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David Chambers Mearns (December 31, 1899 – May 21, 1981) was an American librarian, institutional historian, and leading scholar of Abraham Lincoln. 
David Chambers Mearns was born in Washington, D.C and attended St. Albans School in Washington from 1914 to 1916. He then studied at George Washington University (1916–1917) and the University of Virginia (1918) but did not graduate from either institution. His only academic degree was an honorary Doctor of Letters (Litt.D.) awarded by Lincoln College in 1960.
Mearns joined the Library of Congress staff in 1918 as a reference assistant in the Order Division. His first duties included sorting books in the library’s cellar. From 1920 onward he held progressively responsible positions in the Reading Rooms Division, including stack inspector, special assistant, chief assistant, and acting superintendent. He served as Superintendent of Reading Rooms (1939–1941) and chief reference librarian (1941–1943).
In 1943 Means became director of the Reference Department, the library’s largest unit. In 1949 he was appointed Assistant Librarian of Congress, serving alongside Luther H. Evans and Verner W. Clapp. From 1951 until his retirement in 1967 he was chief of the Manuscript Division concurrently holding the Library’s Chair of American History and serving as assistant librarian for American collections.
Under his leadership the Manuscript Division expanded into cultural history, the history of science, and other areas. He oversaw the launch of the National Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections (NUCMC) and the Presidential Papers Program (including microfilming projects that made key original materials more widely available). 
Means represented the Library on the National Historical Publications Commission for thirteen years and served on the Civil War Centennial Commission and the Lincoln Sesquicentennial Commission. 
He was a Fellow of the Society of American Archivists (1959), vice president of the Ulysses S. Grant Association (1962), a member of Phi Beta Kappa, and elected to the American Antiquarian Society in 1966.
After retiring in 1967 he continued as honorary consultant in the humanities until 1976—a position previously held only by Robert Frost. Former Librarian of Congress Archibald MacLeish called him “the rarest treasure in the Library of Congress.” Luther H. Evans wrote that Mearns was “more the embodiment of the Library of Congress than any other person, perhaps because you loved it most.” President Lyndon B. Johnson also paid tribute upon his retirement.
Scholarship on Abraham Lincoln and the Library of Congress
Mearns developed a lifelong interest in Abraham Lincoln while working in the reference room in the 1920s, especially after encountering Robert Todd Lincoln. Robert Todd Lincoln had deeded the Lincoln Papers to the Library of Congress in 1923, with a restriction that they remain closed until twenty-one years after his death; the collection opened to researchers in 1947. As director of the Reference Department, Mearns played a central role in that opening and published the first authoritative account of the collection: The Lincoln Papers: The Story of the Collection, with Selections to July 4, 1861 (2 vols., New York: Doubleday, 1948), with a foreword by Carl Sandburg.
His other major works include The Story Up to Now: The Library of Congress, 1800–1946 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1947), a history originally prepared for the Librarian’s annual report; The Declaration of Independence: The Story of a Parchment (1950); Three Presidents and Their Books (with Arthur Bestor and Jonathan Daniels, Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1955); and Largely Lincoln (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1961). He also contributed to or edited works on the Constitution, Herbert Putnam, the Gettysburg Address, and related topics, producing roughly a dozen books in total along with numerous articles, speeches, and introductions. After the assassination of John F. Kennedy, he assisted in retrieving period newspaper accounts to help guide White House decorations for the funeral ceremonies in a Lincolnian manner.
David Chambers Mearns died on May 21, 1981, at Goodwin House in Alexandria, Virginia. 
Mearns’s papers (1830–1979, bulk 1940–1967) are held in the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress (approximately 20,000 items / 65 linear feet). They document his career, writings, and relationships with the Library’s history and collections.
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