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LS: This is an oral history interview being conducted on February 4, 2011, for the Optical 

Society of America between Lester Lee and Lee Sullivan.  Dr. Lee, thank you very much 

for taking the time to sit down with us today for this project. 

 

LL: It’s a pleasure for me to be here. 

 

LS: Excellent.  I wanted to start out by asking you about your education and background.  

Specifically, what first kindled your interest in science in general? 

 

LL: I was born in Memphis, Tennessee, and I was educated there at Larose Elementary 

School.  I like to start with the elementary school.  A large number of résumés drop their 

elementary school.  So elementary school, Larose, and then high school, Hamilton High 

School, Memphis, Tennessee.  It was those years here while in high school I developed 

this interest in photography as a young, budding amateur photographer.  The next thing’s 

the interest in chemistry.  How does photography really work?  That’s when I began to 

have an interest in chemistry, physics, and optics.  I was also an athlete.  Football was my 

specialty and also my ticket to attend the university where I would eventually receive a 

academic athletic scholarship to Xavier University in New Orleans, Louisiana. 
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LS: Going into Xavier, were your interests defined enough that you had a pretty good idea 

what you wanted to major in? 

 

LL: Yes.  As I said, starting off with the interest in photography, excelling in chemistry and 

physics in high school, I knew exactly what area I wanted to go into.  While I was in high 

school, one of the first major essays that I had to write, or given the option to write – we 

had to pick our own topic – was on Dr. Wernher von Braun.  I had an interest in rocketry, 

had no idea that I would spend more than thirty-some years in the field energetic 

materials working for the U.S. Navy. 

 

LS: Did you find that Xavier was a good place to study chemistry?  Was that a good fit? 

 

LL: Absolutely.  Xavier University is a very unique university for taking students who might 

not have the very best of backgrounds and supplementing it.  Also, the class sizes were 

very small, a small university at that time in chemistry and physics.  I think the largest 

number of students in a class might have been twenty to thirty, as opposed to large class 

sizes at some of the major universities.  So there’s that real personal touch that one 

received there at the university.  Each professor knew their students, and also the Sisters 

of the Blessed Sacrament ran the institution during that time, so some of my instructors 

were nuns of the Blessed Sacrament order. 

 

LS: When did you decide that after graduating you would go on to graduate school? 
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LL: I decided after applying.  First of all, remember I graduated in ’57 from high school, 

entering Xavier and then graduated from Xavier in 1961.  In my hometown of Memphis, 

Tennessee, there were no African Americans employed as chemists.  Many of my 

colleagues would say, “Well, where are you going to get a job?”  Most of my colleagues 

who were in the athletic field , their areas were teaching, coaching positions possibly in 

the future for a lot of them.  But for me, chemistry, physics, there are no jobs there at 

home for us.  So I knew I had to go directly to graduate school. 

 

And then the next thing, if I were going to attend graduate school, it would certainly have 

to be in the North, not the South, because once again, because of segregation and how it 

works, the difficulty of finding jobs.  Then I received a fellowship to Howard University.  

I had another offer, Atlanta U at Atlanta, Georgia, and also at that time, there was a 

possibility of going to Tennessee State.  But I chose Xavier because of the great academic 

standards, and it was the wholesome atmosphere there. 

 

LS: So when you went to undergrad, you had those options? 

 

LL: Yes. 

 

LS: Now how about choosing your graduate school?  You were saying you would have to 

look in the North. 
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LL: The selection of the graduate school depended upon who gave the best fellowship or 

assistance, and it was Howard, so I could survive on that.  And then there was the greater 

probability of getting employed in the U.S. government as opposed to, during those 

times, getting jobs in private industry or jobs at home there in Memphis, Tennessee.  So I 

felt that I had a very good chance. 

 

LS: Tell me about your years at Howard, who you were studying under, what direction your 

research interests began to take. 

 

LL: I started off doing research with Reino Hakala.  My professor, Hakala, left Howard after 

my first year there and traveled to Western Michigan where he taught there at Western 

Michigan University.  He asked if I’d like to come along, and I decided that I thought it 

was better to stay there at Howard. 

 

LS: What led to that decision? 

 

LL: That decision was made because, number one, I felt very comfortable within that 

particular department, and traveling to Western Michigan University would be going into 

a different environment.  So I decided to stay, plus my wife was employed there in the 

Washington, D.C., school system.  So that was another factor.  Then culturally, I really 

enjoyed the surroundings here in the Washington, D.C., area.  The next thing was to find 

another professor, and it was a Dr. James W. Wheeler, who was actually a natural 

products chemist.  But what happened is, during my second year in graduate school, 
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1962, I was employed during the summers at Naval Ordnance Station, and I was one of 

two African American graduate students who were the first to be employed as a summer 

student during the summers. 

 

I was very fortunate in that the person who initiated this was a former Howard student 

and actually a graduate of the department there at Howard.  His name was Dr. James 

Lowe.  He made overtures to the management staff there at Naval Ordnance Station that 

in the past they had recruited large numbers of white students to come and work during 

the summers, but no efforts had been made to recruit black students.  So he made his 

pitch, and they said, “Yes, we’ll give it a try.  First of all, he has to qualify.”  And we had 

to go through all of the government regulations of being on the list and fill out the 171s at 

that time. 

 

LS: That’s security clearance issues? 

 

LL: And security clearance.  (Laughter.)  That’s adventurous, because during those times the 

demonstrations were occurring.  I once asked one of the security people whether or not I 

would have been able to get a job there had I been involved in the demonstrations.  Well, 

couldn’t answer that question.  But that’s interesting. 

 

LS: What were your responsibilities in your summer work for the Naval Ordnance Station? 
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LL: I was able to participate and get involved in an ongoing project, which was the idea of my 

division head at the time.  His name was Robert Evans, and he had this idea that one 

could take nitrilium salt and react it with sodium azide to produce tetrazoles, and they 

wanted to mix some 1-methyl-5-vinyltetrazole, use this as a polymer to make propellant.  

This would be the basic polymeric material that would hold the oxidizer and all of it 

together, and burn-rate modifiers, and the whole works.  It turned out that it was very 

successful with that project to the point that we were able to publish three papers in the 

American Chemical Society Journal of Organic Chemistry back to back. 

 

And I was also fortunate that Howard University accepted that particular research project 

as being my thesis research project.  Dr. Wheeler also was the professor who interacted 

with my supervisors there at Naval Ordnance Station, and then my final year of research 

and working toward my doctorate there at Howard, I was able to get a government long-

term fellowship.  So I was there for a year on a full salary. 

 

LS: There at the Naval Ordnance Station, or there at Howard? 

 

LL: At Howard. 

 

LS: How did that work with your doing the research at the Naval Ordnance Station during the 

summer?  And then during the school year, were you carrying on similar type of research 

at Howard, or were you still doing your research at the Naval Ordnance Station? 
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LL: Because of the fact that dealing with sodium azide, and some of the materials made for a 

while had been energetic materials, we had the facilities there at Naval Ordnance Station.  

Also, some other technical things that we did not have there at the university, I was able 

to take advantage of, however, only the lectures and participation in the seminars and all 

of that.  But there was this lull before I switched to Dr. Wheeler, because my first 

professor had left and gone to Western Michigan.   I was just taking courses that I had to 

find a professor. 

 

So Dr. Wheeler was the one who said, “We’ll consider your project.  We’ll submit it to 

the department, and if this is something that they will approve, then you can do your 

research there where you have the facilities.”  And it was, by far, superior to what I had 

there at the university at that time. 

 

LS: How was it working at the Naval Ordnance Station during your graduate school years?  

Describe what it was like. 

 

LL: I was very fortunate, coming from Memphis, Tennessee, going from Washington, D.C., 

to Charles County, Maryland.  It was very similar in my mind at that time to my 

hometown of Memphis, Tennessee, where facilities were segregated.  And I was not 

certain how well things would go, but I think what really happened is the fact that my 

division head, Robert Evans, was a Tennesseean.  I think that really helped things along 

in the sense that he had given the okay to, “Let’s try one of the students from Howard.”  I 
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was assigned to work on his idea, which we were able to bring to fruition, and he liked 

the fact that I worked hard, and things really fell into place.  

 

LS: When you say facilities were segregated there, do you mean within the research lab at the 

Naval Ordnance Center or within the Naval Ordnance Center?  Or are you talking about 

in Charles County? 

 

LL: In the town outside, and I would say probably at least three years before 1957, I think 

even the cafeteria there on the facilities was segregated.  Certainly housing on the facility 

was segregated in the sense that some of the German scientists that had been recruited 

from Germany were able to live there in the officers’ quarters for quite some time before 

they found housing in the local Maryland area.  At that time, it was segregated.  The 

restaurants were segregated.  When there were luncheons, the only time some of us could 

go to the restaurant was if there was an official going-away luncheon for a colleague at 

one of the local restaurants, and you were with this contingency coming from Naval 

Ordnance Station. 

 

So it was a long time before I could even attend some of the restaurants there after they 

began to open their doors for us to come to the restaurants, without it being an official 

function in which I was there with my colleagues. 

 

LS: Tell me about after you got your PhD.  I think you went to Polaroid.  Is that right? 
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LL: Yes.  One other thing I think I’d like to interject.  While there in the Naval Ordnance 

Station in 1968 – this was a little after my research project had won the Dr. George W. 

Patterson Award.  That award was given for one of the best research projects at that time 

within Naval Ordnance Station, and the co-recipients of the award were my division 

head, Robert Evans, and Manfred Cziesla, who was my branch head during that time.  It 

was basically my research that I did there at Naval Ordnance Station.  They were my 

supervisors, and it had to be shared, so I was a co-recipient of that research.  The other 

thing, an important one, is the march on Washington in 1963.  I didn’t have enough leave 

at that march. 

 

In addition there were a lot of news announcements indicating that this was a communist-

influenced affair.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was certainly on J. Edgar Hoover’s list as 

being a person that had to be watched.  And at the station there, there were a number of 

people who had some concern about whether or not I should be attending that march.  

But I indicated to my supervisors I didn’t have leave, but I would like to take a day of 

leave without pay to attend the meeting, and they gave me permission.  If you go to 

YouTube, you will see Lester Lee in the official footage of the March on Washington.  

That’s the Martin Luther King’s organization official footage.  So I’m very proud that I 

participated in that, and when the 50th anniversary comes again, I’ll be there.  Okay, now 

we can move. 

 

LS: Excellent.  Thank you for sharing that.  To Polaroid, yes?  
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LL: I accepted a position at Polaroid because after receiving a major award there in Naval 

Ordnance Station, publishing three major papers back-to-back in the American Chemical 

Society – nobody within my research group had done that before.  However, a lot of the 

work that we did was classified and could not be published in some of the more 

prestigious journals, and I felt that the advancement was not as fast as I would think that 

would have been adequate.  Then I decided maybe there’s a possibility, since a job offer 

was made to me at Polaroid.  I took the job offer and went to Polaroid.  I was there for a 

year; Polaroid’s a very nice place. 

 

They were under pressure of hiring more black employees at that time.  The students 

were protesting at that time on the campus of Harvard, South Africa, and the whole 

works.  Polaroid was also into South Africa during those days.  When I got to Polaroid, 

things didn’t go as well as I had thought I had negotiated with the person who 

interviewed me and hired me for the position. 

 

LS: What was the position? 

 

LL: I was working as an analytical chemist, and the best match would have been organic 

chemistry.  So what happened is there were no openings for me as an organic chemist, 

and I thought that was my best area of expertise.  However, during the time there at 

Polaroid, I picked up major skills about dyes, the chemistry of dyes, and the whole 

works.  Then I decided to return back to Naval Ordnance Station because I was on leave 

without pay for one year.   
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LS: You had been on leave of absence from the Naval Ordnance Station for the year that you 

were at Polaroid? 

 

LL: Yes. 

 

LS: And you decided to return because things just hadn’t suited you well enough at Polaroid? 

 

LL: Right. 

 

LS: When you returned to the Naval Ordnance Station, were you taking up were you left off 

or were you moving into this direction of dyes? 

 

LL: Not at that time.  I was assigned a project of working on double-base propellants.  And 

while working on double-base propellants, some of the burn rate modifiers that I was 

doing research on were materials that were extremely efficient fluorescer.  And we were 

concerned about whether or not some of these burn rate modifiers worked well because 

of some photochemical effect.  That’s when I began to do some research on the 

absorption and fluorescence properties of these materials.  Around that time a paper was 

published by Peter Sorokin in February 1969, and I saw the broad tunability of these 

organic laser dyes and immediately, I said – “Wow, this is really exciting, these laser 

dyes having the ability to be able to tune from the visible all the way across to the 

infrared” – and study more the photochemistry of dyes. 
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And the next thing is, maybe some of these dyes can be used as burning-rate modifiers 

and double-base propellants.  Well, I was never able to get any funding for research to 

explore these laser dyes in double-base propellants.  However, I finally found a use for 

laser dyes in on ongoing project within the Navy where they were building flashlamp-

pumped dye lasers for underwater communications.  This was actually a project which 

was done by Naval Ocean Systems Center out in California, San Diego.  Naval Weapons 

Center in China Lake was another Navy laboratory that was a lead lab in pursuing laser 

dyes.   

 

I was able to convince my independent research committee there at Naval Surface 

Warfare Center.  The names change a number of times going back, so we won’t go 

through all of the iterations of what the names were from Naval Ordnance Station to the 

mergers.  But the Naval Surface Weapons Center, I submitted a proposal on synthesizing 

new dyes that were water-soluble that would allow us to make very efficient dyes that 

could be pumped with a flashlamp and have the capability of added safety.  Because 

before, they were using laser dyes in ethanol or methanol.  The alcohols were by far the 

superior solvent for the laser dyes. 

 

However, pumping laser dyes in alcohol, and you have big vats of alcohol on an aircraft 

trying to carry out communications with a submarine, is a very hazardous situation, 

because in some cases if the flashlamp would explode and damage the holder for the 

dyes, and you can have a flammable situation.  So there’s a great move to move toward 

nonflammable solvents for these systems.  In the independent research committee, there 
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were a couple of people, very enlightened at that time.  This is around 1976, and a large 

number of the people on the committee were not that versed in laser technology. 

 

There were a number on the committee that didn’t think I was that versed in laser 

technology either.  However, there were two people who felt with my background in 

organic chemistry, the work that I had done at Polaroid, there was a possibility that I had 

enough knowledge and my ideas would work.  What I did basically was to go to the 

literature to see which compounds were working and then made certain modifications to 

the laser dyes to make them water-soluble, and then there was the matter of testing the 

dyes.  There at Naval Ordnance Station or Naval Surface Weapons Center, we didn’t 

have the facilities to test the laser dyes. 

 

I could synthesize the dyes there, but I had to go to NRL to test the dyes.  I was very 

fortunate that NRL assisted me in setting up the systems to pump the laser dyes with 

nitrogen lasers and they also had flashlamp-pumped dye laser systems there that I could 

evaluate some of the dyes. 

 

LS: Is it at this point, when you are moving into these dye lasers, your work and your 

research interests first really begin to overlap with the area of optics? 

 

LL: Yes, because I had absolutely no training in optics before, and there were very few 

chemists during those days that were pursuing laser-dye work, because most of the 

people involved in lasers and electro-optics were physicists or electrical engineers, 
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because the equipment required that you have the background in electronics in order to 

keep them functioning and working.  So the chemists who were pursuing this always 

worked in conjunction with people who had an electronics background in building their 

own lasers at that time.  Then the commercial lasers came on from Candela and Edward 

Neister of Phase-R during those days.  

 

So the key thing for me, and that is going to the NRL, which was this facility that had 

lasers, that had people there who had trained in optics and quantum electronics and how it 

worked.  But they did not have people at the time that had the interests or the skills to 

synthesize those new laser dyes.  And then the interest had to be there.  

 

LS: So carrying on from there, you were at NRL testing these dyes.  What developed from 

this? 

 

LL: What developed from that?  I was able to get a patent on the laser dyes.  I was always 

very mindful of patents, because I had received two patents earlier on the laser fuels for a 

carbon dioxide laser.  These are high-nitrogen compounds, which are energetic materials, 

which was a part of my propellant work.  This background essentially led to the laser-dye 

work, which I think is the real premier work.  The first two patents were constructive 

reduction to practice patents, so I was very familiar with the whole running scenario of 

Gordon Gould during the days of who discovered the first laser, the documentation, how 

one gets a constructive reduction to practice patent,  In other words, so that’s of interest, 

but that’s a long story.  We won’t go down that route. 
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LS: We’re working towards the time when you founded your own company.  Timeline-wise, 

we’re getting towards the time when you founded your own company, is that right?  In 

1983? 

 

LL: Yeah.  Before I answer that, I would like to mention that Aldridge Chemical Company 

put on the market some of the laser dyes.  So there was immediate – from the 

presentation of a post-deadline paper, which I first publicly presented two years after – 

technology transfer.  So these laser dyes were being sold in the marketplace.  Turns out 

that the laser dyes that lased in the blue-green area, which were presented at the CLEA 

meeting in Washington, D.C., at the Hilton Hotel in 1979, that presentation ended up 

being in a bar, because it was filed a day late.  So those dyes that were sold by Aldridge 

Chemical Company had been dyes which royalties would have to have been paid to the 

U.S. Navy and also a certain percentage to the inventor. 

 

But we missed out on that one.  That was really a tough thing, because I had informed the 

patent attorney numbers of times that you have one year from the date that you make 

your presentation to get your patent application into the office.  However, there were 

other dyes which were not presented at the meeting, which lase in the red and the orange 

region, and we were able to get patent claims on those dyes instead.  After that, because 

of the fact that I was working on these laser dyes, this was outside of the major direction 

of my own organization, which was energetic materials, propellant and explosives. 
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There is some resistance to Lester working in that field, working in the area in which 

China Lake, Naval Weapons Center in China Lake, California, was the lead Naval 

research facility.  There were some overtures that were made for me to possibly join the 

organization there, verbal, but never anything in writing.  May have been very difficult 

moving to China Lake, because I had visited China Lake and it was in the desert, a 

military town.  I had become very acclimated to Washington, D.C, and the cultural, being 

close to New York and the whole works.  So I stayed here in this area.  It might have 

been a great opportunity working out there, but I passed that one up. 

 

Because I then proposed explosively pumped dye lasers, being a person in energetic 

materials, laser initiation of shaped charges, things of this nature, long before people with 

my own organization made any efforts to use lasers for such a project.  There was one 

individual, John Petrick, who was a chemical engineer – he might have been an electrical 

engineer – at the Naval Ordnance Station, who had a similar idea, and the two of us tried 

to get somebody in.  We were unable to get funding for that.  Then I tried just the 

explosively pumped dye lasers.  We were unable to get funding for that.  Then my 

funding was cut and that was it. 

 

Then because I knew when I retired, I would probably not be able to use energetic 

materials in retirement as some of my colleagues, who are probably still consultants 

today, and have contracts with Naval Surface Warfare Center.  I thought the laser dye 

technology was something that I could continue to work on, and I did some research there 

at Howard University on evenings after leaving work, because this was completely not a 
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part of my assigned task anymore.  I was only permitted to work on propellants and 

explosives.  Then I could venture into doing some research there at Howard. 

 

LS: Why would you not be able to continue work on propellants when other people could 

after retirement?  Or did I misunderstand what you were saying? 

 

LL: You have to have opportunities.  If there are organizations that want to hire you as a 

consultant, yes.  So I was not able to get employment as a consultant in the area of 

expertise that I had amassed while working there at the station.  But I felt I had a much 

better chance of pursuing consultancy work in the area of lasers (inaudible 18:35:3). 

 

LS: Can I ask now, at this point in your career, what professional societies and organizations 

were you a member of, or participating in? 

 

LL: American Chemical Society.  American Chemical Society; National Organization for the 

Professional Advancement of Black Chemists and Chemical Engineers; National 

Intellectual Property Law Association; Prince George's County Maryland Afro-American 

Historical and Genealogical Society; SPIE - The International Society for Optical 

Engineering and Optical Society of America. These are the organizations that really gave 

me the basic information about patent technology, patent information, things that a large 

number of undergraduates and graduate students when they come into the workforce are 

not knowledgeable of.  My experiences in getting my first two patents and then the patent 

on the laser dyes, in addition to another patent which is a classified patent on these are the 
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experiences that I passed on to the graduate students at some of the historically black 

colleges and universities, because a large number of professors are not working with 

firms. 

 

A few of them are applying for inventions on some of their research, more so today than 

during the fifties and sixties, and a lot of the institutions are not real research institutions.  

It’s more for education.  That’s the major role of the professors there – not into 

technology transfer of the industry and happening at the research.  In other words, it’s 

more for research purposes.  So that’s the situation there. 

 

LS: So this is the situation in which you founded Lester Lee Associates? 

 

LL: Yeah.  There were two reasons for that.  Number one, there are another class of laser 

dyes, which I wanted to pursue that I could never get funding for.  And I know that this is 

not the good story, but you asked me the questions and I have to tell you the truth.  

Getting funding was a major reason for my retiring at fifty-five.  I took the early 

retirement, because I was unable to get funding for some of these research ideas, and it 

was things I thought were great ideas.  Eventually I found out from my colleagues – and 

after a couple of trips to Los Alamos, and had a chance to see some of these things that I 

had proposed were being worked on and actually worked.  I was also invited to come out 

and give a presentation on explosively pumped dye lasers. 
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My organization had made it very clear to me at that time that I could only work on the 

explosives.  They weren’t interested in the laser dyes anymore.  When I got to Los 

Alamos, the person says that, “We think we make the world’s best explosives.  We’re just 

interested in your laser dyes.”  Well, the laser dyes of Lester Lee Associates were being 

developed to some extent there at Howard, so some of these new dyes still have not come 

to the marketplace yet.  But in the meantime, solid-state lasers now are more efficient and 

are essentially being used in the areas where flashlamp-pumped dye lasers were, and 

essentially there is not the major use for the flashlamp-pumped dye lasers for certain 

areas that I thought was going to be a big market. 

 

The major market that I thought was going to be in the isotope-separation business that 

was going on at Lawrence Livermore, because they started off utilizing dye lasers being 

pumped and alcohol mediums by copper lasers.  There were considerable unclassified 

presentations and papers in this area for a while, and then all of a sudden there’s very 

little work going on in this area.  So I don’t know whether or not there is a big market for 

new laser dyes still, because there are superior solid-state lasers that are online now that 

can do the job that I had hoped that would be a major market for laser dyes in systems 

where you’ll be utilizing these dyes with water as opposed to alcohol. 

 

In addition to the safety issue, water, there’s a much smaller change of refractive index 

with temperature, and it gives rise to a higher quality beam than in the case of the 

alcohol-based solvents.  So that’s another major advantage, in addition to the safety 
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aspect.  However, maybe large sums of laser dyes are still being used at Lawrence 

Livermore.  I don’t know. 

 

LS: I want to jump ahead some, just looking at the timing for what we’re talking about and 

just move towards 1994 and thereabouts, when you first joined the Optical Society of 

America.  Can you tell me what was going on at that point that made membership in the 

OSA something attractive for you? 

 

LL: Because of my own experiences.  When I gave my presentation, post-deadline paper, on 

the water-soluble, blue-green laser dyes, at that meeting there was only one other person 

of African ancestry at that meeting.  His name is Dr. Cardinal Warde, who is a professor 

at MIT.  I continued to attend the meetings on laser and electro-optics, mainly because of 

the fact that I knew that this area of technology was going to be very important for people 

of African ancestry. 

 

LS: In what way? 

 

LL: Telecommunications is one of the key ones for educational purposes, for developing our 

ancestral homeland, the natural resources that are there in Africa.  It’s very important.  So 

the first thing is, I have to start documenting the work of some of the young scientists that 

are coming along, like Cardinal Warde, who’s much younger than I.  Lester was not one 

who was trained directly in the optics field, only got into this because of my interest in 

photography and how it works.  I learned by reading the articles and was essentially a 



Interview with Lester A. Lee, February 4, 2011 21 
 

self-taught person in the field.  Then I met, through Cardinal Warde, people like Anthony 

Johnson, Peter Delfyett, and the whole works. 

 

Very impressed that these young scientists, who were there doing their post-docs at Bell 

Lab – and I would say to them, “We look forward to maybe one of you will be one of our 

first Nobel Prize winners, because you’re there at Bell Lab with the best labs in the world 

among other Nobel Prize winners there on the staff.  You have a much better chance than 

other people like myself, who are working at other labs across this country.  You work 

and function with people who are the movers and the shakers, the people who organize 

the OSA meetings.”  So I saw all this, and I said, “You’re in a very good position, and I 

will start documenting the work that you guys are doing as you’re coming along in your 

careers,” because it is though we don’t even exist if we don’t get the information out to 

our young people. 

 

Our high schools, our middle schools do not get the publications which features the large 

number articles on these scientists and entrepreneurs.”  Dr. Cardinal Warde is one of the 

first scientists of African ancestry to have a major exhibition of his own company, Optron 

Systems, Inc.  And he was probably the first to have a major exhibition there at one of the 

CLEO meetings there in Baltimore.  So these are the things that I have documented over 

the years, and now I’m planning to have a major photo exhibition and a multimedia 

presentation on this.  All of this will be put up on YouTube.  We’ll podcast some of these 

things.  We’ve got to get the information out. 
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I would say now that the Optical Society of America must commend.  If you go to their 

booth, you see a very nice photograph of Anthony Johnson and his students working in 

the lab.  That’s a major step forward.  However, those images have to move past the 

select journals that we see so that our young students will be motivated to go into science 

and technology.  I’m working toward the day when our physics classes and chemistry 

classes might look like March Madness when you’re watching TV, the tournaments.  As 

a former athlete, Xavier is one of the key universities, and I played on Xavier’s last 

football team. 

 

Academics is key for that university, and there are other athletes that have tremendous 

talent, very creative, innovative people, how it works.  So this is my avenue now to really 

be an evangelist to try to get more of our young people into this field. 

 

LS: For the time that remains to us, I wanted to focus on what your interactions have been 

with OSA over the years.  It sounds like, for many years, fifteen or more, you were going 

to the CLEO meetings of the OSA without joining the organization.  And then in 1994, 

you decided to join.  Does that sound right? 

 

LL: Yes, it’s probably around that time. 

 

LS: And it was the desire to document the history of the contributions of African American 

scientists that really motivated you to join? 
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LL: Yeah.  I retired in 1995, and I continued to go to the OSA meetings mainly because, 

number one, the major meeting on the odd years is in Baltimore, so it’s convenient for 

me.  And while I was working, that was vacation time for me.  I always put in my request 

very early in hoping that there were no conflicts, that I could attend the meetings.  The 

meetings on the even years on the West Coast, Long Beach.  My daughter and her family 

lives in Long Beach, so that was convenient and that helped with the economics.  All of 

this is being funded by Lester Lee and, I have to say, my wife Leslie.  (Laughter.)  So this 

whole project that’s being independently produced is through the efforts of my dear wife 

and the family, because we think that this will be of great value to our young people. 

 

Now on African Americans or people of African ancestry, because when you go to the 

meetings you see a scarcity of people that look like me.  So rather than to use the term 

minorities, we have a specific problem with the percentage of people of African ancestry.  

We have other minorities there at the meetings.  We have Chinese there; we have Indians 

in large numbers relatively to their population.  But there is a crisis, and I’ve watched the 

numbers go up, reach a maximum.  Tough economic times affect, the historically black 

college and universities that have sent most of the- you guys have the figures – Hampton 

and Norfolk University sends a large number of their students to the meetings. 

 

But in late years, as the travel funds go down, I see less, and so I sometime got the 

impression that things are improving as the years go by, and then I see it’s an economic 

thing.  I understand that, because when I was working for the U.S. Navy going to the 

meetings, if your project had big bucks, sure, you can go to meetings.  That was the 
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situation.  Now I have participated in one of the events that the OSA has sponsored, 

visited and lobbying on Capitol Hill.  And I completely documented the whole affair, 

which was about four years ago. 

 

LS: That looks about right.  Well, tell me about that.  What were you doing on Capitol Hill, 

and what was your experience of that like? 

 

LL: I was there with a number of other OSA members who were there to talk with our 

congressmen and senators to impress them on the need for funding the science and 

technology area.  The development of the new organic light-emitting diodes – that was 

one of the areas that I felt since the laser dyes were no longer going to be major players in 

the laser field, I was really excited to see that technology take off, because a number of us 

laser-dye chemists always wanted to find ways of electrically pumping these laser dyes. 

 

That is now a billion-dollar business, and that is the wave of the future for major large 

displays.  Once again, our young kids are first, the adopters of a lot of the technology.  

The documentary that I want to do will utilize all of the laser technology, music being the 

universal language.  Documentaries that have been produced by National Science 

Foundation has to be more culturally attuned, and the format that I will use to pull 

together these documentaries will be something that has not been tried before.  This may 

well be one of the approaches that will get a large number of our extremely creative and 

talented kids involved in physics and chemistry and optics and engineering. 
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LS: I wanted to ask one thing that we haven’t talked about yet that I have on this list of your 

participation with OSA.  In 1995, so shortly after you joined.  A member of the Women 

and Minorities Committee of the OSA – can you tell me about that experience? 

 

LL: Oh, yes.  I attended a number of the luncheons at the CLEO/QELS meetings.  I took 

photographs and videotaped Anthony Johnson giving several of his presentations.  I also 

have, from a historical standpoint, photographs and some video of Anthony giving some 

of his first remarks after being elected the OSA president at one of the meetings.  It’s of 

great historical value for him because I was the only videographer in the room.  

(Laughter.)   

 

LS: Do you see a role for OSA moving forward in the areas that you’re particularly interested 

in, in terms of documenting the contributions of scientists of African ancestry?  Are you 

collaborating with the OSA in some respects for this or helping to inform the direction 

the OSA is going to head, in prioritizing that kind of effort? 

 

LL: No, not at the moment, because I’ve been really busy pursuing my own documentary and 

learning all of the new skills of digital photography, digital preservation of what I have, 

scanning the old negatives that I have, learning to use several new digital cameras that I 

have.  I have not really had the time to pursue that, but I will in the future.  I would 

consider more interaction, because I’ve reached a point now where I have enough 

material to do the presentations that I want, and I purposely have not asked for funding.  

You probably noticed I emphasize independent, and this is to send a message to other 



Interview with Lester A. Lee, February 4, 2011 26 
 

people that look like Lester that they don’t always have to wait for other people to give 

them money to do things like this, if they have their own expertise, use their own funds to 

produce and tell their story. 

 

Sometimes telling the story can be extremely modified by the people who provide the 

funding.  So if I would like to tell a story a certain way, whether it’s going to be 

successful or a flop, at least I have the opportunity to do it.  Then I think that if I want to 

get funding from other people, I have shown the due diligence, and I made the sacrifice, 

and I have the skills to show what I can do. Also I have spent eighteen days in Egypt and 

the documentary will begin there in the Nile Valley.   

 

By the way, the documentary will begin there in the Nile Valley.  And the title of the 

presentation will be “Photonics from the Nile Valley to the Western Hemisphere.”  Our 

young people have to understand that their ancestors were involved in technology long 

before their family members were brought to this country and enslaved. 

 

LS: I know that the OSA does outreach to students certainly at the high school level, and I 

believe even younger.  Are you aware of those efforts?  Do they seem relevant to your 

goals and interests? 

 

LL: Yes.  I have participated in giving presentations to elementary schools in the past, 

demonstrating chemiluminescence and the whole works.  Yes, I have, because it’s 

important, the area of the students that I have to get the feedback.  One of the key and 
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most important things is a large number of kids in our community, they like hands-on 

things that they’re working with.  So in the future, my project will revolve around the 

students being a participant and producing these things.  This is the reason why I’m so 

excited about the organic light-emitting diode technology and all the new ideas and 

things that I have for young people to get involved with that. 

 

I’ve made contacts with people at Eastman Kodak who develop organic light-emitting 

diodes.  However, it is now going to be developed by LG Japan or China or some other 

places. 

 

LS: Dr. Lee, that I’ve covered the ground that we hoped to cover today, but I always like to 

sort of conclude by asking are there other thoughts that you’d like to share that I haven’t 

made room for, that there hasn’t been an opportunity?  Any kind of last thoughts before 

we end? 

 

LL: Last thoughts for me is that, indeed, I would like to participate more with the OAS along 

the lines of one of the travel grants.  The largest population of people of African ancestry 

outside of the motherland is in Brazil.  We’ve had a number of Brazilian scientists, one in 

particular who was a post-doc at Bell Labs, who worked with Anthony and Peter Delfyett 

when they were there.  And he has given several presentations here at the OSA meetings.  

I have photos of him, so I’d like to visit Brazil, South Africa.  At the moment, Hal 

Walker and his wife, Bettye Walker, who have a Science and Discovery Center in 

California – I might have sent you some information on that organization.  They spend 
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half their time with their organization that’s in Inglewood, California, and the other half 

in South Africa.   

 

 The South Africans read one of their articles about their Discovery Learning Center here 

in the U.S. and the article on laser focus that was published on that.  So I would like to 

visit South Africa, then Brazil and Egypt again, from a technical standpoint this time.  

The first time, it was a study tour.  It was not one of the shopping tours.  This was real 

boot-camp type, six o’clock in the morning, five o’clock in the morning to see the sites, 

the tombs, and come back in the evening for lectures, the whole works. 

 

So this is my inspiration to pull it together.  The next time you see me I will have the 

latest iPad where we can flip through these things, and I don’t have to carry my large 

“James Brown” bag.  (Laughter.)  

  

LS: I, for one, am looking forward to “Photonics from the Nile Valley to the Western 

Hemisphere.”  So I want to know when I can see that on YouTube or get that. 

  

LL: Yes.  I also had a chance to meet Dr. Zewail, Nobel Prize Winner from Egypt, several 

times, once at the American Chemical Society meeting, and also at one of the meetings 

sponsored by the Optical Society of America there in Baltimore in the CLEO meetings.  

And I would very much like to participate in some of the programs in which the U.S. 

government has funded a collaboration between Egypt and the U.S. 
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LS: Dr. Lee, it’s been a real pleasure to speak with you today, and I thank you again for the 

opportunity to have this talk with you. 

 

LL: I’m sorry it was kind of random.  

 

LS: It was perfect. 

 

 [End of interview.] 

 


