the Lewis and Clark Expedition report, the Biddle edition, with an introduction by Archibald Hanna, curator of Western manuscripts in Yale University Library.  “This is a quickie reprint with no scholarship behind it.”[endnoteRef:32]  In short order, Cappon finished a rough draft of a documentary essay on the Lewis and Clark Biddle history, examining the relevant original correspondence and debunking the “superficial scholarship behind the Lippincott reprint, attributed to Lewis under a new title.”[endnoteRef:33]  He published this essay in 1962, but it was only a warm-up for more comprehensive views of documentary editing that he would publish over the next ten years.[endnoteRef:34] [31:  Cappon Diaries, November 2, 1955.]  [32:  Cappon Diaries, October 23, 1961.]  [33:  Cappon Diaries, October 27, 1961. Less than two months later, Cappon examined the Biddle papers at the Library of Congress; Cappon Diaries, December 13 and 15, 1961. ]  [34:  Lester J. Cappon, “Who Is the Author of the History of the Expedition Under the Command of Captains Lewis and Clark (1814)?”  William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 19 (April 1962), 257-268.  Just as he hints in his diary, Cappon used this essay to criticize shoddy documentary editing: “Now that the 1814 edition is easily available again, but in disguise fixed by an aura of scholarly prestige, one wonders whether the responsibilities of the historical editor were given serious consideration in the course of its preparation. Those responsibilities involve more than the making of an accurate transcript of the text. They require the editor to elucidate the text in greater or lesser degree by appropriate annotation, unless his objective is merely a reprint. They also require him to provide the essential historical background, usually in the form of an introduction that comprehends the nature of the documents and their provenance. The text, even when edited to a lesser degree, demands time and mature judgment if the editor is to serve the reader effectively; the reprint offers the easiest and quickest course to publication with a minimum of scholarship. But that minimum ought to do justice to the documents and to the reader” (265-266).] 

A Hands-On Approach 
Cappon's interest in documentary editing was not only theoretical: he   also had a direct hand in supporting documentary projects, being called upon by the President of the College of William and Mary to advise in getting the John Marshall Papers off the ground.  In the spring of 1960, President Chandler asked Cappon to assist, and Cappon urged the college to develop a full plan with the services of an experienced, reputable editor before they approached funding agencies and publishers.[endnoteRef:35]  Cappon established an Institute working committee to guide the Marshall project, including help from Julian Boyd, Walter Muir Whitehill, and Louis B. Wright (quite a distinguished list).[endnoteRef:36] Cappon drew on this group (and Institute staff member James Smith and Philip Hamer) in an effort to salvage what he considered a mess because of the involvement of William F. Swindler, a Law professor at William and Mary.[endnoteRef:37]  Swindler had been unsuccessful in raising financial support for the documentary edition[endnoteRef:38] and had run into a variety of problems in administering the project.[endnoteRef:39]  Cappon proceeded to work with his Institute advisors to develop the missing plan and to estimate costs, ultimately extending to a seven-year effort for ten volumes at a cost of $150,500.[endnoteRef:40]  Building on the plan, Cappon worked to raise financial support for it,[endnoteRef:41] ultimately scaling the project back in order to get it started.[endnoteRef:42]  Finally, in 1965, Cappon heard from the National Historical Publications Commission that the Institute had received a “conditional grant” of 60,000 dollars, 15,000 each year for four years to support the John Marshall Papers project with the need for matching funds to come from the state of Virginia.[endnoteRef:43] [35:  Cappon Diaries, May 13, 1960.  Cappon notes in his diary that the University of Oklahoma Press is willing to put $50,000 or more into the project.]  [36:  Cappon Diaries, May 18, 1960. ]  [37:  Cappon Diaries, May 26, June 8, 1960. ]  [38:  Cappon notes in his diary that Swindler was turning his files over to him: .  “We want to know the background of this defunct project before we try to get funds to finance an editorial undertaking by the Institute” (Cappon Diaries, January 21, 1963).]  [39:  Cappon recounted the challenge as Jim Smith was reading through the Swindler files about the Marshall Papers.  Smith has “ascertained that the Amer. Bar Foundation & the Univ. of Cincinnati Law School dropped the old project when they found Irvin S. Rhodes (who collected copies of Marshall documents, aided by $600 from the ABF) impossible to work with.  Evidently no one has seen his collection & unfortunately the ABF did not force the issue of the accessibility of the documents.  We must decide now how we are going to proceed to get funds for the Institute’s project, on the assumption that Jim would be the editor”; Cappon Diaries, January 24, 1963.]  [40:  Cappon Diaries, December 8, 1960, October 11, 1961.]  [41:  He heard that the American Bar Foundation would provide “only limited, if any, financial aid” (Cappon Diaries, February 2, 1962).  Cappon worked to have the Marshall Papers project to be a joint Institute-University of North Carolina Press effort, with the possibility of attracting the interest of various foundations (October 18, 1962).]  [42:  Jim Smith prepared a $20,000 budget request for the University of Virginia Board of Visitors; Cappon Diaries, March 19, 1963.  As time passed, other foundations --such as Ford, Babcock Foundation, Virginia General Assembly, the National Historical Publications Commission, and the Old Dominion Foundation –were identified as potential sources; Cappon Diaries, May 20, June 20, 1963.]  [43:  Cappon Diaries, April 17, 1965.  The first volume was published in 1974 and the final and twelfth volume was published in 2006.  For a description of the edition, see http://web.wm.edu/jmp/?svr=www, accessed June 9, 2011.] 

Cappon’s main contribution to documentary editing was his preparation of the two volume publication of the correspondence between Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, a work remaining in print a half-century later. [endnoteRef:44] In one of the early entries in his diaries, in 1955, Cappon notes the need for finding an editor (perhaps a young scholar just getting started), for this project “which has been hanging fire lo, these many years.”[endnoteRef:45]  In the late 1940s, Donald Mugridge of the Library of Congress, with support from the Rockefeller Foundation, was working on this correspondence slowly but after a year, in 1950, he was removed from the project and Lyman Butterfield took over the following year until he left the Institute in 1954.[endnoteRef:46]  Very quickly following the loss of Butterfield, Cappon was urged to undertake the editorship of the Jefferson-Adams correspondence, because of his understanding of editorial work, mature scholarship, and connection to the Institute, and he commenced work on this in the fall of 1956.[endnoteRef:47] When this project came along, Cappon was more than ready for it: he had reviewed every new volume of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson since the appearance of the first volume in 1950.  Year after year Cappon praised Julian Boyd for his editorial work, particularly his ability to select certain documents for special treatment because of their historical significance.[endnoteRef:48] Most reviewers, at least those who were not also documentary editors, often ignored such issues as selection in order to focus on the documents’ contents. He refers to the second volume as a “tour de force in historical scholarship and textual criticism,” [endnoteRef:49] and when considering volume four, Cappon was especially effusive about the quality of historical research and writing, believing that “it will appeal to a wide range of readers beyond the historical specialist.”[endnoteRef:50]  Reviewing volumes 13 and 14, Cappon concludes, “Familiar readers of the Papers have become accustomed to looking in each new volume for the essays written by Julian P. Boyd on special subjects as introductions to the pertinent documents.”[endnoteRef:51] While Cappon was capable of being critical of Boyd’s work, it was obvious that he viewed Boyd as the leader in historical editing and the model to follow. [44:  He notes in his diary, August 14, 1976, receiving a royalty check for the publication.  A few years later, March 15, 1979, Cappon notes that he had received word that there were only 125 copies left.  The 1988 edition is reviewed along with some other works about Jefferson by Louis P. Masur in Reviews in American History, 17, No. 3 (September 1989), pp. 389-396. ]  [45:  Cappon Diaries, May 23, 1955.]  [46:  Cappon Diaries, December 16, 1955.]  [47:  Cappon Diaries, December 17, 23, and 29, 1955; January 20, 1956.]  [48:  Reviews of the papers of Thomas Jefferson were published by Cappon in The Journal of Southern History, 16 (November 1950), 532-534; The Journal of Southern History, 17, No. 3 (August 1951), 398-400; The Journal of Southern History, 18, No. 2 (May 1952), 223-225; The Journal of Southern History, 20, No. 4 (November 1954), 538-541; and The Journal of Southern History, 29, No. 3 (August 1963), pp. 386-389.]  [49:  Lester J. Cappon, review of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson. Volume II, 1777 to 18 June 1779. by Julian P. Boyd ; Lyman H. Butterfield ; Mina R. Bryan, The Journal of Southern History, 17, No. 2 (May, 1951), 250.]  [50: The Journal of Southern History, 18, No. 4 (November 1952), 538.]  [51:  The Journal of Southern History, 26, No. 2 (May 1960), 233. ] 

Cappon was spurred by a variety of events.  Shortly after deciding to take charge of this project, Cappon received a letter from Bobbs-Merrill wanting to publish a book about Adams and Jefferson as revealed in their correspondence and wanting blessings of the Institute.  Cappon was not happy about this, noting,  “Theirs is doubtless a superficial pot boiler: excerpts from selected letters tied together by a running text by [Saul] Padover.”[endnoteRef:52]  After writing a letter to this publisher, Cappon learned that it had abandoned the project, no doubt due to the Institute’s negative view of it, buttressed by the support of Julian Boyd and Alfred Knopf: “Their deference to our Adams-Jefferson complete correspondence speaks well for the firm & I shall express our appreciation.  My job now is to produce an A-1 quality edition.”[endnoteRef:53]  And he sought out assistance for the project from every possible angle, securing the assistance of Julian Boyd: “He is one of our top historical scholars & a very obliging person; his standards are the highest & he has no time for shoddiness & pretense”[endnoteRef:54]  [52:  Cappon Diaries, April 24,  1956 . ]  [53:  Cappon Diaries, May 17, 1956.  ]  [54:  Cappon Diaries, May 2, 1956.] 

Cappon started editorial work in mid-September 1956, concerned with how to get a handle on this project and how to produce a readable edition.  “Today I began a survey of materials on hand for my editing of the Adams-Jefferson correspondence,” he dutifully recorded in his diary.  “It will take a bit of time to get my bearings and to determine a modus operandi that will be efficient and time-saving, as well as productive of scholarly results, geared to the unprofessional reader as far as possible.  Furthermore, publication should not be unduly delayed, after the great lapse of time since the project was first attempted in 1948 and in view of Bobbs-Merrill’s deferring to the Institute.”[endnoteRef:55]  How Cappon pulled this off, with all his other responsibilities, seems nothing short of a miracle.  Indeed, within a few months, Cappon himself wondered about the practicality of this project: “I found some time today & tonight to devote to the Adams-Jefferson correspondence, wonder of wonders.  I had planned to budget some time each week for this editorial-research project this fall, but the ever pressing duties of keeping the Institute wheels turning smoothly are very time consuming.  I haven’t abandoned the idea of devoting so much time regularly, regardless of other demands.  I’m sure I could get more done by ‘retreating’ to the University of Va. Library for several days & thus isolating myself from the daily routine.”[endnoteRef:56] The sentiments he expressed were ones he would repeat over and over in the next quarter-of-a-century; while it is easy to accept Cappon’s perspective about his continuing lack of productivity, his final record suggests the career of a successful scholar (although one who was unable to finish some major projects), if one who usually saw himself as beleaguered. [55:  Cappon Diaries, September 17, 1956.]  [56:  Cappon Diaries, November 8, 1956.] 

Other pressures to complete this editorial project on some sort of reasonable schedule emerged quickly.  In late 1957 Cappon received a telephone call from a representative of the History Book Club inquiring about the status of the Adams-Jefferson Papers and wanting to carry it when it is complete.  Cappon writes in his diary in response, “I must begin to concentrate on this project at once?”[endnoteRef:57]  A year later, Cappon received a call from the University of North Carolina Press informing him that the History Book Club would like to adopt the Jefferson-Adams correspondence if it would appear in 1959, paying the press $7500 for 10,000 copies, the Institute getting half of this.  Cappon felt daunted to meet such a schedule.[endnoteRef:58] Cappon used his diary, as he did frequently with such projects, to record when he worked in earnest on the Jefferson-Adams project or, sometimes, to prod himself back into action on it.[endnoteRef:59]  In November 1958, in a fairly typical entry, Cappon writes, “I dug into the Adams-Jefferson correspondence today to try to assess the status of the editing in terms of material to be proof-read for textual accuracy & amount of editing for the proposed ‘reader’s edition.’  It is a job that, in piecemeal fashion, could go indefinitely (as it already has), but with steady work & concentration might be completed in a fairly short time.  I am inclined to feel that pressure of a dead-line maybe the means of bringing about the desired results.”[endnoteRef:60]  To finish this documentary project, Cappon adopted a fairly systematic approach, describing it as follows: “I am preparing an outline of the Adams-Jefferson correspondence to block out successive groups of letters, each group to carry a head-note to elucidate the content and thus, section by section, serve as connecting links to unify the whole.  Each section of documents should be unduly long; the headnotes should be brief and crisp; and I hope that foot-notes can be kept to a minimum.”[endnoteRef:61]  By March 1959, he was through ten chapters, although he admitted to having difficulty being satisfied with some of his work.[endnoteRef:62]  Nevertheless, with the University of North Carolina Press setting a publication release date, Cappon pushed ahead at a faster pace.[endnoteRef:63] It was a pattern that would be repeated nearly two decades later when he worked on his other major scholarly achievement, the Atlas of Early American History.[endnoteRef:64] [57:  Cappon Diaries, November 4, 1957.]  [58:  Cappon Diaries, October 31, 1958.]  [59:  Cappon Diaries, November 6, 1957.]  [60:  Cappon Diaries, November 3, 1958.]  [61:  Cappon Diaries, November 4, 1958.]  [62:  Cappon Diaries, March 26, 1959.]  [63:  Cappon Diaries, March 27 and 30, May 26 and 27, 1959.]  [64:  Richard J. Cox,” Lester J. Cappon, Scholarly Publishing, and the Atlas of Early American History, 1957-1976,” Journal of Scholarly Publishing, 43, no. 3) (2012), 294-321.] 

Despite Cappon’s aim to issue an edition of the Jefferson-Adams correspondence that would attract a broader public reading, Cappon was not willing to compromise any scholarly standards.  When approached in 1961 by Pocket Books to produce an abridged edition of the correspondence, an edition perhaps running to 100,000 copies and with some potential serious financial gain, Cappon nevertheless worried about the quality of the publication.[endnoteRef:65]  He worried that it was nothing more than a “commercial ‘quicky.’”[endnoteRef:66] The situation got stickier when Prentice-Hall indicated that it planned to go ahead and issue such an edition with others writing the introduction, until pressure from the Institute, University of North Carolina Press, and some well-known scholars forced Prentice-Hall to back off (but not until two years of contentious debate).[endnoteRef:67]  Cappon thought that the way Prentice Hall had handled the situation bordered on a plagiarism of his work.[endnoteRef:68] [65:  Cappon Diaries, May 25, 1961.  ]  [66:  Cappon Diaries, June 27, 1961 .]  [67:  Cappon Diaries, June 30 and 31, 1961.  Cappon records in his diary on June 7, 1963  about hearing that Prentice-Hall  had abandoned their paperback edition of the Adams-Jefferson letters at considerable cost to them.  “So the battle has been won at least,” Cappon mused.]  [68:  Cappon Diaries, November 16 and 17, 1961.] 

Cappon’s edition of the Jefferson-Adams correspondence garnered uniformly positive reviews. Adrienne Koch writes, “Lester Cappon, has brought to completion a princely offering, handsome in type, format, and external décor as well as conscientiously edited.”[endnoteRef:69]  Page Smith writes, “Lester Cappon, who, of course, as an editor is neither Adamsonian or Jeffersonian, has done us all a great service in editing so well these handsome volumes. His introductions to each chapter or section strike just the right note-brief and informative-leaving the writers to speak for themselves while giving the reader helpful clues and guides.”[endnoteRef:70] Stephen G. Kurtz praises Cappon, indicating that he “has recognized the rare excellence of the letters and delivers them to us with the dignity they deserve.”[endnoteRef:71]  Robert Scribner, the editor of the Madison Papers, notes:  [69:  William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd Series, 18, No. 1 (January 1961), 127.]  [70:  The New England Quarterly, 33, No. 4 (December 1960), 556. ]  [71:  Mississippi Valley Historical Review 47, no. 1 (June 1960), 116.] 

The work eventuating in the edition under review was begun in 1948 and represents the contributions of three editors, but in its published form it discovers final decisions reached by Lester J. Cappon, praise for whose scholarly qualifications and attainments seldom sets off a controversy. In the main, Mr. Cappon has revised the labor of his predecessors in the direction of simplified editorial apparatus and presentation. His objective has been to reach more readily the general reader, and in this he may have succeeded, provided that there can be any certainty concerning that reader's identity. Possibly he is a member of the History Book Club. Conceivably he is one who generally reads everything coming to hand. Presumably he is not the ‘average’ American at whom Hollywood aims its spectaculars on the assumption that he is a mental defective.[endnoteRef:72]  [72:  The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 69, No. 3 (July 1961), 363. ] 

Every review features both lengthy descriptions of the nature of the correspondence as well as laudatory congratulations for their editor.[endnoteRef:73] I am always pleased to see copies of this book still in bookstores, a testament to Cappon’s good sense about the project. [73:  For other reviews, see Robert Newbold in The Review of Politics, 23, No. 1 (January 1961), 125-127; Samuel Flagg Bemis in Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 331 (September 1960), 174; Richard Beale Davis in The Journal of Southern History, 26, No. 1 (February 1960), 106-108; Richard A. Erney in the Wisconsin Magazine of History 43, no. 3 (Spring 1960), 228-229;] 

Assessing the Status of Documentary Editing 
Because of Cappon’s involvement with documentary editors through his work at the Institute of Early American History and Culture, he was frequently asked to prepare and present papers on the nature, scope, and specifics of such work.  This was not a task he always relished because he found such assignments time consuming and even depressing because consensus about editorial practice was often elusive.  In writing a paper for the 1964 American Historical Association meeting, Cappon reveals all his various misgivings about his effort.[endnoteRef:74]  Ultimately he was buoyed by a letter from Oliver Wendell Holmes who thought, “it provides just the right background for his paper on the Commission’s Program for making grants to editorial projects.”[endnoteRef:75]  The essay was tentatively accepted to be published in the American Historical Review pending revisions to stress the role of the editor in historical interpretation,[endnoteRef:76] but while Cappon was mulling this over he generated interest in the essay from the editor of the William and Mary Quarterly with the opportunity to make “some critical comments on the current large-scale editorial projects,” as well as on the “value of interpretive editing and the desirability of involving the editor as teacher in the graduate schools’ programs” (topics more along Cappon’s interests).[endnoteRef:77]  As Cappon pondered revision of the paper, he examined the volumes of the John Calhoun Papers to see how they handle editorial issues:  “How much interpretation of the documents or groups of documents should one expect to find?  I intend to draw some comparisons between certain current large-scale editorial projects as creative historical undertakings.  How can they attract promising young scholars if the editorial work does not rise above editorial routine, even admitting that such detail, carefully performed, is indispensable to the larger result.”[endnoteRef:78] In the young field of historical editing, the essay was an early success. [74:  Cappon Diaries, September 24, December 6-7, 1964.  Eventually, this paper appeared as "A Rationale for Historical Editing,” ]  [75:  Cappon Diaries, December 14, 1964.  ]  [76:  Cappon Diaries, April 1, 1965.]  [77:  Cappon Diaries, April 7, 1965.]  [78:  Cappon Diaries, June 3, 1965.] 

It was such broad, conceptual issues that engaged Cappon about documentary editing, buoyed by numerous invitations to speak about the topic.[endnoteRef:79]  And in both his writings and presentations, Cappon expressed frustration with both historians and archivists about their views on documentary editing. At the 1971 Society of American Archivists meeting in San Francisco, Cappon attended a session on documentary editing, concerning “once more the controversy between letter press & microfilm publication.”[endnoteRef:80] Cappon was a sought after, even if critical, commentator of conference sessions about documentary editing.  At the 1975 Southern Historical Association he participated in a session on historical editing.  As he prepared for the meeting, Cappon notes that he had read a paper by Thomas Clark reviewing documentary projects since 1950 and another one by Fredrika Teute, on the staff of the James Madison papers, on the motives of the projects and supporting the attack  by Jesse Lemisch about whose papers (according to Lemisch mainly those of the White Founding Fathers) were being published. Cappon jots in his diary that there was nothing of value in Clark’s paper and that he would focus on Teute’s paper, an effort containing “some half-baked assertions, non-sequiturs     and downright errors.”[endnoteRef:81] [79:  In October 1966, for example, Cappon received an invitation from the Henry Adams History Club of Harvard to participate in a panel on historical editing in the Spring of 1967; Cappon Diaries, October 31, 1966.  Whenever possible, Cappon used these trips to visit archives, such as when at Harvard for the seminar he visited the Massachusetts Historical Society to examine the letters between Ebenezer Hazard and Jeremy Belknap; Cappon Diaries, April 19, 1967.]  [80:  Cappon Diaries, October 13, 1971.]  [81:  Cappon Diaries, October 26, 1975.] 

Cappon also was involved as documentary editors began to coalesce into a distinct professional group, assuming in a very natural way a leadership role because of his status as a senior scholar.  In 1960 Bill Towner reported back to him that there had been a meeting of historical editors at the Mississippi Valley Historical Association who “want to maintain an informal organization to meet annually and discuss their problems.”[endnoteRef:82]  These documentary editors frequently assembled to celebrate achievements, explain their craft, and build for the future, and Cappon was often in their midst.  In late September 1961 he joined in a celebration of 400 to 500 people at the Massachusetts Historical Society for the publication of the first four volumes of the Diary and Autobiography of John Adams, listening to various speakers, including Julian Boyd who “spoke a few words (without notes) about the scholarly significance of the Adams Papers for good citizenship of fellow Americans as well as for intellectual achievement.”[endnoteRef:83]  Two weeks later, Cappon attended a celebration of the Adams Papers publications at the White House where President Kennedy spoke, and Cappon was enthralled by the speech: “It was a masterful performance, sincere but with a light touch & a real appreciation for history & historical documents.”[endnoteRef:84]  It was because of his wide-ranging activities in documentary editing that Cappon was named the second President of the Association for Documentary Editing in 1978.[endnoteRef:85] It was the second time Cappon had been involved in the formation of a professional association, the first being the Society of American Archivists; in this occasion, however, he participated as both veteran and accomplished leader. [82:  Cappon Diaries, May 2, 1960.  ]  [83:  Cappon Diaries, September 22, 1961.  Apparently it was a star-studded affair, as Cappon notes,  “Everybody who is somebody intellectually in Greater Boston was present.”]  [84:  Cappon Diaries, October 3, 1961.]  [85:  Cappon Diaries, October 11, 1978.] 

Jared Sparks and the History of Documentary Editing 
Cappon labored much of his professional life on two projects concerning documentary editing, both of which he never completed. In the Spring of 1967, Cappon records that he had gone to the Houghton Library at Harvard and examined the Jared Sparks’ journals “to ascertain how extensive they are & for which years.”[endnoteRef:86]  Cappon found in these journals a very rich source of material about early American documentary editing, as well as some inspiration for modern editors. “In the diaries of Jared Sparks are numerous pieces of information & expressions of opinion that are grist for my mill,” Cappon reflects.  When he came across material on Sparks starting the North American Review, he was able to draw some connections between literary and documentary editing:  “He put in writing a succinct statement of his editorial principles & some pertinent aspects of his practices & the editor’s prerogatives – a very revealing exposition on literary editing, which profoundly influenced his subsequent historical editing.”[endnoteRef:87]  Cappon was also inspired by Sparks’ industry: “Again I am impressed by the energy & industry of this man and his persistence in seeking out the sources for a history of the American Revolution, with focus on Gen. Washington.  The problems of access to MSS in private hands, the conflicting viewpoints of public officials concerning the records in their custody, and the liberality of some persons in loaning the originals – all these problems Sparks encountered in varying degrees in his pioneer work of this kind.. .”[endnoteRef:88]  Cappon must have identified with Sparks from his days at the University of Virginia searching out family and personal papers. [86:  Cappon Diaries, April 20, 1967.   Cappon returned every opportunity that he had to read the Sparks journals; Cappon Diaries, July 25, 26, 27, 1967; September 3, 1968.]  [87:  Cappon Diaries, July 28, 1967.]  [88:  Cappon Diaries, September 4, 1968.] 

The more Cappon studied Sparks, the more he was impressed by his efforts and approaches in collecting and editing.  While reading the journals in late 1968, Cappon records, “I continue to marvel at Sparks’s industrious, vigorous drive to find historical material and read (or skim) through large accumulations of records.  He also made it a point to visit historic sites, talk with old-timers, & engage in a kind of ‘oral history’ activity directed to the Amer. Revolution.”[endnoteRef:89]  While Cappon became critical of some of Sparks’ methods, he also was careful to try to understand what Sparks was facing. Finally, in early 1969, Cappon determined to edit the journals for publication.[endnoteRef:90] [89:  Cappon Diaries, September 5, 1968. ]  [90:  Cappon Diaries, February 25, 1969.] 

After Cappon settled into his new life at the Newberry Library in 1969, he began in earnest to work on the Sparks journals.  He arranged to get a microfilm copy of the journals from the Houghton Library as well as photocopies of these journals he had secured while at the Institute, and while still not yet sure about the extent of his editorial project Cappon knew he wanted to publish at least a portion of the journals.[endnoteRef:91]  Then he compared the original manuscripts against the older published version completed in the late nineteenth century by Herbert Baxter Adams, discovering “some errors in transcription, omissions not indicated, [and] in procedure.” Cappon also notes, “Adams’s annotations are few, indeed quite random.”[endnoteRef:92]  Cappon, at this time, envisioned a manuscript over 600 pages and thought it would be a two-volume publication (perhaps even as an Institute publication).[endnoteRef:93] Despite his commitment to this project, it was not until the spring of 1976, after the Atlas of Early American History was completed, that Cappon resumed work on the journal.[endnoteRef:94] [91:  Cappon Diaries, September 17 and October 2, 1969.]  [92:  Cappon Diaries, January 1, 1970.]  [93:  Cappon Diaries, February 1, 1970.]  [94:  Cappon Diaries, May 13, 1976.] 

By October 1976, Cappon was working anew on the Sparks journals, determining that the journals before 1826 were not worth publishing and ascertaining the degree of annotation that would be required.[endnoteRef:95] Cappon was more convinced than ever of the worthiness of the project, recording in his diary this assessment: “In re-reading Jared Sparks’s Journal, during the process of writing annotations, I feel confirmed in my judgment of several years ago that it will be well worth publishing for the variety of information it affords and the quality of his narrative.”[endnoteRef:96]  As his assistant at the Newberry Library became more accustomed with Sparks’ handwriting, the pace of his own work increased and he regained hope that this would be a two-volume work, perhaps published by Alfred Knopf.[endnoteRef:97]  However, perhaps due to his age, the typing of the Journals soon leapt ahead of his editing and annotating them.[endnoteRef:98] Cappon was serious enough about this project that when he heard a rumor that someone else might be working on it that he advised himself in the diary in this way: “I think I should announce my project in the news notes of the leading historical & archival journals.”[endnoteRef:99]  Cappon was regularly confiding to his own diary details about how he was editing the Sparks manuscript, sometimes revealing his own attitudes about editing: In reflecting on Sparks’s full page about the controversy over the authorship of Washington’s Farewell Address, Cappon states,  “My annotation was difficult to write, always aiming to make it concise & to the point, with economy of words.”[endnoteRef:100] [95:  Cappon Diaries, October 17, 19, 22, 1976.]  [96:  Cappon Diaries, November 18, 1976.]  [97:  Cappon Diaries, November 30, 1976.   In conversation with Newberry Director Bill Towner, Cappon realized that no commercial publisher would be interested, hoping that perhaps the Institute or Princeton might become interested; Cappon Diaries, December 10, 1976.]  [98:  Cappon Diaries, December 13, 1976.  Within a couple of months he had 75 pages of the journal typed; Cappon Diaries, February 1, 1977.]  [99:  Cappon Diaries, January 7, 1977.]  [100:  Cappon Diaries, February 28, 1977.  Later he added,  “I am to use editorial restraint in order to restrict the notes to essential information in relation to the text.  These include historical events & incidents of interest to Sparks”; Cappon Diaries, June 2, 1977.] 

By the end of October 1977, his Newberry assistant had finished typing the 1826 journal and Cappon estimated that the 1826-1831 journals would total 659 pages, with maybe another 150 pages of annotations and an index of 50 pages.  Cappon also notes that he still did not have a publisher: “I have not approached any publisher, for I cannot yet estimate with any degree of certainty how long a time the annotations will require; but I have in mind as desirable publishers Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., or Princeton University Press.”[endnoteRef:101] In 1979, after years of bursts of work and interruptions, Cappon was back to work on the editing of the Sparks journals, indicating that he faced considerable work, but that the effort was well worth it: “There are numerous hiatuses that I hope to fill by means of further research; and some unanswered questions can be answered now from what I leaned in the course of editing later passages.  I have been increasingly impressed by the historical value of this diary on 2 counts: (1) for information on the documents of the American Revolution, extant & lost; (2) as a primary source on many facets of American life in the Atlantic seaboard states in the mid-1820s.  Sparks was a keen observer & commentator.”[endnoteRef:102]  A few months after this diary entry, Cappon records in his diary that he was thinking of writing an essay on Jared Sparks as the last interviewer of participants and witnesses of the American Revolution;[endnoteRef:103] it was his last reference to a project he never completed. In fact, there has not been a published version of the Sparks journal since that done by Adams in 1893. [101:  Cappon Diaries, October 25, 1977. ]  [102:  Cappon Diaries, March 30, 1979 .]  [103:  Cappon Diaries, June 18, 1979.] 

Despite Cappon never finishing the Sparks project, he nonetheless significantly contributed to the history of documentary editing. Cappon had mulled over a history of historical editing in the United States for years: in 1972 he mentioned  “another project of mine, a rather full-length History of Historical Editing in the U.S., which, most likely, I shall never complete.”  Instead, Cappon undertook the more manageable project of an essay for the William and Mary Quarterly that would focus on Sparks as  "a kind of watershed in the whole development"of historical editing . The essay appeared as a lead essay in a 1973 issue.[endnoteRef:104]  Later, Cappon wrote an essay on Sparks as an editor, bringing a bit of closure to his work on Sparks.[endnoteRef:105] Cappon’s two William and Mary Quarterly on historical editing were proposed to be included in a volume on the topic indicating that his efforts to document the history of American historical editing resonated with scholars during the flourishing of historical editing in the 1970s.[endnoteRef:106] However, the volume was not published. [104:  Cappon Diaries, May 21 and June 5, 1972, July 12, 1973. The essay was “American Historical Editors before Jared Sparks: ‘they will plant a forest. . . .’,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 30 (July 1973), 375–400.]  [105:  Cappon Diaries, September 15 and 16, 1978.The essay was Lester J. Cappon, “Jared Sparks: The Preparation of an Editor,” Massachusetts Historical Society Proceedings 90 (1978), 3–21.]  [106:  Rutland wanted to include Cappon’s essays along essays by Frederica Teute and himself. Rutland hoped the Newberry would be interested, but Cappon was not favorable to the proposal and Bill Towner thought the University of Chicago Press, the Newberry’s publisher,” “has a dubious reaction to collections of essays as marketable books”; Cappon Diaries, July 2, 1976. Later Cappon notes that he Towner thought that Rutland was “trying to capitalize on my name & work!” Cappon drafted a long letter for Towner to send Rutland rejecting the idea and instead suggesting that a manual on documentary editing was what was needed; Cappon Diaries, September 18 and 22, 1976.] 

Conclusion
Cappon’s affinity for historical editing grew near the end of his life as he became involved with the new Association for Documentary Editing.  While working on the ADE annual meeting program, Cappon decided that a tribute to Julian Boyd would be given at the meeting.  In his diary entry about this, Cappon reveals his attitude about editing as a profession: 
Julian is a superb historical scholar with an accomplished literary style.  His penetrating editing has been criticized because of his extended essays by way of elucidation of controversial subjects embodied in Jefferson’s correspondence.  Here is exemplified the editor’s role expanded to embrace historical interpretation which, I have always maintained, is justifiable.  His critics argue that such practice goes beyond the role of the editor and, besides, it slows production of the texts!  As though current historical editing is to serve chiefly the present generation of scholars![endnoteRef:107]   [107:  Cappon Diaries, July 18, 1979.] 

It was a familiar refrain enunciated by Cappon in these latter years.  In a 1977 review of the James Madison Papers, Cappon concludes, “Every historical editor who is more than faithful transcriber must search, select, evaluate, and elucidate; and, admitting that he has the best command of his particular corpus of people, we judge by his historical accuracy, the rhetorical restraint of his annotation, and the degree to which he indulges in historical interpretation.”[endnoteRef:108]  Cappon saw historical editing as a time-intensive task that required careful deliberation, and in his later years he defended editorial projects against complaints about the pace of their output, such as the Madison editorial project, of which he wrote, "The date of publication of the final volume should not be an issue in the support of the project.  ‘Rome was not built in a day.’”[endnoteRef:109]  Perhaps, based on his own adventures in documentary editing and the observations by others of Cappon’s deliberate pace of work, Cappon’s defense of its leisurely scholarly pace was as much a defense of his own incomplete projects in this area.  [108:  The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 85, No. 4 (October 1977), 492.]  [109:  Ibid., p. 493.] 

Cappon was, then, for a while a central player among a small group of editors and historians establishing a new field of historical editing. His volume of Adams-Jefferson correspondence and his series of essays on documentary editing remain seminal references, although his other contributions, especially his personal relationships with other editors, are fading in memory. I have tried to secure his place in the development of documentary editing in the United States. Cappon’s contributions are more noteworthy than what some have contended. For example, Blouin and Rosenberg, examining the difficult and changing relationship between historians and archivists, see him as an historian with “inordinate influence among archivists,” but otherwise a fairly minor player.[endnoteRef:110] After researching Cappon's work, I have come to see Cappon, representing the generation of archival founders (including documentary editors), as someone who was not necessarily confident about the professional identity of either group. What Cappon was confident about is the value, the centrality, of history for archival work and documentary editing. What are archivists and documentary editors confident about today? While this is a topic outside of this essay, the question reminds us that Cappon never wavered in how he viewed and valued his principal interest, the study of the past.  And we see this as the basis of many of his writings and activities. Cappon often flailed at archivists, records managers, documentary editors, and historians about their attitudes, commitments, and abilities to engage with the public in a meaningful way. Cappon was the model historian-archivist, easily moving between the disciplines of history, archival studies, and documentary editing and serving as a critic and commentator on all three. [110:  See Francis X. Blouin and William G. Rosenberg, Processing the Past: Contesting Authorities in History and Archives [New York: Oxford University Press, 2011], pp. 46-47.] 

Cappon struggled with documentary editing as a vocation, although it was where he best brought together his skills as historian, archivist, teacher, and administrator. What we see in Cappon’s work was his shaping of editorial standards and practices as he gained experience, read documentary editions, guided the production of such volumes, and contributed his own documentary work.  With his historical orientation, Cappon was someone building a bridge to past documentary editing practices, as well as looking to the future contributions to be made by documentary editors. As such, his work deserves to be remembered.
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