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hat do Malcolm Forbes, Mary Lasker,
Judge Gerhard A. Gesell, Barbra Streisand, Armand Hammer, the late Emperor
Hirohito's brother Prince Takahito Mikasa,
Edward Bennett Williams and H. Ross Perot
have in common?
They collect autographs.
They don't wait in line backstage at Carnegie Hall or at Madison Square Garden breathlessly hoping that Isaac Stern or Madonna
will scribble on their programs. Instead, they
buy the autographs they want, sometimes
for $500,000 or more, and often from a
canny, colorful and careful dealer named
Kenneth W. Rendell.
In 1983, when Newsweek magazine was in
the midst of negotiations for the American
rights to excerpts from some secret Hitler
diaries, the magazine called in Rendell to
authenticate them, for a fee of $5,000 a day.
He identified the diaries as forgeries.
Rendell's expertise has put him at the very
center of the booming world of autograph and
manuscript collecting-a world in which escalating prices are being paid by a growing
number of collectors competing for the
documents, letters and autographs that they
prize. They buy these not only from dealers
but from such auction houses as Christie's and
Sotheby's, whose sales of the costliest of
collectibles have been fueling a substantial
price rise in all areas of collecting over the last
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By Leon Harris

Expert Kenneth
Rendell has a passion
for the rare autograph letters, manuscripts
and documents
he deals in, each the
bearer of history's
fingerprint.
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ten years that has affected the autograph and
manuscript market as well.
National institutions are also avid buyers;
they are bidding to keep the letters and
manuscripts they consider national treasures
from going abroad permanently. For example,
when Franz Kafka's manuscript of The Trial
came up for auction in London at Sotheby's, it
sold for $2 million to the Deutsches Literaturarchiv near Stuttgart; in November 1988, the
Cultural Foundation of the U.S.S.R. paid
$61,050 at Sotheby's in London for a letter of
poet Alexander Pushkin's, and an undisclosed
sum for twelve letters written by the author to
Natalya Goncharova, whom he married and
who, after his death, was rumored to have
been the czar's mistress.
But it is important to remember that while
prices are rising, not every boat rises with this
tide. "It is a mistake to talk about prices for
autographs being up an average of such-andsuch a percent," warns Christie's manuscript
specialist, Chris Coover. "You can't average a
King Charles I with an Einstein or a Lincoln.
Each case is particular. A letter of Virginia
patriot Edmund Pendleton's sold at auction at
Sotheby's in June 1979 for $2,300, and we
sold it in May 1989 for $308,000. That
growth in ten years is spectacular. But a Roger
Williams [founder of Rhode Island] signature
sold in 1932 for $4,000. Only four have sold
since then at auction, including one in our
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May 1989 sale that fetched only $20,000. If
the 1932 buyer had kept his $4,000 in U.S.
government bonds for those fifry-seven years,
he would have made far more money. And if
he'd put it into New York real estate...."
Villains, too, have their price, and these
prices also vary sharply. The most soughtafter is Hitler, whose autographs go from
$2,500 up; but Al Capone's documents, because they are so much rarer, can cost more
than $10,000 each.
Despite the apparent omnipresence of the
large auction houses in the manuscript market, some single dealers, and Kenneth Rendell
in particular, are spectacularly successful. His
business, which grosses between $10 million
and $12 million a year, is international. He
does 75 percent of it in America and 10
percent in Tokyo, where he has two galleries.
He has an office in Boston and a gallery in
New York, but 60 percent of his business is
with collectors responding by mail or telephone to his catalogs. "The best way for any
collector to learn the market," he insists, "is
to study catalogs-ours, our competitors',
those of the large auction houses."
Rendell's career began in 1953, when he
was 10 years old. "Every day I examined the
change in the cash register of my father's
drugstore in Boston, looking for old coins and
replacing them with new ones," the now sixfoot-tall Rendell recalls. "Then I rode all over
Boston on my bicycle selling what I'd found to
coin dealers.
"In my teens I switched from coins to
letters. Finding and selling autographs, letters
and documents may not be as profitable as
dealing in rare coins, but it's endlessly thrilling
because it takes me into the hearts and brains
of the most interesting men and women who
have lived on this planet-artists, politicians,
soldiers and scientists.
"I went to work full time as a dealer after
graduating from Malden Catholic High
School; I never finished college, but my business has educated me in history, in all the arts
and in literature. With all due respect to the
great college teachers, I have been taught by
even greater teachers-the participants themselves. When I discover and hold in my hands
a long letter from Gauguin in Tahiti to his
Paris dealer Ambroise Vollard, or Beaumarchais' secret report to Louis XVI on why
France should support the American Revolution, I feel I am there, at the creation. Even
after I have sold such autographs, they are
part of me."
The impact of these letters and documents
is so strong that even auction-house experts
who may handle thousands a year confess to
feeling profoundly stirred by them. Stephen
Massey, director of Christie's International
Book Department, when asked which objects
gave him the greatest thrill, replies: "I believe
the original hand-drawn survey map of the
Mason-Dixon line that I got from the Chew
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family of Philadelphia. Also, Einstein's letter
to President Franklin Roosevelt urging him to
start the Manhattan Project-a letter that
ushered us into the nuclear age."
Says Sotheby's American manuscripts expert, Mary-Jo Kline: "There were two documents that I found especially moving. One
was a letter from Thomas Jefferson to Mordecai Noah condemning anti-Semitism. The other was the pencil note Robert E. Lee sent to
General Grant, offering to surrender."
Three of those four documents that most
moved the auction-house experts were bought
by one man, whose enthusiasms are mythic:
Malcolm Forbes. He purchased the MasonDixon for $360,000; the Einstein for
$220,000; and the Robert E. Lee for
$220,000.
"None of my other collections gives me the
joy that my autographs do," says Forbes,
"because these make me feel that I'm holding
a piece of history in my hand. It's almost like
having a conversation with these giants. I find
it infinitely more moving to have Lee's surrender note than to have a Picasso painting or a
Monet water lily. Such documents present a
much better portrait of a person than the best
photograph or most sensitive oil painting ever
can. In my judgment, autograph materials are
the most undervalued of all areas of collecting, especially when you consider what people
are paying for even second-rate paintings."
Even the omnivorous Forbes, however, can
make a mistake. "Four years ago," recalls
Rendell, "I offered Malcolm the original of
Julia Ward Howe's "Battle Hymn of the
Republic" for $100,000. He refused it and I
sold it to the Hon. John William Middendorf
II, who recently sold it at Christie's for
$200,000-to Malcolm Forbes.
"Most collectors have neither Mr. Forbes'
apparently unlimited resources nor his unlimited interests, so they focus their collection.
Senator Edward Kennedy, for example, collects autographs of the men who have held his
senate seat-including Daniel Webster. Opera
diva Joan Sutherland and her conductor husband Richard Bonynge collect composers'
autographs. Queen Elizabeth II collects autographs of earlier English queens, and I have
sold Paul Mellon letters written by the painters whose work he collects.
"Louis Szathmary-chef laureate with
Johnson and Wales Universiry in Rhode Island-collects materials about cooking and
restaurants; he possesses a letter of Hemingway's describing a curry dish, and a note of
Grant's requesting Champagne for the Oval
Office. "
Some collectors are motivated by a strong
desire to have a "complete set," whether the
subject of the set is the kings of France,
Napoleon's marshals, the sovereigns of England, Presidents of the United States, wives of
the Presidents, or all the signers of the American Declaration of Independence.

It is in completing such sets that the role Of
rarity in determining value becomes especially
apparent. For example, at a recent Christie's
auction, a letter of Caesar Rodney's fetched
$440,000. Scarcely a household name, Rodney was a Delaware signer of the Declaration
of Independence, whose signature on an ordinary document can be bought for $500. But
this particular letter was written on the magical date, July 4, 1776, and it is, therefore, a
great ranry.
In the same sale, a letter from the rarest
signer, Button Gwinnett of Georgia, that is
also signed by six other delegates, sold for
$209,000. Mr. Gwinnett assured the rariry of
his signature by getting himself killed in a duel
a year after signing the Declaration.
Both of these autographs came from the
estate of Carrie Estelle Doheny, who was the
wife of Edward L. Doheny, the California
oilman implicated in the Teapot Dome Scandal during President Warren G. Harding's
administration. Countess Doheny (she was
made a papal countess in 1939 by Pope Pius
XII for her philanthropy to the Catholic
Church) amassed an outstanding collection of
autographs, manuscripts and books, including
a Gutenberg Bible. A remarkable achievement, made even more so when you consider
that there have always been and still are very
few women collectors (although Queen Victoria, when she was still a young princess,
wrote to ex-President James Madison requesting his autograph for her collection-which
he sent). Estelle Doheny's collection, which
she gave to St. John's Seminary in Camarillo,
California, was sold by the Archdiocese of Los
Angeles at Christie's in a series of six auctions
that ended last May. The sale brought a total
of $37,446,798.
Mrs. Doheny's Gwinnett letter was purchased by another important woman collector, Helen K. Copley of the Copley
newspapers, who prefers to keep a low profile
and used an agent at the auction. But when
the letter turned up for the use of scholars at
the James S. Copley Library in La Jolla, there
remained little doubt as to the identity of the
real purchaser.
Another female presence of note in this
rarefied world is the Viscountess Eccles, formerly Mary Hyde, who with her first husband
built the world's greatest collection of materials relating to Dr. Samuel Johnson and his
circle. She has made this resource available,
on occasion, to scholars, and has generously
given the Fielding collection formed by her
late husband, Donald F. Hyde, to Harvard's
Houghton Library.
New York's Morgan Library may soon
benefit from the generosity of another collector, who has promised to lend a folio of
Mozart symphonies whose purchase price,
$4.5 million, was the highest ever paid for a
musical autograph. Rumors persist that it
belongs to a member of the Lehman family,
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but the buyer remains anonymous.
Of course, "there are autograph collectors
who, like some collectors of paintings, buy in
the hope of achieving publicity and social
status," Rendell suggests, "especially if they
buy at public auction and pay the highest
price ever paid for someone's autograph."
When Armand Hammer pays $5.3 million for
a Leonardo da Vinci notebook, the value of
the object as a work of art plays a role that is
usually absent in manuscripts, even when they
are letters written by such great artists as Van
Gogh or Beethoven. To buy a document of
this stature, however, also requires a passion
for immortality by osmosis: for two centuries
this notebook was called the Leicester Codex,
but now-and presumably for eternity-it is
called the Hammer Codex.
But such buyers are very few becauseamong other reasons-a letter, even if it's by
Michelangelo or Marco Polo or Milton,
doesn't make much of a show hanging on the
wall above your fireplace.
"Passion, genuine passion, is what motivates most autograph collectors, whether at
the $100 level or the $500,000 level. When
Ross Perot pays $1.5 million for a contemporaneous copy of the original Magna Carta, it

is his heart, not his head, that is in control,"
says Rendell.
Often, it's a collector's overpowering longing to believe in the authenticity of a document that he is offered that helps forgers to
perpetrate great autograph hoaxes. A nineteenth-century forger, Denis Vrain-Lucas,
sold some 27,000 fake letters and documents
to a French mathematician, Michel Chasles,
including letters by Cleopatra, Mary Magdalene and Alexander the Great everyone of
them written in modern French.
It is competition with first-class forgers that
Rendell seems to relish even more than intense
competition with other autograph dealers.
"Most forgers, like most people, do not yearn
to excel; they just want to get by," he points
out regretfully. "But making money is not
always the chief incentive for forgers. Their
ego makes them want to fool the experts, just
as my ego makes me want to prove I can't be
fooled. There are a few champion forgers who
work as hard and creatively as topnotch
businessmen or basketball players; for example, Mark Hofman, the Mormon forger, one
of the best in this century. He was a tireless
researcher who meticulously created documents that rewrote Mormon history. He cre-

ated copper plates from genuine postmarks.
He inked these plates with ink he painstakingly made to contemporary formulas. He took
wax seals from letters of the correct time
period and carefully created fake seals.
"He made over $1 million from his forgeries before he was arrested. By then he had
killed two people with pipe bombs, just
missed killing a third, and could even have
had me on his list-he knew that I could
expose him, and had called asking for my
address the week before the bombings. He is
now serving a life sentence."
In addition to a passion for collecting, there
is another motive for buying autographs: for
those who can afford them, they make personal and important gifts. Armand Hammer has
given both Brezhnev and Gorbachev original
Lenin letters. President Lyndon Johnson
bought an autograph of Benito Juarez from
Rendell as a state gift to the President of
Mexico, and President Nixon bought a Churchill autograph to give to Prime Minister
Harold Wilson.
Two love letters that Ronald Reagan wrote
to gossip columnist Doris Lilly after his
divorce from Jane Wyman and before his
marriage to the current Mrs. Reagan were

bought at auction for $4,400 by the ebullient
Malcolm Forbes as a gift for Nancy Reagan.
"She told me she couldn't read them fast
enough," laughs Forbes.
New York's Morgan Library offers additional proof that the joy of giving autographs and manuscripts can equal the joy of
owning them. It is not widely known that
many treasures in the Morgan were given
by donors unrelated to the Morgans. Herbert
Cahoon, former curator of autograph manuscripts at the Library, recalls: "The Dannie
and Henie Heineman Collection was given
to us by their son James H. Heineman and
his sister Mrs. Simon Rose, who were
thrilled to see it used here by scholars and
exhibited to the public."
Children of other collectors react-or will
react-differently. "I secretly bought a great
collection recently," confides Rendell, "from
a man whose children had made disparaging
remarks about his spending too much on his
autographs. 'They are planning to sell it as
soon as they inherit it,' the man told me, 'and I
would love to see their faces when they find
out that the collection is gone and that I've
spent the money on my pleasures; for example, my new yacht!' "
Because some autographs are now as expensive as some paintings, does Rendell, like
many art dealers, ever reduce his asking price?
"I never do," he asserts. "I don't think it's fair
to the people who don't bargain to reward the
people who do. When someone asks me, 'Is
there anything you can do about the price?' I
always answer, 'Yes, I can raise it 10 percent
and make a bigger profit.' "
Just as is the case with fine-art dealers, it is
more difficult for Rendell to obtain desirable
materials than to sell them. He still finds some
in long-ignored old trunks stored in attics or
even-in the case of Admiral Byrd's North
and South Pole diaries-in a suburban Boston
basement, in plastic garbage bags. He discovered these after being called in by the State
Bank to look at the bags' contents, which
were part of the Byrd estate. The diaries, after
Rendell authenticated them, were later sold
for $165,000.
In a Warner Brothers warehouse, in some
mislabeled trunks untouched for half a century, was 1920s and 1930s Broadway
show music by George Gershwin and Jerome
Kern. Rendell was brought in to appraise
and authenticate these documents. Much
of this find was previously unknown, because in those days only the biggest hits,
not the complete shows, were printed as
sheet music.
"My main source of material is the descendants of the recipients of leners and documents," Rendell explains, "and my second
most common source is collectors who know
me or are referred to me by librarians.
"Most collectors I know do not regret wha t
they bought nearly as much as what they

failed to buy when they had the chance; I have
on occasion been just that stupid myself. I
could have bought the most important letter
Jesse James ever wrote, but I sent someone to
the auction with instructions to stop bidding
at $21,000. It sold for $22,000. I could
have-and should have-paid $40,000 or
$50,000, and I had the money. It was a oncein-a-lifetime opportunity-the letter will never come up again-and I blew it!"
Part of the enjoyment that Rendell so
obviously gets from his work derives from the
fascinating people he meets all over the world,
whether he's buying or selling. "The same day
I bought Sartre's notebooks from Sartre in
Paris, I sold some of them to Daniel Sickles,
whose mother was a Vanderbilt and who was
such a relentless collector and bought so much
material that eventually it drove him our of his
house on the lie St. Louis ... he had to take
an apartment nearby to live in.
"Perhaps the most avid current collector is
Californian David Karpeles. He's also a
knowledgeable collector, specializing in documents pertaining to political history. His
collection, which begins with Elizabethan
England, outgrew his mansion in Montecito,
so he bought the estate across from his to
house much of it. This mansion is now the
Karpeles Manuscript Library."
But what accounts for this growing fascination with autographs and manuscripts? Rendell explains: "People are looking for heroes.
In a world that is increasingly terrifying and
depersonalized, to have a personal connection
with whomever you believe is great is comforting. The history books only tell what
people did. These leners tell how they struggled to do it, why they did it and how they felt
about it." 0

James Marcus escorts HRH The Princess
Margaret to the London Festival Ballet's July
25 gala at the Metropolitan Opera House.
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