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THE UNIVERSITY PRESS OF VIRGINIA
By WALKER COWEN

In 1949 a report on university presses
noted that "one of the oldest universities
in the country, Virginia," had no full
fledged university press. But a great many
Virginians, sensitive to the State's cultural
resources and opportunities, had already
come to view the lack of such a publishing
organization with deepening concern.

The scholarly publishing then being
done in the State, particularly by such
institutions as the University of Virginia,
the Virginia Historical Society, and Co
lonial Williamsburg, Inc., was beginning
to face the pressures of mounting costs
and the difficulties of assembling the
highly trained personnel and specialized
facilities required for efficient operation.

Finally Julian P. Boyd, long a friend
of Virginia and editor of The Papers of
Thomas Jefferson~ placed these disap
pointments in focus with a brief mani
festo called "A Suggestion for Establish
ing a Scholarly Press for Institutions of
Higher Learning in Virginia." With an
eye toward Virginia's rapidly increasing
level of scholarly activity and the success
of the then recently established U niver
sity Center in Richmond which worked
to pool the resources of a number of co
operating institutions for the benefit of
all, Dr. Boyd put forward the idea that
"Virginia seems to be the most appro
priate State in which an experiment for
inter-institutional cooperation for scholar
ly publication can be most appropriately
ventured."

This report came to the desk of Edgar
F. Shannon, Jr., soon after he assumed
his position as President of the University
of Virginia in August 1959, and he placed
the task of working toward the establish
ment of a press high on his list of
priorities. At his request the University's
Long-Range Planning Committee made
a careful study of the function of a pub
lishing press in carrying forward the aims
--rhe author is Associate Director of The Univer
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of a university. In the spring of 1961
this committee recommended that a vigor
ous university press be established at the
University of Virginia.

The Virginia Historical Society took an
important initiative in May 1961 by
creating a special committee on a scholar
ly press under the chairmanship of Mr.
Samuel M. Bemiss. This group, represent
ing many of the leading educational and
cultural institutions in the State, included
Mr. Lester Cappon from the Institute of
Early American History and Culture; l\tIr.
Leslie Cheek, Jr., of the Virginia Muse
urn; Mr. Virginius Dabney, editor of the
Richmond Times-Dispatch~· Mr. William
M. E. Rachal, editor of The Papers of
James Madison and of the Virginia Mag
azine of History and Biography~· and Mr.
John Cook Wyllie, Librarian of the Uni
versity. During a meeting held in June
1961, Mr. Bemiss, Mr. David J. Mays of
the Virginia Historical Society, and l\1r.
Wyllie moved forward to record the
results of their previous informal discus
sions. Taking a large view of the matter,
the committee recommended the prompt
creation of a university press located at
Charlottesville but prepared to serve the
entire State. This press was to act to en
courage the publication of scholarly works
of high caliber, and funds for its support,
from both public and private sources,
were to be sought at once.

The next steps in the undertaking were
carried out at the University. President
Shannon, with the approval of the Board
of Visitors, requested funds for a press
organization from the General Assembly
in the 1962-64 biennial budget request.
These funds were not appropriated in
their entirety by the General Assembly,
but a sum sufficient for salaries, equip
ment, and operation of a small press
was granted. A University committee on
the press headed by Mr. Wyllie was aug
mented by other faculty members and

charged with the task of laying out the
administrative and organizational design
of the new publishing facility. In consulta
tion with Mr. Bemiss and Mr. Dabney,
the group weighed carefully the ideas
presented in a draft by Mr. Paul T. David
entitled "A Proposal for the Further De
velopment of Facilities for Scholarly Pub
lication in Virginia." lVIany of the recom
mendations which were considered in
that paper were incorporated later into
the organizational plan of the Pres .

ORGANIZING THE PRES

After three years of careful planning,
it was now possible to take practical steps
toward establishing the Press. President
Shannon acted decisively. On September
28, 1962, he appointed the first Board
of Directors for the Press: Mr. Samue
1\1. Bemiss, of the Virginia Historica
Society; Mr. Lester J. Cappon, of the In
stitute of Early American History an
Culture; Mr. William B. 0' eal, Profes or
of Architecture, University of Virginia;
Mr. L. Starling Reid, Professor of P y
chology, University of Virginia; Mr.
Arthur F. Stocker, Professor of Classics,
University of Virginia; lVIr. Walter Muir
Whitehill, of the Boston Athenaeum and
the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Founda
tion; and, as Chairman, Mr. Paul T.
David, Professor of Political Science, Uni
versity of Virginia. Mr. Francis L. Berke
ley, Jr., then Curator of Manu cripts at
the University, served as secretary pend
ing the appointment of a director. Mr.
Fredson Bowers and Mr. John Cook Wyl
lie were appointed consultants to aid the
Press at its outset.

In his directive to the new Board mem
bers President Shannon summarized the
steps that had resulted in the conception
of a press organized to serve the institu
tions of the entire Commonwealth, and
he urged the group to proceed at once
to the final stages of its realization.
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The Board met in Charlottesville less
than a month later, on October 24. The
principal items on the agenda were fi
nances, a director, and a name for the
Press. Reassured that money would be
a ailable not only from public funds for
the alary of an experienced director and
a mall taff, but al 0 publication funds
from private sources, the Board initiated
the earch for a director whose abilities
would match the hopes and requirements
of the enterprise. After discussion the
name "The University Press of Virginia"
wa agreed on a one which would
adequately reflect the Statewide character
of the new scholarly publishing hou.e.
In order to avoid confusion the name
of the University's printing plant was
£hanged from the "University of Vir-

inia Pre s" to the "University of Vir
ginia Printing Office."

n intensive search was carried out
during the next several weeks for a direc
tor. id was generously given by experi
enced people in all sections of the coun
t !I: B.erk leJ th r.eques he
Board, traveled extensively in order to
con ult with the directors of many long
established presses and others with knowl
edge of academic publishing. When the
Board held its second meeting on N 0

vember 30, 1962, it voted unanimously
to pre ent the name of Mr. Victor Rey
nold to the President as its choice for
the pres directorship.

This, of cours.e, was a key step in the
formation of the Press. All were aware
that much of the success of the enterprise
would rest upon the energy, imagination,
and ability of the first director. Mr. Rey
nolds was no newcomer to the publishing
world. He had begun his career in the
college departments of ew York com-

for the sake of continuity. Those pre ent
drew lots for terms of from two to five
years to inaugurate the procedure. The
director reported that most of the manu
scripts then before the Press were un
suited to its needs, and after discussion
these were declined. When the Board
met again in June, the Director presented
a memorandum of agreement for use with
authors and it was approved.

THE PUBLICATIO PROGRAM

T~e principal concern of this June
meetIng was the publication program of
the Press. beginning was made wi th the
creation of the paperback series, Domin
ion Books. Four titles, formerly published
by Colonial Williamsburg, Inc., were
selecte tCLinaugurate _ .erie wo ._of
these,. The Journal of Major George
W ~shzngton and Seat of Empire by Carl
BrIdenbaugh, were published on October
31, 1963. They became the first books to
carry the new imprint of The University
Press of Virginia. But new manuscripts,
of course, are the lifeblood of a publish
ing enterprise, and Mr. Reynolds an
nounced the appointment of an editorial
associate to help with incoming manu
scripts.

The summer of 1963 was a particularly
busy one for the new Press. Preparations
for selling books in the fall were con
tinued; invoices were prepared and ar
rangements were made for space and
materials necessary for book wrapping
and shipping. The Director traveled wide
ly over the State to introduce him elf
to faculty members and admini trative
officers at the various scholarly institutions
and to explain to them the opportunities
offered by the new publishing enterprise.
In addition to the books produced earlier
in Charlottesville for the U niver ity, its
McGregor Library, and the Bibliograph
ical Society of the University of - irginia,
new stock was added to inventory when
agreements for distribution and publica
tion were concluded with the Virginia
State Library in Richmond and the Vir
ginia Historical Society. Plans were also
made for a new series of publications to
be called "Jamestown Documents," spon
sored by the Jamestown Foundation and
the Association for the Preservation of
Virginia Antiquities. The first of these
books, A Voyage to Virginia in 1609)
edited by Louis B. Wright, appeared less
than a year later, in May 1964.

As the first summer neared its end
changes were made in the staff. Mrs.
Clark and Mrs. Wiley did not wish to

mercial publishers before going to Ithaca,
ew York, where he had directed the

~ornell University Press for 20 years, dur
Ing which time he had also served as a
president of the ssociation of merican
University Presses and a term as a mem
ber of the board of directors of the Amer
ican Book Publishers Council.

Intrigued with the concept of a State
wide university press, Mr. Reynolds
responded to an invitation from Mr.
David, Press Board Chairman, to come
to Charlottesville in December. After
meeting with persons at the University,
he went to Richmond as a guest of Mr.
Bemiss and others at a luncheon in Vir
ginia House of the Virginia Historical
Society. President Shannon was able to
announce Mr. R ynold' appointment,
effective April 1, before the end of J anu
ary 1963, and Reynolds was elected to the
Faculty of rts and Sciences by the Board
of Visitors of the University February 9.

Although the Press was not scheduled
to begin operations until April, the direc
tor-designate was given an office in the
Rotunda in January. He came down from
Ithaca for several brief visits during those
first months to review the con iderable
number of manuscripts which had been
collected at the Library and at the U ni
versity Printing Office for his attention.
He met with the full Board of Directors
for the first time on March 1 and dis
cussed with them procedures for the
scholarly review of manuscripts and the
shape of the initial publishing program.

On prill, 1963, The University Press
of Virginia opened the doors of its
temporary offices in the northeast wing
of the Rotunda. Mrs. Emma Clark, who
had helped supervise publication affairs at
the printing office, joined the Press as the
first employee. Mrs. Clark began work
at once on the tas~!_supervisin the
transfer from the printing office to the
Rotunda of the stock of books previously
published but not yet sold. On the follow
ing day a secretary was employed. When
all the books had arrived, everyone helped
to establish a proper inventory. Stock
was plac d in a storage space near
the offices. Soon afterward Mrs. Mary
Wiley joined the staff to help with routine
promotional activities. She undertook the
job of describing each of the titles for
the first catalog.

The Board of Directors met again on
April 10 and determined that henceforth
meetings should be held quarterly and
that Board members should normally
serve four-year terms, these to be staggered
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Bemiss House

continue to work full-time and they
resigned from the Press. Mrs. Gwynne
Stallings, who had previously been with
the McGraw-Hill Book Company, became
promotion and production associate on
September 1, 1963. 'The appointment of
Miss Catherine Sturtevant as executive
editor to begin October 1 was also an
nounced. Miss Sturtevant had been ex
ecutive editor of the Cornell University
Press.

The first catalog of the Press was issued
in October. Its appearance created a
favorable reaction not only in the State
but also across the country. The cover
was designed around a color reproduction
of the handsome full-length Charles Will
son Peale portrait of George Washington
now in the possession of Colonial Wil
liamsburg. Seventy-two pages in length,
the catalog contained a brief history of
the founding of the Press and a statement
of its objectives along with descriptions
of nearly 100 volumes. Probably no other
university press had ever issued so im
pressive a first catalog.

The catalog stimulated the sale of the
books of the Press so quickly that recom
mendations and plans for a proper facility
for warehousing, mailing, and shipping
were considered and approved by the
Board. New manuscripts were now also
beginning to come to the Press, and at its
October meeting the Board accepted for
hard-cover publication the first original
titles for the new imprint. At the same
meeting the Director reported that the
Press had become a member of the Amer
ican Book Publishers Council.

During the winter of 1963-64 work went
forward on new manuscripts, and a sales
agreement was concluded with Feffer and
Simons, Inc., of New York under which
this company would represent the Press
in foreign countries. This arrangement
has worked well and books from The Uni
versity Press of Virginia during its first
years have been sold all over the world.
A study of the first 6 months of 1967
showed that books had been sent to 38
different countries during that time.

Southern Writers-, a collection of papers
originally read at conferences of the In
stitute of Southern Culture at Longwood
College, edited by R. C. Simonini, Jr.,
was published in April 1964. It was the
first new book issued by the Press. Four
others followed soon after. In June the
Press was elected to membership in the
Association of American University Press
es during the annual meeting of that
organization. By the end of the summer
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two new persons had joined the Press,
and the staff was now substantially com
plete. Mr. Edward G. Foss was appointed
designer and typographer and Mrs. Joan
Garrison, bookkeeper. In February 1965,
a new warehouse and shipping facility,
constructed for the Press, was completed.
Mr. Herman Whitby became warehouse
manager and shipper.

THE PRESS AT PRESENT

In the brief years of its existence The
University Press of Virginia, under a
program committed to the publication of
26 books a year, has published or dis
tributed books in association with the
following institutions in Virginia:

The American Association of Architec
tural Bibliographers

The Bibliographical Society of the Uni-
versity of Virginia

Colonial Williamsburg, Inc.
The Garden Club of Virginia
Hollins College
Institute of Government, University of

Virginia
The Jamestown Foundation
Longwood College
The Magna Carta Commission of Vir

ginia
Mary Baldwin College
Mary Washington College of the Uni-

versity of Virginia
National Society of the Colonial Dames

of America in the Commonwealth of
Virginia

Randolph-Macon College
Randolph-Macon Woman's College
Sweet Briar College
Tracy W. McGregor Library, Univer-

sity of Virginia
University of Virginia
The Virginia Historical Society
Virginia Polytechnic Institute
The Virginia State Library

Washington and Lee University
The list provides ample testimony that
the ideal of a press to serve the needs of
an entire state is capable of realization.

The Press also publishes or di tributes
books in association with the Boston
Athenaeum, the Eleutherian Mills - Hag
ley Foundation, and the Folger Shake
speare Library of Washington, D.C. Re
cently an agreement was concluded with
the Winterthur Museum, and the first
book under this new association is tenta
tively scheduled for publication in 1968.

Among other projects before the Press
are a pictorial history of the U niver ity of
Virginia, an anthology of poetry from the
Virginia Quarterly Review -' a new stand
ard and definitive edition of the works



of Stephen Crane, edited by Fredson Bow
ers, and, tentatively, a comprehensive
atlas and gazetteer of the State of Vir
ginia.

As a result of the care taken in its in
itial organization, the genuine need of the
State for a scholarly publishing enterprise,
and Mr. Reynolds' energetic management,
The University Press of Virginia has grown
rapidly. After its first year the original
offices in the Rotunda proved too small
and they were exchanged for larger quar
ters in the southwestern section of the
ground floor of the building. At the end
of 1964 the sales of the books of the Press
came to $36,000. By the end of 1965 they
had more than doubled, amounting to
$73,000. They rose again in 1966, this
time to a total of $115,000.

The quickening pace of activity called
for further additions to the staff. Mr.
Walker Cowen joined the Press in 1965
as assistant to the director, and in 1966
Miss Susan Lee Foard became assistant
editor.

Once again the office space for the
operations of the Press, admirable as it
had been, became inadequate. The search
for new quarters proved no easy matter.
At length, the house at 210 Sprigg Lane,
which had been purchased by the Uni
versity as a possible faculty residence, was
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"discovered" by the Press. When this
house was examined it was seen that
with relatively little alteration and ren
ovation it could be made to suit the long
range needs of the Press. The project was
carefully discussed with President Shan
non and placed before the Board of
Visitors of the University. The Board
agreed to make the house available to
the Press.

It seemed appropriate that the new
house should be named in honor of the
late Samuel M. Bemiss, long a friend to
the Press, influential in its founding, and
a member of its Board at the time of his
death in 1966. Members of the Bemiss
family were consulted and they not only
consented to the name, but generously
contributed funds for renovation and
redecoration. In April 1967, the Press
established its permanent offices at Bemiss
House. The building at once proved
suited to the needs of the Press and it
is doubtful if any other university press
enjoys offices more 'handsome and service
able.

It is here that the Board of Directors
of the Press holds its meetings. Mr. Wil
liam Abbot, James Madison Professor
of History, University of Virginia, is now
the Chairman of the Board, and the other
members are Mr. Neill H. Alford, Jr.,

Professor of Law, University of Virginia;
Mr. Virginius Dabney, Editor, the Rich
mond Times-Dispatch~· Mr. Fraser Nei
man, Professor of English, College of
William and Mary; Mr. Arthur F. Stock
er, Professor of Classics, University of
Virginia; Mr. William S. Weedon, Uni
versity Professor, University of Virginia;
and Mr. Walter Muir Whitehill, Li
brarian and Director of the Boston Athen
aeum and member of the Board of the
Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation.

Extraordinarily fitting, then, was the
dedication of Bemiss House on May 25,
1967. Mr. Virginius Dabney spoke on
this occasion before the Bemiss family and
a small group composed mainly of those
same persons who, in June 1961, had
gathered together in earnes council to
seek a way to found a university press in
Virginia.

N ow, six years later, The University
Press of Virginia is admirably housed,
and the imprint is a respected one in the
world of scholarship. During the years
ahead the purposes of the Press will con-
tinue to be to serve the educational and
cultural institutions of Virginia and to
publish scholarly books of merit, from
Virginia and elsewhere, in the interests
of mankind.

-The Editors

Note: The December 15~ 1967 and January 15~ 1968 issues of the News Letter were identified erroneously as Volume 43~ Numbers
4 and 5~ respectively. These issues should be cited as Numbers 4 and 5 of Volume 44.
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