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A Morgantown sculptor brings an often-overlooked 
figure of West Virginia history back into the public eye.

WRITTEN BY ZACK HAROLD

PHOTOGRAPHED BY CARLA WITT FORD

A LEGACY,  

RECAST
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S
omething wasn’t right.

Jamie Lester had spent months 
working on his sculpture of Morgantown 
founder Zackquill Morgan. He’d 
carefully researched the clothing of 
Morgan’s era, and even studied the faces 
of his descendants to create a likeness 
of the man—photography didn’t exist 
during Morgan’s lifetime, and the single 

portrait of him is poorly drawn.
Lester took all this research and turned it into wet clay, 

molding it over a skeleton he’d built from steel and foam. 
Still, something about the statue wasn’t right. Lester did 
not know what, except that some part of Morgan’s spirit 
continued to elude him. The work did not look alive in the 
way that a great sculpture should.

There was only one thing to do. Lester tore Morgan apart, 
limb by limb.

This might seem like a rash decision, or even ill-tempered. 
But Lester says sometimes, starting over is the only way 
forward. “The second time is always better. And wait ’til you 
see the fourth time, it’s incredible. You learn something every 
time. You couldn’t have gotten to the fifth piece if you hadn’t 
gone through all the different incarnations.”

He doesn’t mind taking time to get things exactly right. 
He knows his patrons depend on his skilled hand and 
trained eye to bring history back to life. He also knows that, 
eventually, his statues will become part of history, too.

Casting Call
As any West Virginia history student can tell you, Morgan 
Morgan is believed to be the state’s first white settler. But in 
1735, Morgan and wife, Catherine, had a son—the seventh 
of eight children—who would carve out his own important 
role in Mountain State history.

Zackquill Morgan fought in the French and Indian 
War in his early 20s before staking a claim along the 
Monongahela River around 1771. He again took up his gun 
to fight in the Revolutionary War, serving as colonel in a 
local militia. Toward the end of the war, Morgan received an 
official deed for his land claim and began selling parcels of 
land. He even discussed the placement of roads with former 
surveyor and soon-to-be-president George Washington, 
according to the wvencyclopedia.org. In 1785, the Virginia 
General Assembly officially chartered the municipality of 
“Morgan’s Town.”

Morgan built a home on what would eventually become 
University Avenue and Fayette Street. The house even 
served as Monongalia County’s courthouse for a time, 
until a proper courthouse could be built. Fate would 

eventually separate Morgan from the town that bore his 
name, however. After he died on New Year’s Day 1795, 
he was laid to rest at Prickett’s Fort near Fairmont, 
and his memory faded as Morgantown grew into the 
booming college town it is today.

Then, in 2011, one of his descendants decided to 
reclaim a little piece of Morgantown for Zackquill 
Morgan. Brenda Shinkovich, along with her friends Amy 
Westwood and Sandra Bennett, held bake sales and craft C
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Jamie Lester first sculpted his statue of Colonel Zackquill Morgan 
in clay. He used this model to make rubber molds, which he 
shipped to a foundry where the sculpture was cast in bronze.
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sales, solicited donations large and small, and eventually 
secured state funding with help from State Senator Bob 
Beach to build a memorial for the town founder.

Lester became involved with the project because, frankly, 
it’s difficult to imagine anyone else doing the job. He and 
his Morgantown-based company Vandalia Bronze have 
produced many recognizable monuments, including several 
around Morgantown: Lester built the Jerry West statue 
outside the West Virginia University Coliseum and the Jack 
Fleming memorial at WVU’s Erickson Alumni Center, as 
well as the city’s newly unveiled statues of Don Knotts and 
Rodney “Hot Rod” Hundley. His work has probably jangled 
around in your pocket, too—in 2005, Lester created the 
design for West Virginia’s state quarter.

He approaches his work with a deep appreciation for 
history and wanted the Zackquill Morgan statue to become 
an icon for his city. “It is my sincere hope … that the people of 
our city will see themselves in the bronze imagination of what 
Zackquill might have been, and in doing so, imagine what the 
future may bring to Morgantown,” he wrote on his website.

But before that could happen, Lester had to rely on his 
own imagination to bring Morgan to life in the clay.

“No Trick To It”
For his second attempt at the statue, Lester decided to 
borrow a technique that would’ve come naturally to 
his heroes, like 17th century sculptor Gian Lorenzo 
Bernini or American sculptor Clark Mills: He hired a 
live model. He found a man of approximately the same 
build and height as Morgan, dressed him in historically 
accurate clothing, and outfitted him with a powder horn, 
ammunition sack, muzzle-loading rifle, and a roll of 
parchment. “That was a new technique for me,” he says. 
“I find the ability to observe the drapery and clothing and 
pose and musculature really makes a difference."

Lester photographed the model from multiple angles 
and projected these photos onto the wall of his studio 
while he worked on the sculpture. He built another steel 
armature and added foam to build up the general shape. 
Then he began adding layers of wet clay.C
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Jamie Lester 
(pictured above) 
used photos 
of a live model 
to ensure the 
sculpture’s pose 
was natural 
and his clothes 
draped correctly. 
Since there 
are no photos 
of Zackquill 
Morgan, he 
came up with the 
statue’s face by 
looking at photos 
of Morgan’s 
descendants.
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It didn’t take long to realize things were going 
differently this time. Lester says if he’s done his job 
correctly, even he can be fooled into seeing a statue as 
“real.” “At first you see clay. And, at a certain point, it 
stops looking like clay and starts to look like flesh,” he 
says. “That’s when you’re starting to get somewhere.”

He says if the pose isn’t right, “the best portrait in 
the world won’t help.” But the face is still incredibly 
important, especially the balance and depth of the 
sculpture’s eyes. Lester makes his statues’ eyes with 
a carved iris and hollowed-out pupil, giving them an 
almost glistening effect. Morgan’s face took on several 
expressions throughout the sculpting process before 
Lester settled on one that worked.

In his rendering, the skin on Morgan’s face is cut with 
the lines of a mature man. His mouth is stoically set, and 
his eyes hold a steady gaze as if in thought. “To look into the 
human face is to look into the inner workings of the mind,” 
Lester wrote on his website. “There is no mind in this case, 
only more clay. But the illusion must still be there.”

Once he completed the Morgan statue, Lester called 

in Morgantown-based mold maker and tattoo artist 
Eric Carlson, who brushed the clay with a two-part 
polyurethane rubber, which creates an exact negative 
copy of the clay. “Every little detail, every tiny mistake 
and hair is captured in that rubber,” Lester says. There 
are no do-overs here. When the mold is removed, the 
clay sculpture is often completely ruined.

Carlson and Lester made a separate mold for each 
section of the statue and then encased each part in a 
plaster “mother mold,” which allows the rubber to keep 
its shape in the casting process. These were shipped to 
a foundry, where artisans painted wax into the molds. 
“They rebuild an entire statue out of wax,” Lester says. 
Workers then cut up the wax and put it inside a ceramic 
shell.  They fired this shell in a kiln, which melted away 
the wax to leave a hollow space that was then filled 
with molten bronze.

The foundry welded all the sections back together, 
working the bronze so the seams would be invisible.  
“Not even I can tell where my hand ends and theirs 
begins,” Lester says.

The finished 
sculpture holds 
a muzzle-loading 
rifle in one hand 
and, in the other, 
a rolled piece 
of paper meant 
to symbolize 
Morgantown’s 
charter.
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Morgan’s Return
On June 20, 2016—West Virginia Day—dozens 
of people gathered in the sweltering sun outside 
Morgantown’s Public Safety Building. Some sat in folding 
chairs while others stood, but everyone’s eyes fixed on the 
shrouded figure in the middle of the gathering.

Once the ceremony began, Lester pulled the cloth 
away to reveal his creation: a middle-aged man with a 
thick mane and clean-shaven face, standing with one leg 
perched on a rock in front of him. He grips the barrel 
of a rifle with one hand. In the other he holds a rolled 
up piece of parchment, just arrived from statehouse in 
Richmond: Morgantown’s city charter.

Although the statue stands in a plaza surrounded by 
buildings, in Lester’s mind Morgan is standing on a rock 
looking down onto the Monongahela River, imagining 
the bustling burg his little town would someday become. 
And if you didn’t know better, you’d swear there’s a little 
glisten in his eye. w

“AT FIRST YOU SEE CLAY. 
AND, AT A CERTAIN 

POINT, IT STOPS LOOKING 
LIKE CLAY AND STARTS TO 

LOOK LIKE FLESH. THAT’S 
WHEN YOU’RE STARTING 

TO GET SOMEWHERE.”  
Jamie Lester
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