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JAMES LEE SELLERS 

BY JAMES C. OLSON 

JAMES Lee Sellers, who for more than thirty years de
voted himself to the educational and historical interests 
of Nebraska, was born at North Platte, June 18, 1891. 

His parents, Enoch R. and Emma Rushman Sellers, had 
emigrated from Aurora, Indiana, in 1887, homesteading in 
Lincoln County. Sellers Precinct in Lincoln County was 
named for Enoch R. Sellers. 

After a few years in Lincoln County, the family moved 
back to Indiana and then to Kansas. Young Jim attended 
the public schools of Great Bend, graduating from high 
school in 1911. He taught school in Barton County, Kansas 
for a year, and then spent a year as a student at Baker 
University, transferring to the University of Kansas, where 
he received the B. A. in 1916. He taught for a year in the 
high school at Lawrence, Kansas, and in December, 1917, 
enlisted in the Army, serving in France with U. S. Army 
Evacuation Hospital No. 7, the First Army Corps, and the 
Army of Occupation. He was discharged in June, 1919 and 
that fall entered the University of Wisconsin, where he re-
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ceived theM. A. in 1920, and the Ph. D. in history in 1922. 
He married Nell I. Kennedy, June 20, 1922, at Lawrence, 
Kansas. Their daughter Catherine (Mrs. John Angle) lives 
in Lincoln. Mrs. Sellers died, October 16, 1946. On January 
21, 1959, Dr. Sellers married Bertha R. Smith, who survives 
him. 

Following receipt of his degree, Dr. Sellers joined the 
faculty of the University of Wisconsin as an instructor; 
in 1926, he became an assistant professor. In 1930, he 
joined the faculty of the University of Nebraska as asso
ciate professor of history; in 1932, he was promoted to the 
rank of professor which he held until his retirement in 
1959. From 1951 to 1956 he served as chairman of the 
Department of History. In addition to his regular positions 
at Wisconsin and Nebraska, he held summer appointments 
at the University of Illinois (1924), University of Kansas 
(1928), University of Iowa (1929, 1941), University of 
Wisconsin (1939), University of Michigan (1947), and 
Whittier College (1949). 

At the University of Nebraska, Professor Sellers of
fered courses in American constitutional and frontier his
tory, and in recent American history, in addition to the 
beginning survey of American history. His seminars in 
American history produced a significant number of young 
scholars-altogether, thirty-six students received the Doc
tor of Philosophy degree under his direction ; many more 
received the Master's degree under his supervision. During 
a time when many institutions were de-emphasizing the 
Master's degree in history, Professor Sellers remained con
vinced that the Master's degree which involved a substan
tial thesis was the best preparation for the secondary school 
teacher of history or for the person who wished to go on 
for the doctorate. 

Professor Sellers was active in the affairs of the fac
ulty. He served as a member of the Executive Committee 
of the College of Arts and Sciences, and in 1945 was chair
man of an ad hoc Faculty Committee on Salaries which 
took the question of faculty salaries directly to the legis-
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lature. He was active in the University of Nebraska chap
ter of the American Association of University Professors. 
He was known and respected among his colleagues as a 
man who took strong positions on a variety of issues facing 
the University and who defended his positions with vigor 
and persistence. Professor Boyd G. Carter of the Depart
ment of Romance Languages and Literatures summed up 
the attitude of members of the faculty when, at a dinner 
given in honor of Professor Sellers at the time of his re
tirement, April 21, 1959, he said: 

You realized better than most of us that a university 
like Nebraska, not having behind it the prestige of antiquity 
or the snobbery some people associate with geographical lo
cation, can specialize only in the quality of high require
ments for degrees and in the demand for the highest achieve
ments from its students. 

You have used your energy and resourcefulness, your 
craft and your intuition, to try to save the most precious 
thing in our civilization-the opportunity through education 
for the individual to become and to remain a man in the 
fullest sense. 

The University of Nebraska will miss you. It is easier 
to replace an academician than a moral force and you have 
been a moral force of great vitality and significance on the 
University of Nebraska campus. You will not soon be for
gotten. 

From the time of his arrival in Lincoln, Professor 
Sellers took a deep interest in the affairs of the Nebraska 
State Historical Society. Indeed, when he was brought to 
the University of Nebraska, it was with the understanding 
that he would devote part of his time to serving as asso
ciate editor of Nebraska History, and he did so for a couple 
of years. With the death of Dr. Addison E. Sheldon, in 
1943, Professor Sellers took on the responsibilities of acting 
superintendent of the Society, serving in this capacity until 
1946, in addition to his heavy duties at the University. He 
also served as editor of Nebraska History, and during his 
tenure the journal began to emphasize the publication of 
scholarly articles relating to Nebraska's past. 

From 1946 until his death, he served as a member of 
the Executive Board, and during the years 1958-1959, he 
was president· of the Board. He seldom missed a meeting 



126 NEBRASKA HISTORY 

of the Board or of the Society; he served faithfully on 
many committees. He played a particularly active role in 
developing plans for the new building, and was the author 
of the inscriptions incised in marble at either side of the 
main entrance. 

Professor Sellers' interest in the teaching of history 
was reflected in his active participation in the affairs of 
the Nebraska History and Social Studies Teachers Asso
ciation. For many years he assumed responsibility for se
curing speakers for the annual meetings of the association, 
and through his efforts many distinguished historians from 
the United States and abroad were brought to the annual 
meetings. 

In a somewhat wider field, Professor Sellers was an 
active member of the American Historical Association and 
the Mississippi Valley Historical Association (now the Or
ganization of American Historians) . He read a paper at 
the Boston meeting of the American Historical Association 
in 1930, and at the Urbana meeting in 1933. In 1944, he 
served on the program committee. He read papers at meet
ings of the Mississippi Valley Historical Association in 
1924, 1929, 1934, and 1936. He was chairman of the com
mittee on local arrangements for the Omaha meeting of 
the Association in 1932. He served as a member of the 
Board of Editors of The Mississippi Valley Historical Re
view from 1931 to 1934, and again from 1943 to 1947. He 
was president of the Association in 1952-1953, the only 
Nebraskan ever to hold that high honor. From 1953 to 
1959 he served as ex-officio member of the Association's 
Executive Committee, playing a key role in the affairs of 
the Association during a particularly critical period in its 
history. 

He served on the boards of or held offices in a number 
of other historically-oriented organizations. He was a Di
rector of the Nebraska Chapter of the American Pioneer 
Trails Association and a member of the Board of Directors 
of the Nebraska Hall of Agricultural Achievement. From 
1947 until shortly before his death he represented the Uni-
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versity of Nebraska on the Board of Directors of the Harry 
S. Truman Library Institute, and also served as a member 
of the Institute's committee on grants in aid. He was a 
member of the Committee on Grants for the Hayes Me
morial Foundation of Fremont, Ohio. He was chairman of 
the Nebraska Civil War Centennial Commission and a 
member of the Nebraska Hall of Fame Commission. 

Retirement from active teaching gave Professor Sellers 
time to devote some of his energies to politics. He served 
a term as a member of the Democratic District Committee, 
and in 1960 was a candidate for the legislature. He looked 
upon the daily newspaper as a significant medium for the 
exchange of ideas, and on occasion discussed the issues of 
the day in letters to the editors of the Lincoln papers. He 
was fond of the outdoors, particularly of gardening, riding, 
and mountain-climbing; he concerned himself with the 
preservation and enhancement of Nebraska's natural 
beauty. The trees which grace the malls of the University's 
city campus, for example, were planted, in part at least, 
as a result of his urging. 

Professor Sellers died in Lincoln, February 16, 1966, 
after an illness of several months. Following his death, 
the various organizations which he had served-the N e
braska State Historical Society, the Organization of Amer
ican Historians, the Nebraska History and Social Studies 
Teachers Association, the Board of the Harry S. Truman 
Library Institute-passed appropriate and heartfelt reso
lutions of appreciation for his life and his services. These 
resolutions focussed on his particular relationship with the 
organization in question. In editorials published at the 
time of his death, the Lincoln newspapers spoke for all who 
knew him. 

The Lincoln Evening Journal, February 17, 1966, un
der the heading: "Death of a Scholar," wrote: 

History and teaching was the vocation of Dr. James 
Sellers, politics his avocation. 

In both fields he made a contribution to Nebraska and 
the nation. 
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Nebraska has a greater awareness of its own history 
because of his editorship of the Nebraska History Magazine 
from 1944 to 1946. 

Dr. Sellers was a responsible liberal voice in a conserva
tive state. His great sense of history, his love of his native 
state and liberal views motivated his life. His voice of dis
sent to ultra-conservatism was a constructive force in the 
state. 

As a teacher he touched the lives of thousands of stu
dents who gained a greater understanding of the country in 
which they live. 

With the death of Jim Sellers the state has lost a gentle
man and a scholar and a man who had the courage of his 
convictions. 

In an editorial entitled "A Man of Courage," The Lin
coln Star wrote on February 18, 1966: 

The death of James L. Sellers ends a long career in 
the pursuit of knowledge and the welfare of the human race. 
History was Mr. Sellers' forte and he had a keen mastery of 
it. He shared his learning with thousands of students in his
tory courses at the University of Nebraska and with the 
general public. 

He was as kind and gentle a man as we have ever 
known, habitual in his smile and good nature. His mind was 
a disciplined one that searched for fact and meaning rather 
than the easy acceptance of popular views. 

Judgment by Mr. Sellers carne only after careful thought 
but he believed in action once a course was settled upon. He 
was alert to the changing times in which he lived and car
ried a determination to meet the challenges of such changes. 
He believed that the nation and the world were on the move 
and that it was the destiny of mankind to make this move 
one for the better. 

He was no intellectual snob but he had little patience 
with those who dealt in generalities and whose minds had 
become closed through prejudice and selfishness. He was 
not a self-seeking man but rather, spoke constantly of a 
better world in which all could live. 

Active in politics and the affairs of his community and 
state, Mr. Sellers appreciated life as a means of service to 
all. He never tired in his efforts to improve the opportuni
ties of the human race to achieve a higher form of great
ness. He was not just another member of society, but an 
integral part of civilization. . . 

Professor Sellers' writing was principally in the fields 
of the American Civil War, and American constitutional, 
political, and frontier history. His published works include: 
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Review: The Constitution of the United States, by 
Robert L. Schuyler, Mississippi Valley Historical Re
view, XI (Jun, 1924), 152. 

"An Interpretation of Civil War Finance," American 
Historical Review, XXX (Jan, 1925), 282-297. 

"The Economic Incidence of the Civil War in the 
South," Mississippi Valley Historical Review," XIV 
(Sep, 1927), 179-191. 

Review: A History of the People of The United 
States During Lincoln's Administration, by John Bach 
McMaster, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XIV 
(Dec, 1927), 408-410. 

Review: England and America: Rivals in the Amer
ican Revolution, by Claude H. Van Tyne, Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review, XV (Jun, 1928), 106-108. 

(with Marie U. Harmer) "Charles H. Van Wyck, 
Soldier and Statesman," Nebraska History, XII (Jun, 
Sep, Dec, 1929), 83-128, 190-246, 322-373. 

Review: Meet General Grant, by W. E. Woodward, 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XVI (Jun, 
1929)' 121-124. 

Review: The War Department, 1861: A Study in 
Mobilization and Administration, by Howard A. Me
neely, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XV 
(Mar, 1929), 551-553. 

"The Makeup of the Early Republican Party," Trans
actions of the Illinois State Historical Society, 
XXXVII (1930), 39-51. 



130 

1931 

1932 

1933 

NEBRASKA HISTORY 

"Republicanism and State Rights in Wisconsin," Mis
sissippi Valley Historical Review, XVII (Sep, 1930), 
213-229. 

Review: Lincoln and His Cabinet, by Clarence Ed
ward MacCartney, Mississippi Valley Historical Re
view, XVIII (Sep, 1931), 262-263. 

"A. E. Sheldon's History Gives Complete Story of 
State Development," Nebraska History, XIII (Jun, 
1932), 111-113. 

Review: Edmund Ruffin, Southerner: A Study in 
Secession, by Avery Craven, Mississippi Valley His
torical Review, XIX (Dec, 1932), 433-434. 

Review: A History of American Economic Life, by 
Edward C. Kirkland, Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review, XIX (Mar, 1933), 610-611. 

Review: The Foundations of American Constitution
alism, by Andrew C. McLaughlin, Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, XX (Sep, 1933), 272-273. 

Review: American Constitutional History, by Erik 
McKinley Erikson, Mississippi Valley Historical Re
view, XX (Dec, 1933), 436-437. 

1933-35 

1934 

"James R. Doolittle," Wisconsin Magazine of History, 
XVII (Dec, 1933, Mar, Jun, 1934), 168-178, 277-306, 
393-401; XVIII (Dec, 1934, Mar, 1935), 20-41, 178-
187. 

Review: An American Colossus: The Singular Career 
of Alexander Hamilton, by Ralph Edward Bailey, 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XX (Mar, 
1934)' 569. 
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Review: Lincoln, 1854-1861, by Paul M. Angle, Mis
sissippi Valley Historical Review, XXI (Jun, 1934), 
100. 

Review: Salt as a Factor in the Confederacy, by Ella 
Lonn, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXI 
(Sep, 1934), 282-283. 

Review: The Constitution and the Men Who Made It, 
by Hastings Lyon, Mississippi Valley Historical Re
view, XXIII (Mar, 1937), 566-567. 

Review: Gouverneur Kemble Warren--Life and Let
ters of an American Soldier, 1830-1882, by Emerson 
Gifford Taylor, Nebraska History, XVIII (Sep, 1937), 
208-209. 

Review: The Inner History of the Grant Administra
tion, by Allan Nevins, Nebraska History, XVIII (Jun, 
1937)' 148-150. 

Review: Flight Into Oblivion, by A. J. Hanna, Ne
braska History, XIX (Sep, 1938), 269-270. 

Review: His Excellency, George Clinton: Critic of 
the Constitution, by E. Wilder Spaulding, Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review, XXV (Jun, 1938), 92-93. 

Review: Two Soldiers: The Campaign Diarys of 
Thomas J. Key, C.S.A., December 7, 1863 -May 17, 
1865 and Robert J. Campbell, U.S.A., January 1, 1864 
- July 21, 1864, edited by Wirt A. Cate; and Ware 
Sherman: A Journal of Three Months' Personal Ex
perience in the Last Days of the Confederacy, by 
Joseph LeConte, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXV (Sep, 1938), 283-284. 

American History. Courses of Study for Normal 
Training High Schools, State Department of Public 
Instruction, Bulletin D (Lincoln, 1939). 
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"The Richard H. Mockett Diary," Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, XXVI (Sep, 1939), 233-240. 

Review: The Constitution Reconsidered, edited by 
Conyers Read, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXVI (Jun, 1939), 133-134. 

Review: The Constitutional History of the United 
States, 1776-1826: The Blessings of Liberty, by Homer 
C. Hockett, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXVI (Sep, 1939), 257-258. 

Review: The Delegate from New York or Proceed
ings of the Federal Convention of 1787 from the Notes 
of John Lansing, Jr., by Joseph R. Strayer, Missis
sippi Valley Historical Review, XXVI (Dec, 1939), 
409-410. 

Review: Robert Gordon Cousins, by Jacob A. Swish
er, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXVI (Sep, 
1939)' 273. 

Review: The Life and Times of Edmund Pendleton, 
by Robert L. Hilldrup, Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review, XXVI (Mar, 1940), 567-568. 

Review: Mr. Justice Miller and the Supreme Court: 
1862-1890, by Charles Fairman, Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, XXVI (Mar, 1940), 604-605. 

Review: The Constitutional History of the United 
States, 1826-1876: A More Perfect Union, by Homer 
C. Hockett, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXVII (Jun, 1940), 125-126. 

Review: James Kent, A Study in Conservatism, by 
John T. Horton, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXVII (Jun, 1940), 101-102. 

Review: Life on the Circuit with Lincoln, by Henry 
C. Whitney, M,ississippi Valley Historical Review, 
XXVII (Sep, 1940), 326-327. 
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Review: The Middle Classes in American Politics, by 
Arthur N. Holcombe, Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review, XXVIII (Jun, 1941), 130-131. 

Review: Louisiana Hayride: The American Rehearsal 
for Dictatorship, 1928-1940, by Harnett T. Kane, 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXVIII (Sep, 
1941)' 287-288. 

Review: International Labor, Diplomacy, and Peace, 
1914-1919, by Austin Vander Slice, Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review, XXVIII (Dec, 1941), 452-453. 

Review: Burlington West: A Colonization History of 
the Burlington Railroad, by Richard C. Overton, 
American Historical Review, XLVII (Jul, 1942), 
894-895. 

Review: La Follette and the Establishment of the 
Direct Primary in Wisconsin, by Allen Fraser Love
joy, American Historical Review, XLVIII (Oct, 1942), 
203-204. 

Review: Lincoln and the Radicals, by T. Harry Wil
liams, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXVIII 
(Mar, 1942), 608-609. 

Review: Louisiana Redeemed: The Overthrow of the 
Carpet-Bag Rule, 1876-1880, by Garnie W. McGinty, 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXIX (Jun, 
1942)' 106. 

Review: The Republic of the United States: A His
tory, by Jeannette P. Nichols and Roy F. Nichols, 
American Historical Review, XLVIII (Oct, 1942), 
127-128. 

The United States From War to War: A History 
Supplement (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1943). 
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Review: The Origins and Background of the Second 
World War, by C. Grove Haines and Ross J. S. Hoff
man, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXX 
(Dec, 1943), 423-424. 

Dictionary of American Biography, Sketches of Hal
bert Eleazer Paine, Emanuel Lorenz Philipp, Peter 
A. Sarpy, John Milton Thayer, Charles Henry Van 
Wyck. 

Dictionary of American Biography, Supplement One, 
Sketches of Gilbert Monell Hitchcock and George 
Ward Holdrege. 

Review: The Battle Against Isolation, by Walter 
Johnson, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, XXXII 
(Sep, 1945), 272-273. 

Review: Guide to the Manuscripts of the Wisconsin 
State Historical Society, edited by Alice E. Smith, 
American Historical Review, L (Jul, 1945), 859. 

Review: John Stuart and the Southern Colonial Fron
tier, 1745-1775, by John Richard Alden, Nebraska 
History, XXVI (Dec, 1945), 234-235. 

Review: Revolt in Paradise: The Social Revolution in 
Hawaii After Pearl Harbor, by Alexander MacDon
ald, Nebraska History, XXVI (Sep, 1945), 179-180. 

"Diary of Dr. Joseph A. Paxson, Physician to the 
Winnebago Indians, 1869-1870," Nebraska History, 
XXVII (Sep, Dec, 1946), 143-204, 244-275. 

Review: The Autobiography of William Allen White, 
Nebraska History, XXVII (Jun, 1946), 129-132. 

Review : Lincoln the President: Springfield to Get
tysburg, by James G. Randall, Nebraska History, 
XXVII (Mar, 1946), 62-64. 
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Review: Wartime Mission in Spain, 1942-1945, by 
Carlton J. H. Hayes, Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review, XXXIII (Jun, 1946), 140-142. 

Review: Memoirs of a Volunteer, 1861-1863, edited 
by Harvey S. Ford, Mississippi Valley Historical Re
view, XXXIV (Jun, 1947), 133-134. 

Review: Selected Letters of William Allen White, 
edited by Walter Johnson, Nebraska History, XXVIII 
(Dec, 1947), 279-282. 

Review: The Missouri Valley: Land of Drouth, Flood, 
and Promise, by Rufus Terral, American Historical 
Review, LIII (Apr, 1948), 648-649. 

Review: Ordeal of the Union, Vols. I and II, by Allan 
Nevins, Journal of Southern History, XIV (May, 
1948)' 275-277. 

Review: Subject Bibliography of Wisconsin History, 
compiled by Leroy Schlinkert, American Historical 
Review, LIII (Jul, 1948), 909-910. 

Review: Gold Rush Album, by Joseph Jackson, N e
braska History, XXX (Sep, 1949), 295-296. 

Review: Mark Twain in Nevada, by Effie Mona 
Mack, Nebraska History, XXX (Mar, 1949), 81-82. 

Review: Granger Country, edited by Lloyd Lewis and 
Stanley Pargellis, American Historical Review, LV 
(Jan, 1950), 443-444. 

Review: Silver Town, by John Willard Horner, Ne
braska History, XXXI (Dec, 1950), 314-315. 

Review: Westward Expansion: A History of the 
American Frontier, by Ray Allen Billington, Indiana 
Magazine of History, XLVI (Mar, 1950), 93-95. 
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1955 
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Review: Tyrant from Illinois: Uncle Joe Cannon's 
Experience with Personal Power, by Blair Bolles, 
American Historical Review, LVII (Oct, 1951), 188. 

Review: Agricultural Discontent in the Middle West, 
1900-1939, by Theodore Saloutos and John D. Hicks, 
Nebraska History, XXXII (Dec, 1951), 332-334. 

Review: Midwestern Progressive Politics, by Russel 
B. Nye, Nebraska History, XXXIII (Mar, 1952), 58-
60. 

"Before We Were Members-The MVHA," Missis
sippi Valley Historical Review, XL (Jun, 1953), 3-24. 
(Presidential Address, Mississippi Valley Historical 
Association, delivered at the 46th annual meeting, 
Lexington, Kentucky, May 7, 1953.) 

"Asa T. Hill and the Nebraska State Historical So
ciety," Nebraska History, XXIV (Jun, 1953), 79-81. 

"Nebraska-One Hundred Years," Nebraska History, 
XXIV (Dec, 1953), 257-266. 

Review: John A. Kasson: Politics and Diplomacy 
from Lincoln to McKinley, by Edward Younger, Mis
sissippi Valley Historical Review, XLII (Dec, 1955), 
572-574. 

Review: Territorial Kansas: Studies Commemorat
ing the Centennial, Pacific Historical Review, XXV 
(Feb, 1956), 81-82. 

Review: The American Tradition, by John D. Hicks, 
Nebraska History, XXXVII (Sep, 1956), 237-238. 













138 

1964 

1965 

NEBRASKA HISTORY 

"Fairview Dedication," Nebraska History, XLV (Dec, 
1964)' 343-346. 

Review: Minnesota: A History of the State, by Theo
dore C. Blegen, Nebraska History, XLV (Jun, 1964), 
207-209. 

Review: William Jennings Bryan. 1. Political Evan
gelist, 1860-1908, by Paolo E. Coletta, Nebraska His
tory, XLVI (Mar, 1965), 82-84. 
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