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    “Absolutely riveting… Raab’s gifts extend far beyond uncovering hidden gems. Some of his most incredible stories show him exposing ingenious forgeries—and reading about his discoveries, real or fake, is like watching a master detective at work, with twists and turns that are never less than compelling.”

    —Andrew Carroll, author of War Letters and Letters of a Nation

    “A leading dealer in historical documents and artifacts delivers a delightful account of his business…. Unfailingly entertaining.”

    —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

    “A tale of instinct, passion, patient research, and addictive interest—all animated by a son’s admiration for his father. Like John Hancock writing in large, bold letters, I would mark this book: ‘Highly recommended.’ ”

    —Harold Holzer, National Humanities Medal winner and author of Lincoln at Cooper Union and Lincoln and the Power of the Press

    “Raab’s exploits will remind readers of Indiana Jones or Benjamin Gates of the National Treasure film series. They’ll be amazed by the artifacts Raab comes across, including many that have been passed down from generation to generation.… With several chill-inducing moments combined with engaging writing, this book will hold readers’ interest until the last page.”

    —Library Journal

    “What stuck with me was Nathan Raab’s personal journey from hesitant apprentice to passionate expert: his enthusiasm became mine, so that by the time I finished reading I shared his appreciation for the hidden depths of the rare artifacts to which he has devoted himself.”

    —Benjamin Wallace, author of The Billionaire’s Vinegar

    “A fascinating glimpse at the day-to-day operations of an unusual profession… Raab’s exploits will delight lovers of history.”

    —Booklist

    “With his love for rare artifacts and long-forgotten treasures, Nathan Raab takes us on a wild hunt and deliciously opens up numerous hidden crevices of history. What a rollicking ride this book is. What a statement about why we love history.”

    —Jay Winik, author of 1944 and April 1865 

    “Forget National Treasure—Nathan Raab’s historical adventures make him the Indiana Jones of rare document dealers. Beyond the thrill of the chase, he appreciates the emotional connection that transcends any mere piece of paper.… Not content to preserve history, here Raab makes some of his own in a detective story that will fascinate every collector and remind us all why history is too important to leave to the historians.”

    —Richard Norton Smith, author of Thomas E. Dewey and His Times

    “In another life, I want to be Nathan Raab, living with our most celebrated heroes of the past. In The Hunt for History, we get a firsthand look at a time traveler, document detective, and historical harvester as he mines for—and often procures—lost treasures.”

    —Dan Abrams, coauthor of Lincoln’s Last Trial and Theodore Roosevelt for the Defense

    “Chasing down historical documents is always fascinating. It’s doubly fascinating when keen-eyed prospectors like Nathan Raab find the rare gleaming diamonds of our common past. This is a book of captivating adventures. It’s great fun to read.”

    —Richard Rhodes, author of The Making of the Atomic Bomb

    “An absorbing narration of Raab’s adventures as a rare documents dealer. His account underscores the richness of our heritage, adding intriguing footnotes to the history we thought we knew.”

    —Susan Eisenhower, president of the Eisenhower Group and author of Breaking Free and Mrs. Ike

    “Over the years, Raab’s discoveries of personal belongings and documents associated with Lincoln, Edison, JFK, and Churchill have made international news. His track record as an antiquarian, restorer, curator, and field researcher is extraordinary. This book is highly recommended!”

    —Douglas Brinkley, professor of history at Rice University and author of American Moonshot: John F. Kennedy and the Great Space Race

    “For those who collect—or just care about—the artifacts of history, Nathan Raab offers a compelling account of his wide-ranging adventures: absorbing journeys into the past that teach valuable lessons. A terrific feat of storytelling, The Hunt for History will forever change the way you think about the events that have shaped our current reality.”

    —Daniel Weiss, president and CEO of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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In 1849, my great-great-grandfather Charles Vaughn Houston boarded a ship in Boston, an ambitious young man bound for the California gold rush. He rounded the Horn at Tierra del Fuego and landed in San Francisco. He traveled to the gold fields and worked them until 1855, when he took the gold he’d found by ship to Panama, and from there began a hazardous, yellow-fever-periled land trip across the isthmus. A vessel brought him back to Maine, where he married his sweetheart, Sophronia Ann Potter. It took him years to accumulate that gold, a product of his own growing expertise, his efforts, and a lot of luck.

I’ve often thought of how many times he must have struck ground in failure, searching a rugged landscape, panning in riverbeds, looking for treasure, seeing a speck and wondering what lay below it, what more was hidden. His “white whale” would have been to tap into some dazzling vein of gold that wound deep into the earth. I don’t know if he ever found such a thing, but I do know he came back from the gold fields well-to-do. One artifact is left in the family from this period: a gold nugget that Houston found in California. Maybe it was his first find.

I’m on a different kind of hunt. I’m searching for history, for relics of the past, for historical documents and artifacts, for the significant, even the priceless—priceless in the sense of importance, not merely value. Then I do my best to acquire these items for our firm, the Raab Collection, and offer them for sale to the public.

A newly found box in a Maine attic with twenty letters written by Alexander Hamilton; a handwritten address given by George Washington; the pilot’s landing certificate form filled out and signed by Amelia Earhart when she became the first woman to fly the Atlantic; an American flag carried to the moon and back by Neil Armstrong; an unpublished letter written by Albert Einstein discussing the theory of relativity.

Each day, people from all over the world contact us looking to understand what they have, what it might be worth, and how to sell it. Every day, I sift through dozens of historical documents and artifacts, looking for a few gems. Some are valuable, but many aren’t. Some are authentic, some aren’t. In the former cases, I am the bearer of good tidings; in the latter cases, I am the wrecker of dreams. No, unfortunately, that Abraham Lincoln letter you bought online is not real. No, the book personally inscribed by Mahatma Gandhi in the early 1970s is also not real. He died in 1948.

I’m searching for those elusive remnants of past lives, forever looking to some undiscovered horizon. In that sense, I’m a seeker of people, of the great characters that shaped history. The moment of discovery, when it comes, is sublime and causes everything else to fade into insignificance. The English Romantic poet John Keats captured the feeling in the sonnet “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer”: “Then felt I like some watcher of the skies / When a new planet swims into his ken; / Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes / He star’d at the Pacific—and all his men / Look’d at each other with a wild surmise— / Silent, upon a peak in Darien.”

I have come to know that feeling. That moment when all of history comes rushing forward into the present.

Each day brings new hope, a renewed thrill of discovery; it’s the reason we’re in this business in the first place. It never gets old. The contours of discovery are always changing, and each day the texture of discovery—the rarity and significance of the artifacts, the size and origin of the collection—varies. An original survey of land in Concord, Massachusetts, drawn up by Henry David Thoreau; a letter from Gandhi saying he believes in Jesus; a George Washington letter from the winter encampment of  Valley Forge; a letter from Churchill from his underground war rooms thanking the Americans for helping the British in their fight against Hitler. My great-great-grandfather had to sift and sift and sift before finding a single nugget of gold, and we do the same, in the hopes of finding historical treasures.

In my fifteen years in this business, first as apprentice and now running the daily operations, I have found many. I’ve also been met with disappointment: forgeries, great collections that the owner wouldn’t sell, stolen artifacts. I once had to tell Gerald Ford’s nephew that his signed photograph of his uncle was a reproduction. That was weird, made no less so by the man’s uncanny resemblance to the former president.

But when you find the real deal, the excitement is palpable. And just as my ancestor Houston must have dreamed of tapping into a deep vein of gold, hitting the mother lode, so do we. I dream of some large historical find, something no one else has seen in eons, a vast trove of significant documents, letters, or objects—a find that changes our view of history itself. Perhaps a single family has held on to such a collection for generations and only discovered it now, hidden away in a basement, a stunning legacy handed down from early America.



Late in the day a couple of years ago—one of those perfect spring afternoons that can tempt you into sneaking out of the office early—I was looking at my watch and thinking about heading home and taking my bike out for a spin when the phone rang.

A soft-spoken man with a gentle southern accent, let’s call him Bill Crawford, was on the line, calling from Mississippi. Bill claimed—without pomp, without flair, without even changing the subdued inflection in his voice—to own some letters and other pieces passed down from William H. Crawford, his great-great-great-great-grandfather.

Crawford may be one of the more important individuals in American history that few people have ever heard of. He may be the most important: James Madison’s minister to France during the rule of Napoléon and King Louis XVIII, then Madison’s secretary of war and Monroe’s secretary of the treasury, friend and adviser to various presidents going back to Jefferson, US senator from Georgia, and a plausible presidential candidate in 1824. He was one of the first major political figures with roots in the Deep South. James Madison turned to Crawford to head up his European diplomatic corps during the negotiations to end the War of 1812, a continents-wide conflict that tested America’s global presence for the first time. Crawford’s national rise was cut short by a stroke that sidelined him, but no account of the era can be written without him. He was a central figure.

All thoughts of my late-afternoon bike ride evaporated in an instant.

Was this guy for real? We entertain a lot of claims about documents that have little or no chance of being valid. Prime example: I’ve lost track of how often people have offered me a previously unknown copy of the Gettysburg Address in the president’s own hand, not—the claim goes—a facsimile. The five known copies of this document include the two Lincoln wrote around the time of the speech and three others afterward, for various purposes. What are the chances that the next claim will actually deliver a sixth and unknown draft? The same thing happens with the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution. I don’t even ask to see a copy of these alleged treasures. Normally, the people who have copies, forgeries, or second-rate material are the most vociferous in claiming authenticity and importance.

“I will find out where you live and come to your house. That’s what you deserve,” one man recently threatened. He couldn’t believe that his John Hancock document was worth $4,000 and not $1 million.

The finest historical discoveries enter a room with a whisper; rarely do they come heralded by choirs of angels. That is what makes the hunt such an all-encompassing endeavor. The more claims of authenticity, the more certificates of authenticity, the more sleight of hand might be at play.

Now, this gentleman in Mississippi, whose voice required full volume on my phone to be heard, wasn’t alleging that he had such priceless material, but he was making a major claim indeed.

“I really like this Jefferson letter about the War of 1812,” he told me.

He read me one line: “ ‘It may be thought that useless blood was spilt at New Orleans, after the treaty of peace had been actually signed and ratified. I think it had many valuable uses. It proved . . . that New Orleans can be defended both by land and water; that the Western country will fly to its relief . . . that our militia are heroes when they have heroes to lead them on.’ ”

Nice letter.

“I have others,” he said. And he listed names: Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Lafayette, Clay, the Duke of Wellington, John Marshall, and many more.

“How many pieces do you have?” I asked.

“Oh, I’d say a few hundred.”

A collection that big, and held in one family, and never before seen all these many years: it was a potential gold mine. In the nineteenth century, such large family accumulations were “discovered” with some frequency. In the late twentieth century and now in the twenty-first, they almost never surface. I was deeply skeptical, but if he had even half of what he said he did, this trove would be one of the greatest American historical treasures to come to light in at least a generation. It could be worth millions.



A spring thunderstorm roiled the skies—far enough away for our plane to dodge, close enough to be beautiful—as my father, my wife, Karen, and I approached the small regional airport closest to Crawford’s rural home. We were headed to a conference room in a local bank to meet him.

He’d sent us an inventory of the supposed collection, and seven primitive photocopies of specific documents. Skepticism serves us well in this business, but we decided that he might have something special. Indeed, I was excited, on edge, filled with a sense of nervous anticipation. We might well encounter a pile of photocopies, Bill could be mistaken, but I was convinced he was sincere, so we’d rolled the dice and boarded a plane.

The following morning, Bill was waiting in the lobby of the bank, wearing khaki pants and a button-down shirt. We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries as we assessed one another. He led us upstairs to a conference room, where his wife, let’s call her Jane, was seated at the circular wooden table that took up half the room. Jane rose and we shook hands; another round of pleasantries and assessments. My own: this nice couple was straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting, totally well-meaning.

We poured ourselves coffee. They both put on pairs of white gloves. Ugh. To us, this is something of a red flag, a tactic used by unscrupulous dealers to get unsophisticated buyers to pay more for minor documents. The image of such gloves—white, of course—as the vaunted protectors of our historical legacy is deeply ingrained in the collective imagination. The white-glove-wearing expert appears in movies and books all the time, most recently (at least for me) in an episode of Pawn Stars during which a trained archivist carefully removed a centuries-old historical document from its resting place and gently handed it to a celebrity to examine. They both wore what they assumed to be the all-important white gloves. The reality is that, with paper documents, gloves inhibit the dexterity required when handling the old paper. You’re more likely to rip the document or bend it while wearing gloves of any sort. White cotton gloves are also more likely to sop up sweat and other oils that can then be transferred to the document. And small fibers from the gloves can be left behind and filed away with the document. So no gloves, please. They’re counterproductive. Washing gets the oil off the hands, drying dries them.

The gloves came off.

What lay before us was a mystery, but we were about to find out if Bill had anything of value and, if so, how deep the vein ran.

Bill had arrived early and removed whatever he had from the large vault in the basement of the bank and transferred the material to a locked cabinet in the conference room. He took the bank’s silver key from in front of us and walked over to the cabinet.

This man had either conned us big-time, was not smart enough to know that what he had was fake, or was sitting on a historical treasure trove the likes of which hadn’t reached the market since before my father was born.

These moments of anticipation can be the harbinger of true discovery or of dejection, where you stand on the precipice of something new and unknown. You look over the edge at what lies below.

He turned the key to the right a half tick, the lock opened, and he swung the cabinet open.
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CHAPTER 1 Early Days: Babe Ruth and Teddy Roosevelt [image: Image]


My dad was born a collector. He collected baseball cards, he collected old newspapers, he owned a suitcase used by Abraham Lincoln’s vice president Hannibal Hamlin. My dad loved to tell me about that suitcase, and how he received it from his uncle who’d known Hamlin’s son. But most of all we bonded over baseball. He loved baseball, and so did I. The game itself, of course—the Philadelphia Phillies—and all the ephemera surrounding the game too.

He would take me to the local baseball-card store—Mike’s Collectibles, now long gone—and to the baseball-card shows that came through town every so often. These would inevitably take place in a windowless local hotel ballroom or in a vast, charmless event space filled with a frenzy of collectors, dealers, and baseball stars signing memorabilia piled up on folding tables. Nothing about any of it was glamorous, and I loved it all. The shows were exciting, and going to them with my dad, just the two of us, made them even more special.

I met my heroes, the sports celebrities I idolized. Even if it was only for a few seconds: you shake their hand, you give them your name, they sign a baseball or a photo or a baseball card or whatever you have with you. It was thrilling. I remember Pete Rose, who was nice, and Von Hayes, who couldn’t have cared less that I was his biggest fan ever—and the Phillies needed fans. He was just rude. I met Sandy Koufax. I’m pretty sure Mark McGwire’s was the first autograph I ever got. I still have all those baseball cards and autographs.

And all around us, at those shows, the dealers sold other things as well, older material—signed photos of Lou Gehrig or Babe Ruth, for example. Behind one table hung a photo of the Bambino, signed at the bottom. This dealer had two display cases that spanned his folding tables and a board behind him that allowed for items to be hung. I went looking for baseball cards in his glass case. Then I turned and looked up to witness a hushed conversation between my father and the seller. My father seemed fixated on the photograph. He bought me a card I wanted, I don’t remember which, and he also bought the signed photograph of Babe Ruth.

“Don’t tell Mom what I spent on this,” he said as he tucked the photo into his briefcase.

“Okay.” I smiled.

That was the first autograph I saw my dad buy. I was about eight. I think it cost $300.

This was the late 1980s. I had no real interest in the hobby, broadly speaking. My father was a lawyer, not an autograph dealer, and I was trying to make it through school. But I just loved being part of it with him, going to the shows.

For him, unbeknownst to me, what began as an impulsive purchase at a baseball-card show would sprout roots. His mind strayed more and more often from his legal business; he looked at his legal papers with one eye on the latest dealer catalog. And what had started with baseball soon encompassed his true passion: history.

My father would pick me up after school, and he’d have the latest Topps box set of baseball cards, and I’d sit and go through them and pick out the cards I liked. He’d also buy me baseball-card guides, which we would go through to see what the cards we had were worth.

Looking back, it was through those baseball-card shows and the world of sports collectibles that my father nurtured his budding activity. He learned that historical things could be bought and sold too, just like sports memorabilia.

For me, the two worlds of sports and history continued to blend into one pot. One of the first books I read was called The Glory of Their Times, by Lawrence Ritter. This recounted the stories of the first professional baseball players, in their own words: early twentieth-century baseball—pre–Babe Ruth—and what that was like. I read the autobiography of Nolan Ryan, the great pitcher. I think the first bet I ever made was with my dad: I won $6 when the Mets beat the Red Sox in the World Series in 1986, which was the year of Billy Buckner. I was losing that bet until the very end.

We had season tickets to the Phillies; my dad was proud of that. He would bring autograph catalogs and read them during the games. By now he was collecting autographs and documents related to American political and military history. He didn’t know it yet, but those Phillies games—including one in which we saw Doug Drabek come within one pitch of a no-hitter only to give up a single to Sil Campusano—were his proving ground, his training. I imagine he thought of that reading as a pleasant diversion from stressful legal work. But really he was in his own minor leagues.



A grandson of immigrants from Eastern Europe, my father grew up in Bradley Beach, near Asbury Park, New Jersey. He was a beach brat. His interest in history was long-standing: his father bought him things like antique rifles and other trinkets when the family could afford them, which wasn’t often. When my father had the chance to pass this love on to his kids, he did so wholeheartedly, or attempted to. Our bedtime stories were tales from ancient Sparta and Rome. My dad wore the full Union officer’s uniform for Halloween (and, embarrassingly for us, at other times). In the closet—but also frequently atop his head—was an iconic tricornered hat from the Revolutionary War. We visited Churchill’s underground war rooms in London. That same trip, we brought home pieces of Lord Nelson’s vessel, the HMS Victory. On July 4, when the other kids went to the Jersey shore, our family motored west to Gettysburg, equipped with maps and guides. We made this trip often, along with visits to other historical sites such as Old Sturbridge Village in Massachusetts, where he once promised to give me $5 if I could memorize the first ten Roman emperors, which I did. This might have been the first time I made money with my historical knowledge.

He didn’t just want us to be present. He wanted us to get into it, to feel it. He was passionate, and he wanted to pass that passion along.

Nowhere else was this attempt to light our fires on display as vividly as at Gettysburg. We’d pile in the car and then cram into a single hotel room once we got there. During the days, we’d re-create the war on foot. My dad would pace the fields where Confederate general George Pickett’s men marched to obliteration against Union general George Meade’s men: Pickett’s Charge. My father didn’t just take us to the top of Little Round Top. Together we walked the steps of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain and the Twentieth Maine in the woods behind the summit. Chamberlain protected the Union flank. My dad would tear up at moments like this, particularly when recollecting some brave act by some long-dead historical figure. Such was the powerful hold history had on him. It wasn’t abstract or purely intellectual: it was deeply emotional.

With my dad’s coaxing, my brother Jonas and I combed the battlefields, hoping to discover actual bullets that had been fired at the bloodiest battle ever on American soil. And we did discover them. I remember being at Little Round Top, age seven or eight, where an area of grass and moss stretched down over the hill, toward Devil’s Den, a collection of glacial boulders where the Confederates camped out, and my dad encouraging me and my brother to go digging around. We’d complain, “We don’t see anything!” And he’d say, “Oh, keep looking—you might want to try over there.”

We’d invariably find something. Only years later did I learn that my dad had bought these bullets at a local antiques store, probably for fifty cents apiece, and planted them for us to find, just as his own father had done for him. It was his way of connecting us with history in a real and tangible way.

My parents encouraged me to write letters to famous people, in hopes they’d write me back. My dad was already instructing me back then: the trick, he told me, was to say something nice, something flattering, ask something interesting, and let them know that I was a kid. So when I wrote to Richard Nixon, I asked him about opening up China. I got plenty of form letters from these people in return, but I also got real letters. Colin Powell, who would later rise to prominence as secretary of state, was then a general in the First Gulf War. He wrote me back, explaining that George C. Marshall was his greatest inspiration. He wrote of hard work, and dedication to mission.

I asked James Watson, who, along with Francis Crick, had discovered the building blocks of DNA, to draw me a double helix, which he did. I then, with my father’s encouragement, sent that drawing to Francis Crick, with whom Watson had shared the Nobel Prize, and Crick also signed it. I was reading Jurassic Park, and Crick wrote me his opinion on the cloning of dinosaurs, something that’s still a relevant topic of conversation. Matt Groening drew me a picture of the Simpsons.

For me, this was all in fun. I’d wait for the mailman with building anticipation, hoping for answers to my letters. For my dad, it was becoming a business. When he looked to sell his collection and buy better stuff, he advertised in a local publication and found active buyers. Seemingly by chance, he now had a business of sorts. He found himself spending as much time studying autographs and documents as he did working in his law practice. He set up an informal office off our kitchen, which often spilled over into the living room, and I spent many evening hours sitting in my pajamas stuffing hundreds of catalogs into the bulk mail sacks for delivery to the post office. My father’s early catalogs advertised autographs for as little as $30. My mother designed the catalogs herself. It was a family operation.

When other dealer catalogs arrived, life was put on hold as my dad flipped through, page by page. Back then there were numerous dealers, and in a world where mail was delivered at varying intervals, where you might or might not have a jump start on your competitors, speed was paramount. Hesitation could be the difference between buying and losing out. The intensity and focus of those moments, as he went through the offerings, filled the room.



By the mid-1990s, my parents decided to go all in on the autograph business. They would do this full-time. The main barriers to entering the field—capital for inventory and marketing—were significant but not the barriers they are today. The initial capitalization for Steven S. Raab Autographs & Historic Memorabilia was a mere $4,500. My parents never considered the possibility of failure; they jumped in full force.

By that time, I was off to college and out of the loop, although the business continued growing, sort of the background music of my youth. One of the first autographs I remember my dad buying for his new business, when I was around twenty, was by Theodore Roosevelt, and my dad bought it from an old-school dealer, Robert Batchelder. I met him once; he had an office in Ambler, Pennsylvania, in an old bank building. He helped build many of the great twentieth-century collections. My dad had spotted in one of Batchelder’s printed catalogs a letter from Roosevelt to his friend Henry Sprague, a New York assemblyman. The letter was typed on “State of New York / Executive Chambers” letterhead and dated January 26, 1900, when TR was the governor of that state. Referring to a political battle, the letter read in part:


I have always been fond of the West African proverb: “Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.” If I had not carried the big stick, the organization would not have gotten behind me, and if I had yelled and blustered, as Pankhurst and the similar dishonest lunatics desired, I would not have had ten votes.



Some men and women stride across an era. Victoria gave her name to an age, Alexander and Napoléon to empires. And Roosevelt, with these words, launched a period of American leadership. He took a young country, still recovering from a devastating war that had ripped at the social and economic fabric, and through strength of will crafted an American century. No other American figure has uttered more defining words or put pen to paper in a more representative way.

The letter was priced at $4,500, fairly high for the time but not indicative of anything really special, my dad thought. But the nice turn of phrase, the reference to the “big stick,” caught his attention. Was this the first use of the famous phrase, the first time TR used it? The moment of inspiration? The difference in this case between a casual reference to the “big stick” and its inauguration might be well in excess of $100,000 in what my parents could charge for it. TR might have said it more than once, but there was only one first time. My dad sensed Batchelder had not explored this angle.

Before my father had even finished going through the catalog, he called the dealer’s office, found out from the assistant that the letter was still available, and placed a “hold” on it. Such a thing isn’t uncommon in a trade that prides itself on its “gentlemen’s agreements,” where a courtesy hold allows a serious collector to consider and research an item and not lose it while doing so. Then my dad hurried out of his office in Center City, Philadelphia, to the bookstore next door. He asked for a good biography of TR and was handed Edmund Morris’s Rise of Theodore Roosevelt. Five minutes with its index and the appropriate chapter confirmed that a letter written on January 26, 1900, was indeed the first use of that now-famous phrase. My father jumped in his car. By the time he arrived at the dealer’s office, a dozen orders had come in, but his had been the first. One hour after seeing the listing, he owned the letter. This was an early coup. His excitement and collector’s instinct outweighed his desire for immediate profit: He decided not to sell it immediately and put this piece in his personal collection and crowed about it.

It’s hard to overstate the effect this find had on my parents. The letter would eventually sell for $200,000. My mother, who had come in full-time with my father to run the business, saw in the letter’s discovery and immense value a validation of their work and knowledge. She became all the more committed to buying the best. My father’s catalogs, once containing hundreds of items priced between $20 and $5,000, now began to showcase fewer pieces at much higher prices.



Joining the family business never occurred to me, not once. I lived in Rome for a while—working with the Associated Press—and returned home to become press secretary for a Connecticut congressman, which was an education in politics and the press. Next I was called on to co-manage communications for a Philadelphia mayoral candidate, Sam Katz. He lost in an election now famous for a federal wiretap of the sitting mayor’s office. Fifteen years later, I’m still recovering from this riotous experience. If Katz had won, what would have happened? It’s an interesting question for me because his loss represented a crossroads. What was I going to do now? I went into the public relations world full-time. But I hated it.

My dad broached the idea of my joining the business. He said it offered opportunities. And you weren’t answering to anyone else. I came in part-time at first. I was noncommittal. I wasn’t a collector, and the field had less of an innate pull on me than it did on my father.

He saw it as a passion; I was looking for a job.

I met with a longtime family friend, someone my father had known since he was six. I was now twenty-four. I asked the friend if becoming a lawyer was a smart move; I’d toyed with the idea for years. A prominent Philadelphia lawyer, he explained that practicing law was certainly an option, but that my father’s business represented an opportunity for me. “You’ll walk into any room as a peer, an equal. And rather than deal as a first-year associate at some law firm with others of equal stature, you’ll meet fascinating people and command their respect.” That advice stuck with me. I made the leap in 2005, committing full-time. The hunt was on.



The love of these artifacts is not idolatry. We see the best of our aspirations and motivations reflected in them. Theodore Roosevelt’s “big stick” inspired my dad, but also opened the door for my father to see the business more expansively. It became the symbol of what he could build. That first true treasure he owned had showed him that the greatest of all historical documents—true instruments of history—were within his reach. A different TR letter crystallized such a moment in my own career in the business, but for different reasons.

The year was 1903, and TR was president. He embarked on a two-week retreat from politics in Yellowstone Park with a small group of companions, including famed naturalist John Burroughs. This choice of destination surprised no one. America’s new president was renowned as a determined man of action, naturalist, big-game hunter, rancher, soldier, and Rough Rider. While most of his security detail and support staff in Yellowstone enjoyed the soft comforts of a nearby hotel, the president bedded down on the ground swaddled in army blankets. He sometimes tramped off for a day by himself in the wilderness, but this man who’d lost his mother and his first wife on the same day—an event that shaped his life—was never far in spirit from his home and family. He often paused during his adventures to write tender letters to his children and second wife, Edith. The letterhead he used on this trip was embossed with the words “Yellowstone Park / Wyoming.”

On April 16, he wrote his youngest son, Quentin, or Quenty-Quee. Five years old, the boy was the apple of his father’s eye. Many stories about this First Family included reports of Quentin’s endearingly rambunctious behavior around the White House. “Dearest Quenty-Quee,” his father begins. “I love you very much. Here is a picture of the mule that carries, among other things, my bag of clothes.” The note breaks for the simple but effective presidential sketch of the stolid beast. “There are about twenty mules in the pack train. They all follow one another in single file up and down mountain paths and across streams.” Signed, “Your loving father.”


[image: Image]
The first page of Roosevelt’s letter home to his son, with a drawing of a mule.



A scan of that letter appeared in my in-box one day, forwarded by its owner in the Midwest, who asked if we wanted a “little sketch signed by Theodore Roosevelt.”

It seemed just a short note, and at first I made the mistake of glancing past it to the next piece we were considering. But I kept coming back to that email; there was something about TR’s note that struck me. I imagined the young recipient in 1903, also living on the East Coast, staring at his father’s sketch of the mule. I imagined the president of the United States, on the other side of the country, in the wilderness, indulging in such a loving embrace of his son, and I felt as if I’d caught TR in an uncensored, personal moment, as if he’d reached out from Yellowstone to me and shown me who he was. I recalled hiking with my own parents in the White Mountains of New Hampshire and Acadia National Park in Maine. (Acadia was also one of  TR’s favorite places.) I’d never had a similar connection to any other piece before. The poignancy of the note felt even more powerful with the knowledge that Quentin died as a twenty-year-old pilot in World War I, shot down on July 14, 1918—Bastille Day, only four months before the Armistice. The news shattered his father, who died six months later at the age of sixty.

“I want this letter,” I said. “I think people will care about it.” We spent around $7,000, no small sum at the time for a short Roosevelt note and far more than small notes of Roosevelt’s sell for even today. Various biographies describe some of Roosevelt’s letters to his kids, including some of his Yellowstone notes, but not this one. It was a new discovery.

“I love this. It really gives you a sense of Roosevelt’s personality,” said JoAnn Loviglio, the AP reporter who was my first call when we were ready to announce the discovery. JoAnn and I were old acquaintances from my time on the mayoral campaign. JoAnn said, “We can see a side of the man we haven’t really seen before.” When her story hit the wire, it went international.

So how did this piece of history go from Yellowstone to the White House to my desk? As I would learn, the path taken by historical artifacts is idiosyncratic and meandering. “Mrs. Roosevelt, after her husband died, had the unfortunate habit of giving away his letters to close friends,” a Roosevelt archivist explained. This particular friend’s heirs had decided to sell the gift to us.

CNN invited me on the air to discuss our find. The first call waiting for me back at the office was from the National Park Foundation, which is connected to the National Park Service. They wanted to buy the letter. When I told them that theirs was my first call but wouldn’t be the last, they wired the money.

But what did I see in the piece? What is it in the nature of a person or a piece that inspires us? To each, the answer is different. But in 2007, these were questions without answers. They were questions I wasn’t asking myself. Piece bought, piece sold, on to the next.






CHAPTER 2 Lessons from My Father [image: Image]


When I came to work for the family business, in my midtwenties, I knew nothing. Yes, I’d grown up going to baseball-card shows with my dad and accompanied him to auctions every once in a while. The business of history was always in the background. But it was just that: in the background. The phone was always ringing, and piles of catalogs and address labels were on the kitchen table, with much talk about what was selling and what wasn’t. I tuned out my father’s daily talk about autographs coming in and going out, mentions of this client or that, because it wasn’t of great interest to me, and he didn’t push it on me growing up. Plus, I was older, had my own life. At my mother’s urging, my father had given up practicing law and this had become his business, not his hobby.

But now the situation had changed. This was now to be my livelihood too. I needed to learn about the business in general—who our clients were, who was our competition. I needed to learn how to authenticate pieces of history, which would take time, repetition, and attention to detail. In the beginning, I relied entirely on my dad to do this, but I paid attention. There is no school for this. One must, as the German writer Goethe wrote, “submit like a traveler who has to ascend a mountain. If the mountain was not there, the road would be both shorter and pleasanter, but there it is, and he must get over it.” There is no substitute for the painstaking elements of time and repetition, no other way over the mountain.

But for the moment, with authentication being taken care of by my father, the project that gave me the most difficulty at first was to recognize value when I saw it. I understood it in a general sense: this was a book from Lincoln’s library; this was a letter written by George Washington. But recognizing value and import where others have missed it, being able to sort through all those letters of General Washington’s to find the best, is not as obvious as it may seem; it required a more refined eye than I had at that time.

When it came to authenticity and value, only one person could teach me: my father.

At this time, dealer and auction catalogs, physical catalogs, were the marketplace. The internet was active, but most dealers didn’t list all their pieces, priced, online. Instead, when a catalog came in the mail, my father would call my attention to it. Joe Rubinfine, for example, a name well-known in our circles, is a historical-document dealer whose parents had been chicken farmers in New Jersey. Joe had caught the history bug early and had been dealing in documents since my father was a kid. Joe’s catalogs were nondescript, barely illustrated, simple affairs that garnered great attention in our home. Joe had a style I liked. He didn’t need to shout from the mountaintops. The quality of his material demanded respect.

My father would call me in: “Rubinfine’s catalog is here.” Sometimes my father would point things out to me. I remember when we bought a document signed by Walter Raleigh, he said, “These are really uncommon, Nate.” Walter Raleigh, I learned, was a significant figure in Elizabethan England, a great explorer of the Americas and enemy of the Spanish, hero and then villain, prisoner in the Tower of London, and one of the most important Englishmen in history. His autographs are heavy fare, costing good money and going to sophisticated buyers. I knew none of that. Every once in a while my dad would show me something in a catalog—an autograph of Francisco Pizarro, for example, the Spanish conquistador who conquered the Incan empire—and say, “I don’t think we should buy this, but you should know that you don’t see these very often.” Or he’d point to a letter written by Washington on the Constitution. I’d say, “Why did you circle that, it’s three hundred thousand dollars—you really want to spend that much?” And he’d say, “No, obviously it’s not for us, but I thought you should see it. It is a defense of the Constitution.” Why should we care? Well, Washington, separate from having fought the British to win the revolution, was the chair of the 1787 Constitutional Convention, which gave us that seminal document. His copy of the Constitution would set auction records years later, selling to Mount Vernon for $10 million.

I grew up watching my father circle items of interest in dealer catalogs. He’d sit at his desk near the entry to our home, hunched over a pile of catalogs, glasses on, pen in hand, circling, crossing out, writing questions in the margins. The chair would lean back, then go forward with him as he found something of value. In the evenings, he’d spend hours searching dealer websites, looking for things he liked. He was forever on the hunt.

Now I began going through the catalogs myself. We played a game: we’d both go through a catalog circling what we thought was interesting, what was worth discussing. The catalogs were text heavy, printed in black and white, organized by last name. They looked drab, but inside there were incredibly important pieces of history for sale. It was the ultimate test—to find value. My dad’s gift for doing this with catalogs and with the items offered by private sellers made him successful.

As I was learning how to authenticate objects and documents, this is how I approached the most challenging element of the business: what gives something value. It would be a decade before I mastered this skill. My father had spent decades reading, absorbing, and I was on year two. But it was a necessary step: circling items in catalogs and comparing what I circled to what my father circled. I’d trust few people to authenticate a George Washington letter. I’d trust even fewer to assign a price or historical value to the piece. Doing so requires a deeper and more profound understanding, not of the date on the page or the signature at the bottom, but of symbolism and meaning. Possessing that understanding, I’m convinced, is the difference between succeeding and failing. So I had work to do. And patience was the currency.

Usually, I’d go first, and I’d pick things that seemed obviously interesting, focusing on the headline provided by the seller. I think that in the first couple of years, I was rarely on point. The things I circled were invariably faulty in some way, because the item wasn’t authentic or more likely because my dad’s experience had taught him that it wouldn’t easily sell, or that it was much more common than you might think.

I remember one example involving a relatively obscure historical figure: Robert Anderson, the hero of Fort Sumter.

Anderson was present at the first battle of the Civil War as commander of the Union fort, which came under assault by the Confederates. He was forced to surrender and did little else of note. His appeal lies mainly in that fateful assault on the fort in South Carolina. I didn’t know his name. So I would never have circled a letter by Anderson.

“Nate, did you read it? Do you see what this is?” my dad said, repeating a phrase he would use and still uses routinely in our discussions.

It was a letter by Anderson discussing the attack on Fort Sumter. And the truth is, as I learned, nobody cares about Robert Anderson—except in the context of Fort Sumter. This was an important lesson for me. When it comes to assessing value, take the thing that person is associated with and from there evaluate the content. So a historically insignificant letter from Abraham Lincoln sending his autograph might have nominal value. But a letter of his mentioning slavery, the abolition of which is central to his legacy, is likely worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, if not millions. A pen used by Theodore Roosevelt certainly has value. But imagine having his hat when he was a young colonel and hero commanding the Rough Riders during the Spanish-American War. Roosevelt had left his comfortable post and volunteered to fight in battle, earning national fame and vaulting him to the vice presidency and then the presidency.

Here with Anderson, the lesson was this: the historical context matters. Anderson’s only major association is Fort Sumter. He was present at the first movement of our nation’s only and hopefully last civil war. And people collect that. “They’re asking five hundred dollars for a letter from Robert Anderson discussing the assault on Fort Sumter,” my dad said. “They obviously don’t know what they have.”

My father’s deep knowledge of history was a backdrop to our discussions.

One of my first visits to see a collection was a drive with my father to New Jersey. We got in the car, check in hand, E-ZPass on the dashboard, and headed up the turnpike, an excruciatingly boring trip. We were going to see a man and his wife who’d inherited a private collection, including a letter from George Washington written in July 1789, a letter he signed as president. We wanted to see it in person, assess the sellers, and so off we went. The letter was short, drawing the attention of the recipient to the enclosed act of Congress, and signed, characteristically, “G:Washington.” (He used a colon between the G and the W.) The collector wanted $25,000. I balked. That’s excessive, I thought. Washington was sending an act of Congress as a notification to the governor of  Virginia. He did this for every act, thirteen times total, counting each state. In the early days of the country, as Congress passed an act and the president signed it, the federal government had to send a copy of that act to each governor. How else would they know how to comply? Initially, for a short period, Washington did it as president. Soon, his secretary of state Thomas Jefferson took up the job. But this letter we were examining today was signed by Washington.

“Well, that’s a nice letter from Washington, and we could use more Washington letters, but didn’t he do that thirteen times for every act?” I asked. “And how much more than that are we going to get for it? It’s not worth it.”

My dad pulled me out of the couple’s display room, past the entry to a small hallway. “Do you see what this is?” he said. “Did you read the date?” The letter was dated early July, my father explained, and since the first acts of the first Congress were signed in July of that year, it had to be among the first, he reasoned.

Indeed, research showed that this was one of the first two acts ever passed by Congress of any consequence, giving American customs agents the power to take in revenue from imports. This was before the income tax. The country was in debt from the Revolutionary War, customs was the only way the government made money, and it helped retire that debt and fund the country’s operations. This act would prove central to the plan of the first secretary of the treasury: Alexander Hamilton. We bought the document for the $25,000 asking price.

My father had seen the true value of the piece.

I, by contrast, back home at our dining room table, had been arguing in favor of a letter I found online from former president John Quincy Adams, whose father had signed the Declaration of Independence and also served as president, priced at $2,000, in which he mentions July 4.

“I bet we can get eight thousand dollars for that,” I said. “This is Adams talking about the Fourth of July.”

But no: “He wrote that letter twice a day for five years,” my dad said. Adams was a celebrity figure with a connection to 1776, albeit a circuitous one, and every Fourth of July, the old man was bombarded with requests from towns in Massachusetts and nationwide to speak at their Independence Day festivals. He accepted almost none. “That’s worth less than they’re asking—those things are a dime a dozen.”

My dad had circled a letter from Lincoln pardoning a soldier, which was being sold by a fellow dealer, the now-retired and widely respected Catherine Barnes, who maintained her office doors down from my father’s Rittenhouse Square law practice.

“Well, this doesn’t say much,” I said. “It just says, ‘Pardon this soldier.’ ”

And my dad said, “Yes, but people care about Lincoln’s clemency, and this letter represents that—and you don’t see letters like this from him very often.”

Lincoln’s character is central to his legacy. Amid the terrors of the war, he understood that his role was to advocate for all American citizens, even those who were led by people who were claiming to be creating a new nation: the Confederacy. He also understood that these weren’t ordinary times. His intercession in cases where perhaps some compassion was merited is legendary. Lincoln had a big heart, and a worn one, battered by the position in which he found himself, steward of a nation torn at the seams, husband, father who lost three of his four children during childhood. His clemency is the stuff of legend. And I missed that.

The game continued.

I circled a rather salacious letter from Benjamin Franklin, in which he was complaining about being late to a meeting because he’d had too much opium the day before. It was unusual, and amusing, and priced by the previously mentioned Joe Rubinfine at $25,000. Franklin’s letters aren’t common, in spite of his well-known and extensive correspondence. Even a basic letter of his will break $15,000. So I figured we had room here. My father disagreed: “You’re not going to do any better than that.” In retrospect, he was correct. Franklin’s legacy is not centered around his love of opium; it’s an anecdotal sidelight, a curiosity, albeit a fascinating one. My father’s assessment of the value, the hard math, was right.

This initial lesson was to look for the things for which people are best known, admired, areas where we can learn something meaningful about the character of the person. Once we find that, we can usually make the numbers work. Follow the proverbial river to its source.

It would be years before I made the connection between my father’s pursuits when I was a child and this lesson: people collect what emotionally affects them, what inspires them. At this stage, this insight came secondhand to me.

My early efforts didn’t yield an entirely barren harvest. I can clearly remember the first time I persuaded my dad to buy something out of a catalog, something he’d missed.

Maggs Bros. in London is a historic firm. Back then, the company was a larger force on the autograph scene. They have historically been a vendor to royalty and the business elite. We got a catalog in the mail in Philadelphia, in which a letter from Napoléon caught my attention. Napoléon, the prophet of populist Europe, the scourge of old royalty, once said, “I have always marched with the opinion of the great masses and with events.” More than a mere political or military figure, Napoléon was an idea—the embodiment of a movement.

I assumed that since we were getting the catalog now, Europeans had been picking from it for a week. This letter was written to his minister of war in 1807 and was priced at £5,000, which is quite a lot of money for a Napoléon letter. You might think the emperor’s letters would be universally valuable. They’re universally desired, but that isn’t the same as valuable. The demand for his autograph is high, but the supply meets it head-on: Napoléon signed many, many things, sometimes as many as fifteen to twenty letters per day. He is reported to have dictated multiple letters at the same time. Not all these survive, but he must have gone through a lot of ink.

With this one, I applied some of the lessons I’d been learning: Who was the recipient, what was the date, what did it say? I was aided by my knowledge of French.


Send a courier to General Junot in Bayonne.… Order him to leave, twenty-four hours after receipt of your letter, and to enter Spain with his army, and to direct himself toward the Portuguese frontier. The Spanish should have given orders for the supplying of provisions for his troops. You will inform General Junot that my ambassador has left Lisbon; and so there is not a moment to be lost, in order to stop the English.



This was a famous and widely quoted letter from Napoléon, ordering the invasion of the Iberian Peninsula. This action, along with his expedition to Russia, where he lost nearly an entire army to the Russian winter, ended up bogging him down. Turns out the Spanish didn’t appreciate his occupation. And the English would join the fight there through Portugal. The military leader of that force was the Duke of Wellington, who would later defeat Napoléon at Waterloo. So this act, the invasion of Spain, would help lead to Napoléon’s downfall. I wanted it and convinced my father. The letter’s price did not reflect its true value. Why? Pricing a document is an art, not a science. Maggs is experienced, but smart people make mistakes. Or maybe they just didn’t think they could take a common autograph such as Napoléon’s and price it higher. We sold it for $25,000.
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