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Willis Van Devanter II (December 27, 1930 - August 21, 2026) was one of the world’s top appraisers of historical American documents and books. 
He was born and raised in Washington, DC,  and was the grandson of Dolly Burhans and the Supreme Court Justice, Willis Van Devanter, for whom he was named. 
He was a graduate of St. Albans School, The Hotchkiss School, Yale University and Columbia University. 
He served in the Army in Germany, attaining the rank of Sergeant. 
After returning home, he became the Acting Curator of Graphic Arts at Princeton University Library where he began putting his knowledge of books, prints and collecting to professional use.
There he was recruited as chief-of-staff for Paul Mellon, the American philanthropist and art collector, to build a collection that became the core of the Yale Center for British Art. He also became integral in the formation of Bunny Mellon’s world-renowned botanical book collection.

One of Willis’ characteristically adventurous stories was about the papers of philosopher John Locke. Locke’s library was in danger of being broken up and sold at auction. When Willis discovered that the collection librarian was also a bicyclist, Willis traveled to England and timed it so that he was able to meet the librarian bicycling to work. Willis was able to arrange a deal that allowed Paul Mellon to purchase the collection intact and preserve it at Oxford’s Bodleian Library.
 
Willis established his own appraisal practice. He appraised the papers of many notable Americans including Irving Berlin, W. Averell Harriman, Philip Roth, the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and even moon rocks from the Apollo lunar landing. 
He had deep interests in the history of cooking in America. He and his wife, Carter, were charter members of the Culinary Historians of Washington, and Willis lectured on the history of the American cookbook, including at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival.
Willis Van Devanter II died August 21, 2026.
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