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PREFACE

The Lore and Lure of Book Row

A successful bookseller is a man of infinite resilience, strong digestion, tolerance of odd people, and ability to breathe dusty air and crawl through cobwebs in search of the golden book.”

—LAWRENCE CLARK POWELL

[image: image] FROM THE 1890s the secondhand and rare book seeker’s favorite New York City for nearly eight decades—followed by two decades of slow decline—encompassed a special area on and around Fourth Avenue, mainly south of Fourteenth Street and Union Square to Astor Place. Seven concentrated blocks on Fourth Avenue, plus a few side streets stretching west to Fifth Avenue and north to Twenty-third Street, supplied crowded sites for several dozen bookstores.

Book hunters and collectors—nationwide, worldwide—knew the neighborhood during those decades as the New York Booksellers’ Row, or more often just Book Row. The booksellers, by design or destiny, craft or luck, settled in one of the city’s most fascinating and felicitous communities, north of the financial district and the Lower East Side, south of Herald Square, midtown, and the theaters of Broadway. For many, in memory, it is still Book Row.

Book Row was within easy reach of the city’s millions. Grace Church, where General Tom Thumb got married, stood at the heart of Book Row. Near Union Square a statue of Washington was named “George the Veracious” by O. Henry. At Joe Smith’s Saloon, at Fourteenth Street and Fourth Avenue, actor Hugh D’Arcy was inspired to write “The Face upon the Floor,” about the demise of an artist from unrequited love and strong drink. When prohibitionists used his poem as a campaign song, D’Arcy said he would jump in the Hudson rather than help America go dry. His poem, he insisted, was “an admonition to be kind to drunks.” That suggests a good slogan for book lovers: Be kind to booksellers everywhere even if they’re not always nice, since what they sell is great. The fine Shakespearian words Enobarbus used for Cleopatra also fit booksellers from Fourth Avenue to wherever: “Age cannot wither them, nor custom stale their infinite variety.”

Fourth Avenue bookshops came in a variety that approached the infinite, from narrow, hole-in-the-wall crannies to multistory buildings with sagging floors creaking from the weight of their volumes. Many shops were fronted by stalls and bins outside on the sidewalk with thousands of bargain books enticing pedestrians to pause, browse, and often enter. Early in World War II, when New York City officials for murky reasons sought to ban sidewalk book stands, Book Row dealers took a pioneering step and formed their historic Fourth Avenue Booksellers’ Association to take arms against the city’s unreasoned and unreasonable edict. It wasn’t that Book Row didn’t want to cooperate patriotically with the war effort. The dealers there were proud, along with their peers, when President Franklin D. Roosevelt on May 6, 1942, sent American Booksellers at their association’s annual banquet this statement:

I have been a reader and buyer and borrower and collector of books all my life. It is more important that your work should go on now than it has ever been at any other time in our history: in a very literal sense you carry upon your bookshelves the light that guides civilization . . . books never die. No man and no force can abolish memory. No man and no force can put thought in a concentration camp forever. No man and no force can take from the world the books that embody man’s eternal fight against tyranny of every kind. In this war, we know, books are weapons. And it is a part of your dedication always to make them weapons for man’s freedom.

On Book Row they liked the sound of that. But along with appreciation, Book Row being Book Row, there were no doubt rivulets of cynicism about the city’s bureaucratic sidewalk fanatics, concern about sales to cover the rent, and the chronic aches and pains that daily beset every small business. In his January 1, 1944, “Trade Winds” column for the Saturday Review of Literature, Bennett Cerf wrote about a bookstore that prosperity passed by. One partner said, “I can’t understand it. Here we go busted, and only yesterday I read where President Roosevelt was saying that business was never better.” The other partner said, “Maybe Roosevelt had a better location than ours!” That has an unmistakable Book Row flavor.

Movie director Robert Benton, in Bookstore (1999), by Lynne Tillman, called working in a bookstore one of the greatest jobs he ever had, but he admitted lacking the courage to run one: “The people who run these small bookshops, it’s heroic.” Again, in thought we dash back to Fourth Avenue, and memory revisits Book Row.

The booksellers who congregated on Book Row were colorful, charming, crotchety, impossible, delightful, dense, brilliant, unpredictable, standoffish, friendly characters. Take a barrel of adjectives, and all will apply to those remarkable booksellers. Writer Fran Lebowitz in a wry comment for Bookstore seasons criticism with affection for them as a group: “Remember Fourth Avenue when they had all the secondhand bookstores? You had to beg those guys to sell you a book. You had to scream and yell to get their attention because they were reading. You remember those old grumpy horrible guys? You would say, How much is this? They’d grumble, I don’t know. Put a figure on it.”

Typically in a Book Row shop, the proprietor right off the bat wouldn’t or couldn’t say whether a particular title was available. You’d be directed to a section where a copy might be found. Of course, if you didn’t locate the title, you might find something else to take instead.

Some shops were impressive, specialized, antiquarian enterprises operated by highly knowledgeable bookmen; some were clean, orderly, general used-book stores with shelves packed full of promise; some were notoriously scruffy book caves where occasional worthwhile first editions and elusive titles awaited searching and patient eyes, along with thousands of unwanted volumes priced at a dollar, fifty cents, and even less. Or make an offer. Bargaining between proprietor and customer was never a complete stranger on Book Row. Congenial bargains for Book Row regulars were a taken-for-granted fact of life.

On Book Row there was no appetite for being fussy about “used” and “secondhand” versus “antiquarian.” Such competing terms were simply alternative descriptions for books of varying quality, price, and appeal. They began their lives as new books, then moved on from earlier owners by way of Book Row to appreciative buyers—with a small profit staying behind in the cash drawer at the bookshop.

Various Book Row proprietors and employees would have been quite comfortable at a university faculty meeting. Others would have to skip the meeting to see their parole officers following release from incarceration for illegal anarchist activities. A few among Book Row personnel could have served plausibly in a pulpit; still others perhaps would have done all right joining Bonnie and Clyde and teaching lessons to bankers.

Wayne Somers, who frequented Book Row as a student, collector, librarian, and bookseller, wrote in 1990, “I find that I, at least, feel a certain kinship with even the most benighted bookseller, provided he is not actually a crook.” Yet Somers remembered something of an adversarial relationship between customers and various dealers. “One learned to walk on eggs, speak to the proprietors as little as possible. The only exception I recall was Wilfred Pesky, who seemed a kind soul.” Milton Reissman, a specialist in children’s and illustrated books at Victoria Book Shop, reported holding his Fourth Avenue dealings to a minimum: “Too many madmen for me.”

Whether mad or slightly sane, Book Row dealers for the most part could not serve convincingly as templates or models for booksellers in the sentimental Roger Mifflin mode as depicted by Christopher Morley in Parnassus on Wheels and The Haunted Bookshop. Book Row was a place of businesses, and businesses more often than not are places of constant struggle and hard work.

Valentine Mitchell in Morocco Bound (1929) wrote about the bookseller whose secret daydream was to load up on liquor, tell off Christmas shoppers, and when the celebrated bookstore sentimentalist Morley entered he had a special greeting in mind: “Morley pictures the life of a bookseller as one of ease in which the shopkeeper sits around smoking a pipe. I should like to have Morley pop in so that I could wring his blooming neck.” If Christopher Morley’s biblioenthusiasm veered somewhat from accuracy about day-to-day bookselling, especially at holidays, the shops on Book Row were glorious havens for many customers, and the proprietor could feel free to gripe as long as we could root among the books. We viewed Book Row proprietors and their scouts, whatever their personalities and moods, as informed toilers in the trenches who attended the sales, searched the attics, inspected the boxes, prowled along dusty shelves, heeded the clues, and followed the spoors to obtain the books that adorn collections, that enrich libraries, that entertain and educate readers.

In the 1930s book collector Stan Nosek attended Stuyvesant High School on East Fifteenth Street with ten cents a day for the subway and “five cents spending money” from his mother. “It was a short walk to Union Square and then to Book Row,” he recalled. “I loved to walk over there and browse among the book stalls.” Even with just a nickel a day to invest on Book Row he could slowly acquire books to read and treasure.

Not all Book Row encounters produced the memories that friendly nostalgia feeds on. Jack Biblo, on Book Row at Biblo and Tannen for decades, admitted, “We were all a little peculiar.” He cited the Russian revolutionary who ran one of the shops. He would give a customer he liked a cup of tea and throw out those he didn’t like. He would state a price, and if the customer hesitated, he would double the price. Biblo described Fourth Avenue bookshops as sixteen-hour-day jobs where “sometimes you didn’t make a dollar.”

David A. Randall, a rare-book dealer whose reminiscences are in Dukedom Large Enough (1979), discovered Book Row as a boy and began there as a book scout rummaging for cheap finds to sell for a profit at posh uptown bookstores. One of his discoveries in the twenty-five-cent bin was a nondescript work by Whittier that had a verse in Whittier’s hand on the back flyleaf. The store owner, cantankerous Peter Stammer, going through hundreds of books, had understandably missed the fact it was a presentation copy. Young Randall then learned the wisdom of not impetuously bragging, at least not in the victim’s presence. When he showed Stammer the inscription he had missed, the bookman seized the book, tore out the flyleaf, and handed back what was then legitimately a twenty-five-cent buy. Stammer, famous for his warm heart as well as his temper, repented by giving Randall a part-time job, thus furthering the education of an eminent American bookman.

Such stories lightly lend credence to one picture of certain Fourth Avenue bookmen as entrepreneurs who wandered ashore when the Spanish Main broke up, ending their careers as pirates, and who then opened bookshops on Fourth Avenue for themselves and their scalawag descendants. Many other stories challenge this character portrait. Book Row was host to most psychological types among its denizens. For every dealer who would just as soon kick you out as let you browse, there was another who was easygoing. For those who growled, there were the gentle souls who were polite and even kind to doubtful purchasers.

Frederick Lightfoot began buying books on Fourth Avenue in 1935, when he was fifteen. “Books on stands were priced at as little as one cent in the 1930s. A nickel or a dime would buy a wide variety of books. It is impossible to convey to someone born in the last twenty years the quality of life as well as the treasures of old Fourth Avenue,” he reminisced in 1989. Among Lightfoot’s favorite bookmen and bookshops were Alfred Goldsmith and his basement emporium, Sign of the Sparrow. Lightfoot recalled that one of Goldsmith’s customers was a collector of books on angling. After Goldsmith learned with some astonishment that the collector had never gone fishing, he took him on a fishing trip to New Jersey. The next week the experienced and hence disillusioned collector brought in all his angling books to sell.

Sonja Mirsky, who became a librarian, began venturing to Fourth Avenue in 1939. In the 1940s when she was majoring in mathematics at college and had no funds to purchase Bertrand Russell’s Principia Mathematica, she began taking the three volumes down from a high shelf at the Strand and using them at the store to do her homework. This repeated behavior was noticed, and she heard a clerk tell founder Ben Bass, “She’s never going to buy those books.” Bass said to leave the browser be: “When she has the money she’ll buy them.” When she graduated in 1948 from City College of New York and received $50 from an uncle, she offered the money directly to Ben Bass for the $35 set. Bass examined the books and said, “They’re quite shelf worn. Why don’t we make it $25?”

Ordering customers to be gone; taking a collector fishing; defacing a book in a fit of pique; amiably tolerating a student browser—these and countless more incidents became the human drama and comedy of Book Row. Bookmen, like their customers, never quite fit a clear-cut stereotype of any sort. They were human and, depending on the day, the dealer, and the book involved, were likely to assume a niche somewhere between sinner and saint.

A durable if never quite sufficient tagline for New York City is “There are 8 million stories in the Naked City,” thanks to a Mark Hellinger film and the television show Naked City. The Green Book Shop, started by Ruth and Harry Carp, was featured as background in one episode of the gritty crime series. The following day, perhaps due to the publicity, the store was robbed. So it went some days on Book Row in the naked city of 8 million stories and countless books.

In the preface to his Memoirs Ulysses S. Grant in 1885 wrote, “There must be many errors of omission in this work, because the subject is too large to be treated of in two volumes in such a way as to do justice to all the officers and men engaged.” A similar apologia is apropos for a volume about Book Row. This work focuses on colorful booksellers and bookstores from the 1890s into the twenty-first century. Inevitably some individuals and establishments associated with Book Row are omitted or are incompletely covered. The recollections of others who were there may generously complement those that follow.

Across the decades many books flowed through Book Row from sellers to dealers to buyers and around again in a continuing cycle. With each came a story. This book records some of them as it commemorates a time and place where books mattered more than anything else among a special group of colorful and memorable individuals. Let’s start with George D. Smith.


HYMN TO FOURTH AVENUE

by Eli Siegel

Ah, all the books waiting for you

In the crowded bookshops of Fourth Avenue.

Experiences galore;

Experiences you’ll adore.

Bibliographical thrills

New as the hills.

Mental fountains,

Emotional mountains.

II

In books, you’ll find what you are looking for.

In books is that which makes existence more.

Our hopes in life are often in an old bookstore.

III

A book in Schulte’s perhaps can explain

A puzzling thing. A book to lessen pain

Is now in Weiser’s, rich in mental gain.

IV

Surprise is waiting on the Biblo shelves.

Green Book Store volumes tell about ourselves,

And bring us news: the word that shines and delves.

V

The same is true of all the other shops.

Our lives are there in all their skips and stops,

In all their valleys, all their mountaintops.

VI

Come, then, and see what’s in Fourth Avenue.

Ah, all the wealth that’s old and all that’s new!—

And what a page, a book, can do and do.


CHAPTER ONE

THE SMITH A MIGHTY BOOKMAN WAS HE

G.D.S. and Bookselling from Fourth Avenue to the Collecting World

In the good old days when George D. Smith was Czar of the auction rooms, all other dealers and collectors were under a terrific strain the moment he appeared.

—A. S. W. ROSENBACH

[image: image] EVERYONE HAS KNOWN since grade school about Longfellow’s smith: “A mighty man was he.” Except for bookselling and book-collecting insiders, few now know about New York’s book Smith, the redoubtable George D., who was a mighty bookman indeed during the first two decades of the twentieth century. In the auction rooms, behind the scenes when great private libraries went on the market, and guiding Henry E. Huntington in shaping perhaps the finest private library of them all, George D. Smith was viewed as the czar, Napoleon, George the Great, and a host of similar, not entirely flattering, encomiums. Disparagement by disgruntled and defeated foes was also inevitable.

Antiquarian bookselling has not been free of the human appetite to apply dubious superlatives such as “greatest.” Devotees and disciples of bookselling maestro A. S. W. Rosenbach of Philadelphia acclaimed him bookseller number one for his scholarship, big-money buys, and crucial additions to major collections. Yet the facts don’t support the claims of Rosenbachians that their man towers over Smith. Rosenbach, who seems never to have suffered from shyness about seeking attention, knew with a touch of envy that Smith was the antiquarian book czar and said so in Books and Bidders (1928). Among all the booksellers who began on Book Row and graduated to uptown esteem and profits, George Smith soared highest and consumed more ink as newspapers publicized his deals.

Dig under the surface, and probably most booksellers qualify as colorful characters. From all accounts, G.D.S. was a character’s character, an innate showman, workaholic, charlatan, genius, and self-starting original whose nature and exploits ensured that he would be talked about, for and against, whenever his peers got together (stop dawdling and open the bottle) in a reminiscent mood. As the leading mover and shaker of antiquarian bookselling, Smith became a competitor about whom it was probably not possible to be neutral. Most of his contemporaries in books, at least those who expressed themselves on the written record, liked him fine. Charles P. Everitt, the Americana master seller and author of The Adventures of a Treasure Hunter, called Smith “perhaps the greatest American book merchant of all time. . . . He never read anything but an occasional racing form; his word was said to be better than his checks, which sometimes bounced; he died at the one time in his life when he was worth a million dollars.”

If a symposium were held to describe the ideal bookseller, among winning descriptions would no doubt be “learned and scholarly” (or at least “literate”), “scrupulously honest with customers,” “consistently fair with peers.” Such noble traits didn’t stand out with horse-betting, poker-playing, chance-taking, go-getting George Smith. He did, however, have other indispensable assets, including a commitment to work eighteen-hour days, a tenacious memory that never forgot a book, the go-for-it nerve of a gambler, brilliant business instincts, the knack of being lucky, loyal friends such as Henry Huntington, and sincere, almost selfless dedication to the noble cause of getting those friends the very best books possible, wherever they might be and at whatever lengths short of murder. Charles Heartman called his friend Smith the “Gentleman Bookseller.”

The gentleman title means, let’s hope, that G.D.S. wouldn’t have approved of Spanish monk Don Vincente, whose book-collecting extremism inspired Gustave Flaubert’s first published story, “Bibliomanie.” The monk robbed monastery libraries, abandoned holy orders, and opened a bookshop in Barcelona; and he may, after being outbid, have burned the house of a fellow collector—with the collector in it—but not before stealing the work on Castilian laws by Lamberto Palmart, the first Spanish printer, which had started the trouble. Don Vincente was executed in 1836, and Flaubert’s story was published in 1837, when he was fifteen. A. S. W. Rosenbach in The Unpublishable Memoirs (1917) wrote, “All honour to poor Don Vincent of Aragon. His name shall always be tenderly cherished by lovers of books!” George D. Smith would have calmed Don Vincente down and convinced him there was a neater way than theft and arson to win his prize, not to mention that killing just wasn’t a practical strategy for book collecting. Let George Smith agent the deal, do a little trading, sweeten the pot, offer something the other collector wanted more, and so forth.

A. Edward Newton in The Amenities of Book-Collecting (1918) called G.D.S. an enigma and asked himself, “What are the qualities which have made him, as he undoubtedly is, the greatest bookseller in the world?” Answering that question would be an education in the art, challenge, and all-out battle of antiquarian bookselling. Since Smith was a book entrepreneur on Fourth Avenue in the 1890s, examining his 1890–1920 career should help explain not only the dealer but also the phenomenon—and mystery—of Book Row.

Matthew J. Bruccoli, in “George D. Smith and the Anglo-American Book Migration” (Antiquarian Bookman, 1994–95), stated without equivocation, “George D. Smith was the greatest American bookdealer.” Bruccoli based this claim on Smith’s book acquisitions and the collections he helped build. Many others, including historians and Smith’s contemporaries, made equivalent assertions on his behalf. Smith’s exploits often made him appear a virtuoso among amateurs in the frenzied chase for book treasures. Henry E. Huntington had no more money than several other well-heeled, well-intentioned book collectors of his day. Huntington created a greater library than they did because he had George D. Smith to complement his own intelligence, taste, and drive. When “the Old Man,” as Smith affectionately referred to his chief patron, was warned about some of Smith’s unscrupulous methods and unethical actions, the collector calmly replied, “He got me the books. I wouldn’t have a library without him, would I?”

The accusation bearers, with dreams no doubt of replacing Smith as Huntington’s rare-book provider, made the mistake of forgetting how Henry Huntington and his uncle Collis P. Huntington put together the railroad empire and built the fortune that could afford very expensive rarities, whether books, art, or trinkets. Huntington told Clarence S. Brigham, who collected books for the American Antiquarian Society, “I think that I have spent twenty million on books, and slightly more on art.” Not all, but many of the top-dollar book deals were George Smith deals. Richard S. Wormser in a profile about Smith pointed out that most of the great (and wealthy) collectors beat a path to his shop because of the outstanding books he found and offered to them, and also “possibly in part because they saw, in his activities, methods similar to those by which some of them had amassed their fortunes.”

G.D.S. was naturally decried as ruthless, reckless, crude, unlettered, and dangerous by stodgy traditionalists and by those who came in second once too often on deals shrewdly managed and won by Smith. His triumphs made him the bookseller most revered and reviled, depending on whom you represented and what you thought of his cunning, tactics, and nearly unlimited resources, thanks to the bottomless pockets of Huntington and other collector clients. During that run-wild era of antiquarian book collecting, big fortunes from nineteenth-century robber baron days required respectable investment outlets in high culture such as art and books. George D. Smith repeatedly proved that he was a skilled, unbeatable guide when unique books were a pecuniarily endowed hunters goals. But G.D.S. was no book snob. His 1890s catalogues from Fourth Avenue feature excellent books at low prices. “Excellent books at low prices” isn’t a bad description of Book Row at its best.

FROM BROOKLYN TO STOCK BOY TO THE BOOK-COLLECTING STARS

George Smith’s series of catalogues from his store at 830 Broadway with Alfred J. Bowden and later, on his own, from 69 Fourth Avenue pinpoint him as the first world-class antiquarian bookseller physically situated in the Book Row area.

The only information on record about his childhood is that he was born in Brooklyn in 1870. Whatever conventional schooling he received was finished by 1883, when he went to work for the firm of John Wiley & Sons at Astor Place. John Wiley was the son of Charles Wiley, who ran a downtown bookstore and published Cooper’s novels early in the century. The lack of a formal education seems not to have been a handicap for Smith then or later. Like Benjamin Franklin and Mark Twain, who used print shops as their universities, George Smith would obtain the only higher education he needed in bookstores and auction rooms.

Smith’s first bookstore job was short-lived, since Wiley terminated bookselling in 1884 to concentrate on publishing. Selling books may have struck the boy as a career worth pursuing, or maybe he just needed another job quickly. He went to work as a stock boy in the bookshop operated by Dodd, Mead & Company at Broadway and Eighth Street. He couldn’t have found a better place to serve an apprenticeship in antiquarian bookselling. While sweeping the floors, running errands, and handling stock, he could watch and learn from Robert Dodd and his staff of experts about the acquiring and selling of rare books and manuscripts.

John Tebbel, in A History of Book Publishing in the United States (vol. 2, 1975), described the Dodd, Mead retail outlet in front of its publishing offices as a business that kept hours every day except Sunday, though it did take time off for the blizzard of 1888. Young Smith got a half hour for lunch and probably wasn’t overworked, since a dumbwaiter transported books from floor to floor. His future actions confirm that he had ample on-the-job opportunities to watch and learn.

He was also smart enough to keep a low profile and avoid irritating the elders. One thing he learned about himself was that he possessed an unusually absorbent memory, capable of retaining specific details about books from catalogues, sales, or auctions. He didn’t have to read the books to remember their titles, edition points, prices, buyers, and where they fell on the scale of importance to collectors. Even as a teenager, he was on his way to becoming a human incarnation of Book-Prices Current, augmented and deluxe.

Smith didn’t stay long at Dodd, Mead. When William Benjamin left the company in 1886 to open a store of his own at 744 Broadway, he took the teenager with him. He had been impressed by Smith’s eager energy and extraordinarily reliable memory. If Dodd, Mead was Smith’s high school, the new store was his Harvard and graduate school combined. He learned much from the astute and versatile Benjamin, whom he virtually hero-worshiped, according to bookseller Charles F. Heartman in a 1945 privately printed, thirty-two-page memorial tribute to George D. Smith. Benjamin dealt in books, autographs, and prints. This wide range helped alert Smith to the fact that there was money to be made on a multitude of collectible items other than books. Throughout his career, he showed readiness to seize opportunity by the forelock, however peculiar any particular forelock might be. In 1916, thirty years after he began working for Benjamin, Smith encouraged Huntington to consider “a most important item,” an antique Italian reliquary with compartments containing a lock of John Milton’s hair on one side and a lock of Elizabeth Barrett’s hair on the other. Huntington wasn’t interested in literary hair, but at Smith’s urging he did take the Shakespeare bookcase from a 1914 sale. The case held ninety-five worthwhile Shakespeare items, but the sales kicker was that it had been made out of wood from forty different structures connected with Shakespeare’s life. Who could resist?

At the store, Smith began meeting—and sometimes impressing—major league collectors, permanent luminaries in the sport that A. Edward Newton called “the best and safest hobby,” because it was year-round and could be played everywhere. The star roster visiting Benjamin’s store included theater producer Augustin Daly; the first Grolier Club president, Robert Hoe; and the third Grolier Club president, Beverly Chew, as well as Rush Hawkins, Frederick Robert Halsey, Elihu Dwight Church, Charles Foote, and others. These early contacts would facilitate and accelerate Smith’s rise from stock boy to antiquarian books impresario.

Who could have guessed that years later Smith would buy all or part of some of their magnificent collections for his clients and his stores, or that the Church and Hoe collections would almost overnight turn obscurity into fame and thrust greatness permanently upon him? Who could have guessed? Apparently the Leon brothers. Heartman in his G.D.S. booklet reports that they visited Benjamin’s store before leaving America for their return to Europe. Benjamin said that when they returned, they would find him the American Quaritch. “Not you,” said one of the brothers, pointing at Smith. “That boy George will be the American Quaritch.” So it turned out, though limiting Smith to being another Quaritch may have been an understatement. In later years, more often than not, it would be Smith himself who would prevail over England’s own premier bookseller, Bernard Alfred Quaritch.

A BUSINESS OF HIS OWN

At the summit of success, George Smith recalled, “I had not been with Dodd, Mead a month when I began to dream of having a business of my own.” The dream must be fairly routine among young, low-level workers. What is not routine is seeing it happen by the age of twenty. The catalogues they issued confirm that by 1890, “A. J. Bowden and Geo. D. Smith” had an operating bookstore at 830 Broadway—next door, in fact, to the current Strand Book Store, at 828 Broadway. They called their joint venture Mitchell’s Rare and Standard Books, with “Prints, Autographs, Etchings, Etc., Etc.,” available as well. An attractive 3_by-5.5-inch card identified Mitchell’s and its managers and quoted a line from Shakespeare as a quality come-on to the literati: “Come and make choice of all my library, and so beguile thy leisure.” The bookmen improved the original line, by changing “take” to “make” and “thy sorrow” to “thy leisure.” But let’s face it, stage entrepreneur Shakespeare would have been flattered to be quoted, and pleased that the boys were dipping into and playing around a bit with Titus Andronicus.

A stylish little prospectus mentioned that Mr. Alfred J. Bowden was “many years with several of the principal houses in London” and that Mr. Geo. D. Smith was “formerly with some of the leading booksellers of this city.” They called themselves the managers of the house, which could imply there were other owners or investors behind the venture at the start. The prospectus announced the plan to issue catalogues at frequent intervals for rare, standard, and new books, some imported. Mitchell’s assured customers that experienced London agents would be serving them with expertise based on “thorough knowledge of the best quarters in which to look for good books on the other side.” Bowden’s firsthand London experience, whatever the specifics, gave some credibility to this claim.

In addition to customary guarantees of authenticity for documents and autographs, persistent efforts to maintain a large stock, and bindings done “with dispatch, neatness, and taste,” the prospectus made an offer that seemed to go beyond normal bookstore activities. Noting the difficult problem of keeping books orderly and clean, Bowden and Smith wrote: “We shall be ready at all times to take this work, and not only catalogue, but DUST, CLEAN, ARRANGE, and generally look after a library at a moderate and fixed charge per annum.” “EXPERIENCED WORKMEN SENT,” they concluded. The library housekeeper pitch has the ring of a Smith effort to earn supplementary income during Mitchell’s start-up years. Another typical G.D.S. touch for the bookman who would be the greatest book buyer of his age was this statement: “Experience has shown the best way to dispose of a large lot of books is direct to some respectable bookseller, who will pay—as ourselves—spot cash. By this means the vendor will avoid the long waits, the exorbitant charges, and the proverbial uncertainty of the auction room.” Smith early on sought to increase stock, especially of important books, and to borrow if necessary for that purpose.

“The true booklover finds in catalogs his most fascinating reading,” wrote Clarence S. Brigham in his introduction to American Book Auction Catalogues, compiled by G. L. McKay (1937). Brigham meant auction catalogues, but store catalogues have their fascinations too. The prices in the old ones make modern collectors yearn for a time machine. The books listed tell much about the tastes, attitudes, and customs of their times. Clearly, historians and archaeologists shouldn’t ignore bookstore catalogues.

The first Mitchell’s catalogue, for December 1890, has Smith’s name listed first, a switch from the name positions on the prospectus. This became standard practice on catalogues that followed. The Mitchell’s catalogues show the expected features of book sale brochures from over a century ago, fabulous prices on some names and titles still in the mainstream, and many names and items that have faded out of sight in terms of modern interest. Autographs and letters by nineteenth-century worthies and Revolutionary-era eminences are staggeringly low by modern measures. At $12.50, an autograph document signed by Franklin was a special bargain in their 1892 “A Century of Rare Books—One Hundred Choice Items” catalogue.

From a modern perspective, the best deal in that catalogue, at $15, is the 1856, 8vo, original cloth second edition of Leaves of Grass containing Emerson’s July 1855 letter and Whitman’s long reply. Whitman died at Mickle Street in Camden on March 26, the year of the Mitchell’s catalogue. Whoever bought the $15 Leaves second edition enjoyed a rare bargain. Not all the books that Smith bought and sold still obey his dictum that “prices were bound to increase and to go on increasing because the demand was outgrowing the supply.” Some authors collected in the 1890s are in no demand whatever during the 2000s. But the Whitman, certainly, and many other of the books, autographs, manuscripts, and prints found, bought, catalogued, and sold by Smith still reflect his faith in the abiding value of great items.

Smith at the age of twenty-one boldly lived by his trust in rising prices and a born gambler’s willingness to take a big chance for a big win. At the 1891 sale of the books and manuscripts collected by Brayton Ives, a founder of the Grolier Club, Smith, barely old enough to vote, wagered $40,000 at the auction. Some purchases were on commission, but many were for his own stock, and he told Heartman, “I sweat blood trying to pay.” Blood sweating may have been hyperbole since he always appeared calmly confident that his book wagers would work out. Typically they did. It was then perhaps that G.D.S. began proving, and himself believing, that for success in antiquarian bookselling a prime requirement along with book savvy and salesmanship is the nerve of a high roller. The fact that he nearly always found purchasers and made his audacious plunges pay off shows that Smith added marketing shrewdness to his in-depth knowledge of the books and related items specific collectors would want and could afford. Smith’s career is a living textbook on entrepreneurship for small businesses determined not to stay small.

By the mid-1890s Smith was ready to brave the deep waters by launching his own business without any visible partners or investors. Under his own name, as “Geo. D. Smith, Dealer in Choice, Rare and Miscellaneous Books,” he set up shop at 69 Fourth Avenue, near the Bible House. Smith’s later claim was that his start-up capital was $63. Heartman points out that whatever the reality of his cash situation, Smiths capital included his “incomparable knowledge of the principles of what constituted a rare book and the value of such material.” Added to this was his tireless energy, good sources, and the well-wishing of collectors. “That was his capital. He made the most of it. And, of course, he had nerve. Plenty of it,” wrote Heartman. But there was nothing easy about the pioneering challenge of bringing rare books as a business to Fourth Avenue, even in the protective presence of the massive Bible House.

The Bible House, maintained by the American Bible Society (ABS), consumed nearly the whole block bounded by Eighth and Ninth Streets and Third and Fourth Avenues. It was a successor to the original Bible House, on Nassau Street, established by the ABS to use advanced stereotyping techniques and produce Bibles by the thousands for shipment west through the Erie Canal. Should any particular significance be seen in the fact that the first Bible House was on Nassau and the second on Fourth Avenue and that each thoroughfare developed a Booksellers’ Row? Just asking.

When he began alone on Fourth Avenue, George Smith had a small but carefully selected stock; and he knew how to upgrade his book resources steadily: Buy aggressively yet intelligently, sell creatively, and shoot the income promptly back into fresh stock for the business. Smith was also a strong believer in the power of catalogues to produce orders. After he began operating as George D. Smith, he issued over 170 catalogues, as well as miscellaneous bulletins and special unnumbered lists.

His Catalogue No. I from 69 Fourth Avenue, with 453 items, reflects the working approach he followed throughout his subsequent career. Along with enticing, professionally detailed descriptions of the best books he could muster, he included a prominent notice that he would be attending the auction of David Adee’s valuable collection and would “doubtless be a large buyer,” and emphasized that “intending purchasers may find it advantageous to place their bids with me.” The sovereign of the New York and London auction rooms was announcing the start of his reign. Long bid the king.

Catalogue No. 3, in 1896, the last issued from Fourth Avenue, repeated the Mitchells invitation to end the trouble and expense of maintaining large collections: “I shall be ready at all times to undertake this work, and not only catalogue, but clean, dust, arrange and generally look after libraries at a moderate rate.” As with his other Fourth Avenue catalogues, No. 3, with 711 items, offers splendid books at prices now painful to look upon. Never again will the first book edition of The Pickwick Papers be available for $22.50, or Little Dorrit in the nineteen monthly parts with original wrappers for $10! George Smith always insisted prices would climb. You could put that promise in the bank at high interest on some of his 1896 entries.

Item 117 may compel reaching for references on obscurities: “FIRST AMERICAN NOVEL. THE FORESTERS, an American Tale: being a sequel to the history of John Bull the Clothier. Frontispiece. 12 mo, original boards, uncut. Boston, 1792. $15.00 / *This is the first edition in book form of the First American Novel, by an American author, Jeremy Belknap. Very rare.”

George Smith won a priority position in Fourth Avenue Book Row history with his shop at 69 Fourth Avenue, but he soon moved on. His later catalogues, with several different locations in midtown and downtown Manhattan, indicate considerable mobility along with emphasis on American and English literature. His 1902 “Monthly Bulletin of Scarce Books” No. 3, from 49-51 New Street, does stray to Renaissance Italy with a rare first edition by Galileo at $45. Autographs and manuscripts are featured in some catalogues, such as “Monthly Bulletin” No. 7, from 50 New Street, with a $4.50 Walt Whitman postcard, a $3.50 John Quincy Adams letter, a $3.75 John Jacob Astor 1792 check for $1,550, a $60 Benedict Arnold letter, and an $18 Thomas Jefferson letter ordering books from a catalogue. Then as later, “infamous” did better than simply “famous”; witness the price of an Arnold autograph versus that of former presidents.

Smiths other downtown addresses included 70 Wall Street and 48 Wall Street. He operated plush midtown stores simultaneously with downtown outlets. George Smith had pioneered antiquarian bookselling on Fourth Avenue with his second store, but he clearly wasn’t sentimental about the area as he bounced around Manhattan. Catalogue addresses indicate he was successively in business at 4 East Forty-second Street, 547 Fifth Avenue, and 8 East Forty-fifth Street. In 1897 he was located at 4 East Forty-second Street, near where George Washington’s troops were routed by the British from a cornfield during the Revolution and where the main building of the New York Public Library opened May 23, 1911.

His new addresses generally meant higher prices on progressively classier offerings. The 830 Broadway and 69 Fourth Avenue catalogues predominantly offered literary collectibles and rarities at prices seldom exceeding a few dollars. At 547 Fifth Avenue one tantalizing catalogue features lofty costs on rare books with exquisite outer garments, including, at $500, a bejeweled Rubaiyat with sixty pearls and ten garnets, as well as a jewel-bedecked Tennyson poem, “The Lady of Shalott,” at $1,750. His Fifth Avenue customers perusing that catalogue could choose unique productions, from fine bindings to three chairs and a sofa “attested and authenticated” as original possessions of Charles Dickens. How could a Dickens lover resist sitting where the author may have planted himself to ponder and plot his next opus in nineteen parts plus one? That Fifth Avenue catalogue took Smith and his customers not just miles but vast social strata away from the humbler realities of Fourth Avenue and, for that matter, even nearby Forty-second Street.
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From his Forty-second Street store, he began distributing Smith’s Bi-Weekly Price-Current of Books, which included a page of “Literary Gossip” along with book bargains. The June 15, 1897, issue listed eight first editions of Robert Louis Stevenson, ranging in price from $I for The Wrong Box to $6 for The Dynamiter.

“Literary Gossip” must have seemed flippant; it became “Literary Notes” in later issues. Whether gossip or notes, the page seems to be George Smith talking to customers with revealing frankness. The August 2, 1897, issue carries this description of Bernard Quaritch: “Mr. Quaritch’s personality is an interesting one, and from small beginnings he has become the foremost bookseller of Europe. This has been accomplished by a constant faith in the upward tendency of prices of rare books, and a courage to back that opinion to the extent of his resources.” Smith in 1897, at the age of twenty-seven, describing Quaritch, is also accurately describing Smith, who would dominate the rare-book market—and even Quaritch—with his own faith and courage. Mitchells “A Century of Rare Books” catalogue in 1892 succinctly stated what proved to be Smiths antiquarian bookselling and buying credo: “Rare books have risen in price, are rising, and will rise still higher.” So buy now; you’ll have to pay more later.

The October 15, 1897, Smith’s Bi-Weekly contained a literary note obviously aimed at trying to make Forty-second Street a New York Book Row. Smith wrote: “Forty-second street is rapidly becoming a book-market. Within three blocks there are six bookstores, several of which are dependent upon the Passer-by for their trade. From what I hear and can see we are all doing very nicely and would welcome further neighbors in the shape of bookmen. The more the merrier.” Fourth Avenue enthusiasts may smile tolerantly at this innocent heresy, for they recognize that wherever he located, Smith’s lasting influence on book collecting fostered a book-receptive climate that ultimately helped make the Fourth Avenue Book Row possible.

Smith’s 1900 catalogue, from Forty-second Street, announced that a monthly journal devoted to the interests of collectors, the Literary Collector, would appear in October, available at $1 per year. This publication carried out a long-range plan aimed at earning greater prestige for his establishments among collectors. It was edited by Bowden, with articles by Smith and others. An obvious effort was made to keep it from being merely a house organ similar to the Bi-Weekly. It contained extensive advertising by other dealers and held Smith house items to a respectable and soft-spoken minimum. Many twenty-first-century book lovers would still find these periodicals informative, nostalgic, even fascinating reading about the authors, sellers, and buyers of books in their not-all-that-far-away era.

The publication not surprisingly did function with some subtlety as a forum in which Smith could air views on the state and trend of current collecting. In the November 1900 issue an article by Smith concludes with this little sermon of optimistic uplift to practicing and would-be collectors: “When the rulers of kingdoms today have crumbled into the dust and their names forgotten of the people, the memory of a maker of a great collection will be a household word in the mouths of thousands. This is the real road to fame.”
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It seems unlikely that Smith’s ambitious customers, eager to be remembered for the wisdom, taste, and exclusivity of their collections, would have been disposed to argue with that (let’s face it) somewhat fantastic claim. In fact, several distinguished collectors from the 1890s to 1920 are remembered mainly not for their acquisitions but because George D. Smith dramatically bid up many of their treasures at the final auctions of their collections.

G.D.S. AT THE AUCTIONS

In his Bookdealing for Profit (2000), English antiquarian bookseller Paul Minet writes that successful bookselling stands on three legs: shops, fairs, catalogues. George Smith skillfully used the first and third for thirty years of a highly active career. He used book auctions brilliantly and sometimes belligerently as his third and by far most powerful leg up on success.

John Huckans in Book Source Monthly (August 2000) noted, “The stereotyped image of the slightly detached man in herringbone tweed jacket, elbow patches to the fore, is what the uninitiated probably think of, if indeed they do think at all of, the dealer in out-of-print, antiquarian and rare books.” What a far cry that romantic image of intellectual and spiritual remoteness is from the reality of spiffily dressed George D. Smith arriving in his Rolls-Royce, after checking on his stable of racehorses and on his stock holdings, to take over another million-dollar book auction, thanks to his bids, at the finest auction houses in New York and London.

Barely out of his teens, Smith was a consistently high bidder on promising books at auctions soon after he launched his own firms. “It was perfectly clear to me that the dealer who had the largest stock would do the largest business, because collectors would be obliged to go to him for their books,” Smith declared. “I have never been afraid of overstocking in really rare books. . . . The best salesman in the world cannot sell books that he cannot deliver. The fundamental thing is to get the books.” In March 1900, Smith, at thirty, startled his elders by risking his modest capital and buying close to a third of the books at the sale of producer and playwright Augustin Daly’s theater collection. This performance challenges the arguments of those who claim it was easy for Smith to dominate auctions considering the resources behind him. Yet he began dominating such proceedings when the only resources were his own meager holdings, not access to venture capital. After the Daly sale, when New York buyers didn’t rush in and bail him out of his financial predicament, Smith, undaunted, displayed his showmanship. He took the books to Chicago, publicized them vigorously, and stirred up a buzz that soon had both Midwest and New York collectors vying and buying.

The Daly exploit was typical of him. It made Smith known as a force to reckon with at sales, and it brought him a steady flow of bid commissions from major collectors. In 1908 the supreme book-purchasing connection probably of all time began, that of George D. Smith, dealer, and Henry E. Huntington, collector. Huntington, according to Rosenbach, once observed that while men come and go, books go on forever; thus “the ownership of a fine library is the surest and swiftest way to immortality.” The original source of that sentiment, George Smith, is no secret; and on the scale he collected in collaboration with Smith, it was literally quite true for Huntington because of the unexcelled Henry E. Huntington Library at San Marino, California, deeded to the American people in perpetuity. With Smith guiding him, Huntington put the library together, then gave it to us.

During the first decade of the twentieth century Huntington had the money, lots of it, from railroads and other enterprises to give less time to business and more time to his book and art collecting. He had earned the right and was ready, as he remarked, to have “some fun.” The fun of finding and buying rare books was already in progress for Huntington when he commissioned Smith to make purchases for him as the Henry Poor collection was sold over a period of six months, November 1908 through April 1909, by the Anderson Auction Company in New York. Acting for Huntington, Smith acquired nearly a quarter of the Poor library, which was anything but poor, with incunabula, manuscripts, and first editions—for example, Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield and Shelley’s Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem. Poor had been hard hit by the financial panic of 1907 and sold his books to pay debts. Ironically, the Poor fortune came in part from railroad publications, and it was with Huntington’s railroad money that Smith was bidding.

The dealer and the collector apparently hit it off while cooperating during that 1908-9 auction, and they continued to do business. Charles Heartman dismisses others who claimed to have inspired Huntington’s collecting and assigns full credit to Smith for changing the railroad man from a casual investor in rare books into a full-fledged bibliophile and dedicated collector. “It was ... when George Smith got hold of Huntington that the latter, under clever coaching, developed into a booklover,” wrote Heartman.

Two big sales within weeks of each other in 1911 earned the collaboration front-page attention and alerted the book world to the arrival of a formidable, often unbeatable combination: Smith’s book knowledge and shrewdness in negotiations combined with his partner’s capital. The first coup was the purchase en bloc at a price reportedly exceeding $1 million of the stupendous literature collection assembled over decades by Elihu Dwight Church, a Brooklyn manufacturer of bicarbonate of soda. The Church deal added about four thousand books to the growing collection that would be housed in the library of the California mansion completed for Huntington in April 1910. Among the volumes were first editions of Spenser’s Faerie Queene, Bacon’s Essays, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, Swift’s Gullivers Travels. The American items included the original manuscript of Franklin’s Autobiography as well as original issues of his Poor Richard’s Almanack. The library also featured what was then one of the world’s finest Shakespeare collections.

Next came probably the most talked and written about book auction in history, the Robert Hoe sale that began April 24, 1911, and lasted until November 1912. The high-drama climax of the show came early, not at the end. Robert Hoe, another Grolier founder and the club’s first president, belonged to a family wealthy from important contributions to printing technology and from the manufacture of printing presses. A notable book collector, Hoe, after seeing fine books carelessly handled when they were donated to academic libraries, had his books sold at auction so there was a better chance they would go to book lovers rather than indifferent academic book handlers. In one way, Hoe’s plan backfired since the cream of the collection did go to a library, the Huntington; yet the plan succeeded too, because there the books have been lovingly cared for.

The Hoe auction resembled a book buyers’ Olympics. An international group—including Quaritch and other star players from England, as well as representatives from most serious American collectors with serious money, such as J. Pierpont Morgan—assembled at the mansion rented for the occasion by Anderson Galleries. The main event occurred on Monday evening of the first day when bidding was held on item 269, a vellum Gutenberg Bible, one of the first books printed with movable type and a world-class treasure by any measure. After a facetious bid of $100 by someone in the audience, George Smith, with Henry Huntington sitting beside him, bid $10,000, and the race was on as several bidders participated and successively fell by the wayside. The race ended when Smith bid $50,000, and Huntington owned the Gutenberg Bible. A. Edward Newton was in the audience and later wrote, “No book had ever sold for so great a price, yet I feel sure that Mr. Huntington secured a bargain, and I told him so.”

The sale went on, and so did George Smith’s high bidding on behalf of Huntington and also for his own stock. Of the 14,588 lots, Smith reportedly bought about 5,500, including many of the standout items. Smith sent Continental and English buyers home with much less than they intended, and he speculated that the experience had taught them a lesson they would remember “about American sporting blood.”

Smith’s sporting blood also sent angry shivers through some of his American competitors. J. P. Morgan’s librarian, Belle da Costa Greene, who came in second to Smith on too many lots at the Hoe sale, didn’t conceal her dismay that the newcomers were irresponsibly attacking the Hoe books with a shovel of money. The Gutenberg Bible story made the front page of the New York Times on April 25, 1911. Five days later a Times follow-up article appeared under the head “J. P. Morgan’s Librarian Says High Book Prices Are Harmful.” Greene called the prices paid at the Hoe sale ridiculous and a regrettable precedent. She complained that it wasn’t an auction but an en bloc surrender to Smith and Huntington: “Things have been raised to a fictitious value. It isn’t even a case of paying two or three times the value of a book. Sometimes ten or twenty times the true value has been paid.” George Smith must have wondered who’s to say what “true value” is on a rare book.

Even while the Hoe sale was in progress, the Smith-Huntington team negotiated for and in October 1912 purchased the Beverly Chew collection en bloc to join other San Marino treasures. Chew, the third president of the Grolier Club, compiled many of the Grolier catalogues and wrote Essays and Verses About Books (1926). The title of one Chew poem was “Old Books Are Best.” At the Grolier Club, Chew recounted how his literature collection went west. Not really wanting to sell, he responded to the request for a price with a figure he thought unacceptable. Huntington accepted. The Beverly Chew and Elihu Church acquisitions set a pattern Smith would follow with worthy collections whenever he could: Buy the whole library.

Their 1911-12 accomplishments through auctions and en bloc deals provided a working model for the future: Buy aggressively at the sales, but when possible get what you want by means of private arrangements. Thus Smith often, after learning a valuable library might go on the auction block, went to work behind the scenes, and rendered the auction unnecessary with an attractive offer.

By 1914, with his New York sovereignty secure, Smith looked to England for new book worlds to conquer. He proved equally formidable at English auctions and no less successful in arranging numerous en bloc purchases there. One 1914 purchase was the library of the duke of Devonshire which came rich with Caxtons, plays, manuscripts, and a trove of Shakespeare folios and quartos. Smith subsequently viewed the Devonshire buy as perhaps his greatest bargain.

To the chagrin of the English dealers, Smith was also unstoppable at their London auctions. Lawrence Clark Powell wrote in Books in My Baggage (1960), “What a show they are! as the dealers fight it out with nod of head and wink of eye, twitch of brow or flick of finger, garnering fabulous Caxtons, dazzling Books of Hours, precious manuscripts, and rare Americana.” Writing about the Huntington and other libraries “formed by American capitalists, largely from European sources,” Powell expressed the hope that a free flow of books would develop among all countries since “books are ambassadors that never die.”

At the earl of Pembroke’s sale in June 1914, Smith dominated the auction by taking 97 out of 211 lots. Later he rubbed it in by expressing regret he didn’t get everything. “The squeal of the English is highly amusing, as when I acquired the Devonshire library,” he was quoted in the New York Times on June 26, 1914. Even conspiracies to rig sales through a collaborative bidding ring failed because Smith simply kept bidding higher to get what he wanted. “My high prices caused the rest of the dealers to lose heart and they do not know yet what I am capable of,” he was quoted by the New York Sun on July 18, 1914, under the head “American Smashes London Book Ring.” An end result of Smith’s shovel work in England was that several great English collections became permanent immigrants to America.

Smith’s substantial purchases in England and New York from 1914 on were for himself and several other wealthy collector customers as well as Huntington. His relationship with the Californian and his public and private feats made it fashionable for collectors to deal with the number one dealer. Huntington typically had the right of first refusal, what Matthew Bruccoli labels cherry picking, on books Smith bought for his own stores. The opulent Smith catalogues after 1914 offered splendid items from the Pembroke auction and his multitude of other rare books sources.

As a front-runner, the graduate of Fourth Avenue had plenty of attackers from one side of the Atlantic to the other. He was assailed as a tyrant and accused of questionable ethics. Yet he continued to rule with relative ease until his sudden death from a heart attack on March 4, 1920. He was at his 8 East Forty-fifth Street store—working as a bookseller—when it happened. Donald C. Dickinson, writing in the Book Collector (“Mr. Huntington and Mr. Smith,” autumn 1988), observes, “As Heartman claimed, scholars owe him an enormous debt of gratitude. His knowledge of books and his bold methods for acquiring them helped build the greatest collection of early books and manuscripts to be formed in the first quarter of this century.”

Now “this century” is to us last century, and George D. Smith became a bookseller on Fourth Avenue in the century before that. He started small on Fourth Avenue; became a leviathan of antiquarian books by means of vigor, knowledge, skill, and imagination; and ultimately sent business back to Fourth Avenue by permanently stimulating the whole field of book collecting. The legend that fed the future should live on.


CHAPTER TWO

AN EARLY BEAUX BOOKS QUARTET

Isaac Mendoza · Jacob Abrahams · Peter Stammer · David Kirschenbaum

A bookseller must be a business man, a salesman, an advertising copywriter, a window-dresser, a bookkeeper, a janitor, a gambler, a psychologist,—but above all he must be a book man with such an intimate knowledge of his merchandise that he may recognize and satisfy a human need on the instant.... He is dealing in the literature of human thought and ideas, both the timeless and the timely.

—HESTER R. HOFFMAN, Bookman’s Manual (1948)

[image: image] IN MUSIC A quartet is a composition for four instruments or voices with the goal of achieving interesting effects through harmonious blending of sounds. It seems likely that any four New York booksellers could never achieve such harmony and would always, by comparison with, say, the string quartets of Haydn, Mozart, or Beethoven, be a pretty quirky quartet. Yet such a disparate group does have the inherent harmony of a shared commitment to the common theme of books. Each individual member of this early bookseller quartet would probably look at the others, shake his head, and call it not a string but a distinctly strange quartet.

Frederick Lightfoot, who began buying books on Fourth Avenue in the 1930s, wrote about the booksellers he knew then: “They were people of remarkably strong individuality, probably mostly self-taught to a high degree of knowledge about many subjects as well as of the books they handled, and mostly very hard-working. Some had very prickly personalities, others were kind and generous. They had few members of Dickensian uniqueness, but they were a very different breed from the merchandisers of today’s new book stores.”

Lightfoot’s description fits our special book quartet. All four were consummate bookmen; all had strong, early connections with Book Row through Fourth Avenue bookshops or through close association between secondhand bookdealers over many years; and all four, to use an ancient cliché that still delivers more meaning than ancient clichés generally do, were booksellers of that proud, dedicated, informed “old school” Lightfoot remembered.

ISAAC MENDOZA AND SONS—ISAAC MENDOZA BOOK COMPANY

As about every neighborhood in Manhattan at one time or another has been the site of an interesting bookstore, the entire island qualifies historically as a collective Book City. In this account of bookselling as it developed in one particular area, until Fourth Avenue became known as Book Row, we recognize certain exceptional booksellers who were physically located elsewhere than Fourth Avenue but whose importance through long association and cooperation identifies them as vital extensions of our Book Row. They were much more than just honorary members; they were active contributors to Book Row history. Certainly one of these is Isaac Mendoza, with his Old Ann Street Book Store, incorporated in 1908 as the Isaac Mendoza Book Company.

Isaac Mendoza was born on the Lower East Side of New York in 1864, the son of immigrants from London. As a teenager, he worked for Michael J. Hynes in a bookstore on Ann Street, and he used the next dozen years at that store and others learning the ins, outs, problems, and opportunities of the business. In November 1894 he went into business for himself at 17 Ann Street, and not long thereafter expanded to 15 Ann Street. The Mendoza store operated at this location until its final closing, in February 1990. During later years it was quite accurately advertised as “New York’s Oldest ‘Old’ Book Shop.”

In Cleggs International Directory of Booksellers for 1899 appears this entry: “Mendoza, Isaac, 17, Ann Street. Second-hand.” Not far away on William Street, at the corner of Ann, was the childhood home of Washington Irving. The area then was the location of New York’s most active book business, with access to the executives, employees, and clients of the financial district, as well as to municipal workers from City Hall and city government offices within walking distance.

Mendoza’s longevity at the same site proves the firm’s skill at satisfying a diverse clientele that included, wrote Madeleine B. Stern in Antiquarian Bookselling in the United States (1985), “bankers and brokers, railroad titans and robber barons, politicians and passers-by.” In addition to business and government customers, Christopher Morley, William Rose Benét, and other writers and collectors regularly visited the gaslit book building to browse and buy. The claim was that exceptional discipline was always needed to leave Mendoza’s without buying.

The red brick building in which the shop was located had six floors and eventually contained an estimated half million books. Donald C. Dickinson in Dictionary of American Antiquarian Dealers (1998) observed, “With its windows set back from the sidewalk on one of the city’s oldest and narrowest streets, its floor-to-ceiling shelving and tables of books everywhere, the Mendoza store was for many New Yorkers the essence of what a bookshop should be.”

To maintain the large stock, Mendoza aggressively bought private libraries as well as the stocks of other booksellers and the backlist stocks of publishers. In 1904, perhaps instructing by example rare-book-selling virtuoso George D. Smith, Isaac Mendoza managed en bloc sales of the Charles A. Morrogh library, featuring first editions and illustrated classics, and the John A. Morschhauser literary collection to Henry E. Huntington. Mendoza continued to be a book source for Huntington into the 1920s.

Along with his own business, Mendoza helped other bookmen successfully enter the ranks of “generous liberal-minded men,” as Samuel Johnson described booksellers. One was Charles Goodspeed of Boston, author of Yankee Bookseller, who in 1898 opened the shop famous for its slogan, “Anything That’s a Book,” and its trademarked figure of a riding and reading monk. Urged on by Mendoza, Goodspeed started with some of Mendoza’s remainders and stock bought at Bangs auction house in New York, plus books from his own collection, which he had assembled by years of book hunting in “junkshops and odd-corners.” Goodspeed was one among numerous individuals assisted by Mendoza and later by his sons.

When Isaac Mendoza died in 1937 he had three sons, Aaron, Mark, and David, to carry on. Aaron took over and operated the business until his death in 1960. He was succeeded by David Mendoza, who died in 1972. One of Aaron’s notable deals was the sale of Christopher Morley manuscripts to the University of Texas. This produced a “huge check,” noted Walter Caron, who bought the stock and the company name in 1972 and kept the store alive until 1990.

Jacob Chernofsky, in “The Mendoza Bookstore: Surviving a Century of Change” (Antiquarian Bookman, April II,1988), wrote, “In his way, Walter is keeping alive a memory and a tradition that reflects the pride and the glory of 19th-century bookselling.” The same issue of AB stated, “Isaac Mendoza in his time, and Aaron and David, all had a profound influence on the trade and on individuals who looked to them for guidance.” Frederick Lightfoot remembered a Mendoza brother (probably Aaron) as one of the rare rarebook dealers “who took time out from marking books, etc. to talk with me and establish genuine rapport and eventually friendship.” Aaron Mendoza, according to Madeleine Stern, had planned to write a history of New York City bookselling. “To that end he had crammed his roll-top desk with notes and source materials. Although he did not live to write that history, he and the Isaac Mendoza Book Company assuredly helped, and still help, to make it,” Stern noted.

Walter Caron as the store’s owner reflected changing market realities by concentrating on science fiction, mysteries, and regular first editions rather than the earlier antiquarian emphasis. Interviewed for this chronicle in 1990, Caron described a practice he saw during David Mendoza’s management that was a hangover from the Depression era and that took place in some Book Row shops as well: methodically turning out lights to save electricity. At Mendoza’s, because of the location, the bulk of the sales occurred between noon and 2 P.M., which was predominantly the lunch period for most area businesses. So out went many of the Mendoza lights after 2 P.M.

When Caron took over, he chose another way to save electricity: Make the store smaller. He closed off the top three floors, which were later rented as storage spaces. That limited the bookselling areas to the basement and the first two floors, with the third floor for storage. He substantially reduced his stock to about fifty thousand books and worked hard to maintain stock that would sell. “I religiously read the want lists, so that I got to know titles that people were actually trying to find. I educated myself by reading AB,” he said. One source of good books was the arrangement the store made to receive cartons of university press books.
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When he was asked what his bookstore career had taught him about things he should have done differently, Walter Caron mentioned that one way he knew he had gone wrong was not putting out better catalogues. There was no steady policy of holding good materials for the catalogue. Thus the books offered were not the best that could have been listed. “The catalogues we issued didn’t do very well, because we put the wrong titles in them,” said Caron. This frank insight echoes Paul Minet’s emphasis in Bookdealing for Profit (2000) on the importance of catalogues in antiquarian bookselling.

Caron talked about his shop’s long connection with Fourth Avenue’s Book Row from the early period on and about his personal experiences as a wideranging customer there before entering the business himself. For his own collection, he was a regular Book Row customer with strong memories of the stores and the proprietors and the book finds he made in different shops.

Concerning the historic passing of the store, fewer than five years short of its century mark, Caron commented that he would sell what he could and donate the remaining stock to various charities such as the Hudson Guild and the West Village Association. The point was made that with large quantities of old books from stores that close or from estates, it isn’t always simple even to give the books away in bulk. Modern recipients of generosity expect quality gifts, or why bother? The New York Public Library, for instance, might hold back on picking up a gift of books unless a famous person was involved and there was a reasonable expectation of treasures among the volumes offered.

Whatever may have been the destiny of those remaining books at the Isaac Mendoza Book Company, the company’s impressive record as part of New York’s antiquarian book scene for over ninety-five years (1894-1990) will not be easy to surpass or even equal.

As the time approached for his retirement from the bookshop that Isaac Mendoza started in the previous century, Walter Caron said, “I just love dealing with books. I love books period. Even though I’m going out of business now, I’ll not stop looking at or buying books.”

JACOB ABRAHAMS—ABRAHAMS BOOK STORE

In 1893, the year before Isaac Mendoza started his Ann Street bookstore, Jacob Abrahams opened a bookstore at 80 Fourth Avenue. In Clegg’s International Directory of Booksellers for 1894, fourth edition, appears this entry for secondhand booksellers in New York City, with a population of 1,650,000: “Abrahams, J., 80, Fourth Avenue.” Abrahams relocated to 145 Fourth Avenue in 1898 and remained there, except for one brief detour to a store on East Eighth Street, until he died in his eighties late in the 1930s.

Abrahams took in Herman Meyers as his partner, and their shop became the center of a real-life spy story during World War I. A German agent was believed to have placed secret military messages in old copies of the Saturday Evening Post at the rear of the store, and an explosion in New Jersey was thought to be associated with these messages. Herman Meyers was called before a government committee to tell what he knew. He testified that a well-dressed man appeared from time to time and always browsed at the back of the shop. What was he doing? Meyers couldn’t say, since at Abrahams Book Store they let customers browse without interference. Somewhat similar events in Christopher Morley’s The Haunted Bookshop (1918), the sequel to Parnassus on Wheels (1917) with further adventures of bookseller Roger Mifflin, strongly suggest a collaboration between fiction and reality. Subsequently, mystery writers frequented the store for ideas, and newspaper cartoonists made use of the setting as well.

In 1917, the site of the first Abrahams bookstore, 80 Fourth Avenue, became the location of Schulte’s Book Store, founded by Theodore E. Schulte, who at the time of his death in 1950 was credited by Publishers Weekly (May 13, 1950) with first designating the proliferation of Fourth Avenue bookshops as Booksellers’ Row. The linkage from Abrahams in the 1890s to Schulte’s to the existence of Book Row forms a distinct record centered on a single historic site, 80 Fourth Avenue.

His 1893 opening date made Jacob Abrahams one of the earliest booksellers established on Fourth Avenue. He was preceded, of course, by George D. Smith, who had not yet moved on to greener book pastures and was still in business at 69 Fourth Avenue. Other booksellers were also active in the neighborhood during the 1890s. James Clegg’s Directory of Second-Hand Booksellers and List of Public Libraries, British and Foreign (third edition, 1891) lists William J. Casey, 71 Fourth Avenue; George M. Dressel, 8 Cooper Union; Funk & Wagnall’s, 18 and 20 Cooper Union; William Erving, 121 Fourth Avenue; Robert Henderson, 136 Fourth Avenue; James Pott & Co., 14 and 16 Astor Place; and E. & J. B. Young & Co., 12 Cooper Union. At least three of these seven booksellers were also publishers, continuing a familiar nineteenth-century practice of combining the activities. In the vicinity of Fourth Avenue, on side streets, on nearby Broadway, and around Union Square were over twenty more dealers in antiquarian books and literary properties, along with the busy auctioneers Bangs & Co. and George A. Leavitt & Co.

If the presence of Abrahams, Smith, and the others did not at that juncture signal a trend, retrospectively it did, perhaps, in the Churchillian phrase, signal the end of the beginning that would transform the peaceful neighborhood into the city’s leading place of books for several generations.

Guido Bruno, in Adventures in American Bookshops, Antique Stores and Auction Rooms (1922), wrote, “The location of book streets changes with the growth of a city. Seventy-five years ago the book center of New York was far downtown on Ann Street; after the Astor Library had opened its doors, Fourth Avenue became the city center and soon was lined with picturesque bookshops.” During the 1890s, when Jacob Abrahams helped pioneer bookselling on Fourth Avenue, the majority of those picturesque bookshops were in the future; but a start toward the development of Book Row was clearly taking place.

In his 1922 account of bookshop adventures, Guido Bruno spelled out why it was logical and good business for secondhand bookstores to locate in the same general area: “No matter how large and complete the stock of a secondhand bookdealer may be, his neighbor’s collection will be quite different. The clients of secondhand bookshops like ‘to browse about’. . . they love to have a large territory in which to hunt.” Consequently, they consider themselves fortunate when they conveniently find several inviting bookstores close together. In 1893 on Fourth Avenue book seekers could move from 69 to 80 and roam about freely among the other shops. And the time was coming soon when their happy book hunting grounds along the avenue would substantially expand.

Jacob Abrahams, who helped begin the beginning, immigrated to the United States from Poland, where he had been an antiquarian and scholar. His scholarly background led him to emphasize antiquarian and rare books, as his neighbor George Smith did. Abrahams was considered a finer scholar than businessman, yet he was sufficiently astute in a business sense to see early in his career that featuring magazines as well as books would bring more regular customers. Furthermore, magazines represented a genuine marketing opportunity because they were largely ignored by most other dealers. In time Abrahams offered a tremendous stock of magazines; and they eventually took over the business as the successful Abrahams Magazine Service, dealing in general and learned periodicals. The firm also developed into a large reprint publisher of scholarly books under the AMS imprint. The company became a supplier of out-of-print titles to the libraries that were the mainstays of the periodical business. AMS was also a source of congenial employment for several former bookmen who wanted to stay active, among them Noy Berenson, the nephew of Peter Stammer.

The end-of-century contributions Jacob Abrahams made in establishing the early foundations of Book Row gave him and his book and magazine business an honored position during the earliest phase of Book Row history. Amid sentimental concerns about endings, there is sometimes a regrettable if natural tendency to ignore beginnings. That should not be true concerning Book Row. It is important to remember Jacob Abrahams along with his neighbors and colleagues who represented and through their efforts extended into the future the tradition of acquiring and selling antiquarian books in New York. They were present for the start of the Book Row saga, and without them there would be no saga and no story to tell.

In the introduction to Antiquarian Bookselling in the United States, Madeleine B. Stern wrote, “Unlike the publisher, whose name is immortalized in his imprints, the bookseller has almost always been a ghost, whose transactions as intermediary between source and market are seldom preserved. . . . Many of these intermediary ghosts have helped to advance our civilization, but they are recalled only by a trade card or a directory listing, an auction record, a newspaper advertisement, a sales catalogue—by memorabilia as ephemeral as they themselves.” We must not be content to leave the booksellers of Book Row to that unfair and wistful fate.

To be listed, of course, when no more is known than a name and a time is better than to be forgotten. A famous story by the beloved cowboy writer Eugene Manlove Rhodes, “Pasó por Aquí,” published in Once in the Saddle (1927), gives a poignant account of a famous Western landmark, Inscription Rock, called El Morro, where early travelers carved Pasó por aqui and then added their names and the year, informing others they too had passed that way. To whatever extent it is possible, let there be such recognition for the booksellers who made the books available and in their special fashion helped the lights shine and the knowledge flow. Let them not be lost. Each passed this way. Pasó por aquí.

Manuel B. Tarshish, in a probing and admiring yet necessarily incomplete survey series of articles for Publishers Weekly (October 20, 27, and November 3, 1969), “The ‘Fourth Avenue’ Book Trade,” recorded the names of Fourth Avenue booksellers from Trow’s 1901 Business Directory of Greater New York. In addition to Jacob Abrahams and Peter Stammer, the following dealers were named: Herbert Hammond, 85 Fourth Avenue; Book Mart, 105 Fourth Avenue; Alexander Hall, 89 Fourth Avenue; Andrew McLaren, 86 Fourth Avenue; Pincus Wachester, 123 Fourth Avenue.

The following year, Phillips’s 1902 Business Directory of New York City added secondhand book dealers as a new category. Jacob Abrahams was now at 145 Fourth Avenue and Peter Stammer occupied 123 Fourth Avenue. New names listed include M. A. Gropper at 97 Fourth Avenue and Alexander Deutschberger at 117 Fourth Avenue. Deutschberger, Tarshish noted, was described as an “old man with a long beard.” Perhaps, language being flexible, he could just as accurately have been called “a senior gentleman with an impressive beard.” A few years later, observed Tarshish, Fourth Avenue’s hospitality for books attracted Edward Adams at 136 and Joseph Rosenbaum at 83.

Fourth Avenue bookstores in those early years were not allowed to settle down and wait peacefully for books and clients to arrive. To the itinerant impulses of some booksellers was added the unceasing dynamism and ferment of a city that was never still and never finished. Before Book Row was securely established on Fourth Avenue, during the first decade of the twentieth century, a hegira of sorts occurred as dealers left the avenue for other sites, with East Twenty-third Street the principal beneficiary. The 1906 Phillips Business Directory still listed many Fourth Avenue booksellers, but some former Fourth Avenuers such as Peter Stammer were now on East Twenty-third Street. By 1910 the Fourth Avenue exodus, according to the H. W. Wilson Company Directory of Booksellers, Newsdealers and Stationers, had left only the bearded Deutschberger, Joseph Rosenbaum, and Harry Stone.

The mass departure of bookshops from Fourth Avenue resulted mainly from the upheaval, noise, and dirt of subway construction as the city with foresight prepared for its expansionist future. A referendum approving the use of city funds to build a subway system passed in 1894, and the Book Row segment of Fourth Avenue was on one of the routes. It became difficult to sell books with a deep ditch right outside. It was even harder to persuade customers to work their way through construction sites into stores where peace and quiet were absent friends. Eventually, the city’s rapid underground transit system would be a popular and speedy if not exactly comfortable transportation wonder of the world that would deliver countless customers for books by train to Astor Place or Union Square, at the hospitable downtown and uptown borders of Book Row. And so it was when the bookstores returned to Fourth Avenue—and most did after the digging was done, after East Twenty-third Street rents went up too much, and when increasing traffic forced dealers to remove sidewalk book stands. One of the first to move from Fourth Avenue to East Twenty-third Street was Peter Stammer, and among the first to move back was Peter Stammer.

PETER STAMMER—“EMPTY YOUR PURSE INTO YOUR HEAD”

Stammer was born in Russia in 1864 and died in New York in 1946. During those eighty-two years, books filled if they didn’t rule most of his days. Manuel Tarshish wrote that according to Stammer’s nephew and employee Noy Berenson, the bookman in the 1880s worked as a tutor for a Russian general’s son until there was a falling-out and in the resulting struggle Stammer cut off the general’s ear. He left Russia and became a typesetter in England.

In the early 1890s Stammer left England for the United States, where he worked in Boston as a typesetter until 1898. During his years in Boston he claimed to have set type for editions of Henry James’s novels and for the first American edition of Oscar Wilde’s The Ballad of Reading Gaol. The James claim holds up if he set type for reprints, since many of the novels were first published in the 1870s and 1880s. In the case of The Ballad, the facts also tend to support Stammer. He left Boston for New York around 1898. The Ballad was first published in England in February 1898 as the work of C.3.3 (Wilde’s prisoner identification at Reading Gaol) without the author’s name present. John T. Winterich, writing about the publishing history of The Ballad in 23 Books & the Stories Behind Them (1938), accepted that its first book appearance in America was “an edition published at New York in 1899 by Benjamin R. Tucker which exists in two bindings, blue linen boards and white paper wrappers.” Stammer’s Boston employer was publisher Benjamin R. Tucker.

Peter Stammer started a bookshop on Fourth Avenue in 1900 by using his personal library for the initial stock; thereafter, he was openly proud to have been among the first booksellers on Book Row. He began in a basement at 84 Fourth Avenue and soon relocated to 123 Fourth Avenue. The tumult of subway construction on Fourth Avenue drove him for a few years to East Twenty-third Street, but he returned to Fourth Avenue in 1910 and opened Stammer’s Bookstore at 61 Fourth Avenue. Number 61 became his permanent location. The store’s card emphasized that books were bought and sold, and announced: “Out-of-Print Books a Specialty.” When the store reached the point where the claim was halfway tenable (with perhaps five hundred thousand books crowded into several floors), Stammer proclaimed his building, which he bought in 1919, the “House of a Million Books.”

The June 1919 issue of Pearson’s Magazine called him “the Original New York Book Hunter.” The title delighted Stammer, and he used it regularly from then on. Later David Randall in Dukedom Large Enough (1969) called him “the king of Fourth Avenue.” Stammer probably would have been pleased to receive royal recognition, though he might have growled in protest at Randall’s accompanying claim that the bookman once impulsively mutilated an inscribed work by Whittier because he had missed the inscription and let a $25 item go for twenty-five cents—and justified the action on the grounds that a youngster wasn’t “going to make me look like a fool.” Randall added that Stammer made amends by giving him a part-time job.

Randall’s account jibes with many others and reflects the probable fact that Stammer’s ego, temper, and rather quixotic sense of humor often produced both impromptu and premeditated gestures of a bizarre kind, outside the bounds of conventional behavior. We might fancy Peter Stammer reading the preceding sentence and bellowing, “Get out of my store!”

Journalist Joseph J. Cohen recalled one of his memorable visits to Stammer’s: “The old man himself was sitting alongside a pot-bellied stove reading. He scrutinized me as though I was a book thief and barked, ‘Mister, what can I do for you?’ I asked the location of the philosophy section. He gave me another sharp look and barked again, ‘Mister, there is nothing in this store which would interest you.’ That ended my visit.” Stammer simply wasn’t in the mood to let his reading be interrupted by a mere customer.

Manuel Tarshish related numerous events of this sort, although softening the indictment by stating that Stammer hid a “warm heart under a notoriously gruff exterior.” He had a take-it-or-leave-it policy on prices, and woe betide those who chose to argue or question. Stammer might instantly double the price or even tear up the item while the customer watched aghast. “The book is only worth thirty-five cents—but I’m going to get six dollars for it,” he would say, and then adhere stubbornly to the decision.

Ever a high-handed contrarian, Stammer sometimes deliberately picked a quarrel with a new customer who was unaware that a candid-camera type of interview was taking place. “If the customer survived, they often became good friends,” wrote Tarshish, and added, “The old man would give away books to children to encourage them to read.” Another example of Stammer’s complicated personality involved the falling-out he had with his secretary, Bessie Gilman. They worked together for several years after that without speaking to each other, but the bookman couldn’t dismiss her.

Stammer was the hero or the villain of countless stories that make him one of the most complex, interesting, and stimulating individuals the profession of bookselling ever attracted—even if various stories may have originated in Peter Stammer’s imagination and are substantially apocryphal, as some have claimed. Legends tend to multiply around legendary characters. Tarshish wondered if the fact Stammer was a vegetarian explained his vitality. Vegetables somehow don’t seem to explain his wrathful, indignant, and playful temperament. Maybe genes?

The terms used to describe Stammer by his contemporaries arouse a tempest of contradictions: incorrigible, destructive, impatient, ruthless, outspoken, impolite, egotistical, generous, scholarly, anticustomer, ferociously independent, reverent about books, stubborn—and many more expressions ranging from outrage to praise. He struck some customers as an alumnus of the Spanish Main who could have sailed with Captain William Kidd (before Kidd lived at 119–21 Pearl Street and later was hanged). Walter Goldwater, who became a New York book dealer in the 1930s, said, “Some people looking at him from the outside might think he was an affable old codger; actually he was a scoundrel from the very beginning.”

The king of Fourth Avenue and the Book Hunter a scoundrel? Well, Goldwater was a competitor, which wouldn’t make him wrong—or right. Others saw Stammer as a kindly and helpful bookman intent on finding what they sought either in his store or elsewhere. What seems to have been indisputable was Stammer’s dedication to books and locating what his customers wanted. His talent for irascibility apparently didn’t hurt business.

A scene familiar to many was Stammer in his shop reading hours on end, while for a pleasant aroma orange slices were warmed on the potbellied stove. He sold secondhand books in New York for over forty years and never pretended to be anyone but himself. His customers included writer Sherwood Anderson, actor Ralph Bellamy, and the distinguished statesman Dag Hammarskjöld, who “came in to relax.” Professors from Eastern universities were regulars at the store. Stammer once said he began on Fourth Avenue because New York University and Greenwich Village were nearby, which meant book buyers. Colleges and universities were active customers as well. He supplied Harvard with an economics collection, Cincinnati’s Hebrew Union College with a Judaica collection, and New York University with a journalism library.

Individuals at businesses and corporations turned to Stammer’s Book Store in times of book need. When the DuPont Corporation wanted an obscure work on fixing underwater cables, a call to Stammer located the title. His price, $100: “Ninety-five dollars for my services and five dollars for the book.” The sale was made.

Public libraries were among his customers; also large department stores. The Cleveland Public Library purchased several hundred books each year. The Marshall Field’s Company in Chicago would send a detailed order for several thousand books, stipulating so many volumes of fiction, poetry, and the like at a specific price. Stammer typically could fill such an order from the store’s enormous, constantly renewed stock.
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