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The Stuff about the Stuff: The Value and 
Imperiled Future of Collectors’ Papers
by Jeanne Schinto

A collector’s stuff alone is often enough for heirs to 
deal with. But, as we all know, many collectors, 
being collectors, also collect stuff about their 

stuff, and these sometimes monstrous mother lodes of 
market notes, receipts, invoices, newspaper and magazine 
clippings, photographs of objects, exhibition and auction 
catalogs, monographs, and other ephemera accumulated 
over a lifetime spent on the hunt can present their own 
kinds of challenges for those left behind with them.

Unfortunately but understandably, a large percentage of 
overwhelmed heirs discard the lot of it. Commonly they 
don’t have the ability or wherewithal to find out or figure 
out what their value might be, especially if it isn’t to be 
measured in dollars. There is even more disincentive if 
the stuff itself has not brought or promises not to bring 
the prices the deceased collector claimed it would. Less 
fathomable is the auction house that not long ago threw 
out papers of a not insignificant folk art collector, or so I 
was told by the folk art scholar called in as a consultant 
after the purge. As reported by her, the auctioneer 
learned too late that the jettisoned materials included 
meticulously kept provenance information that would 
have made cataloging the sale immensely easier. At the 
least, collectors’ papers can provide this evidence of the 
“chain of custody,” as provenance proof is sometimes 
called, providing a tool to trace an object’s origins and 
help determine its market destiny.

Even if the stuff itself isn’t worth much on the market, 
to say that it never will be is to speak without awareness of 
historical reality. Who among us can say what collectible 
object not ascending in price today isn’t going to do so 
tomorrow? Even casual observers on the periphery of 
the collecting world know that tastes and trends and, 
consequently, effects of supply and demand can change 
radically in the span of a generation or two.

Less than 70 years ago, for example, on February 14, 
1952, when Swann Galleries had the first complete auction 
of photographica in the United States, it sold a first edition 
of William Bradford’s The Arctic Regions, published in 
London in 1873, for $40 (the equivalent of about $381 
today). Just 56 years later, on February 7, 2008, the 
auction house sold another copy for $144,000, and then 
another, on February 28, 2012, for $180,000. In addition, 
Christie’s sold one on December 6, 2013, for $125,000. 
At the same 1952 sale, a first edition of Fox Talbot’s The 
Pencil of Nature went for $200 (approximately $1905 
today). Issued in London in six parts, from June 1844 
through April 1846, the first book containing photographs 
to be sold commercially is exceedingly rare, with only 11 
“Complete and Substantially Complete Copies” of its first 
edition in institutions, according to “Third Census of H. 
Fox Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature,” published by Larry 
J. Schaaf in the journal History of Photography (Volume 
36, Number 1, February 2012). If a copy came on the 
market today, the price it achieved would undoubtedly be 
newsworthy.

That Swann sale was a single-owner affair, featuring 
the collection of Albert E. Marshall (1884-1951) of 
Providence, Rhode Island. Who was he? Marshall’s 
obituary in the New York Times says he was a Liverpool-
born chemical engineer and recounts his career, but it 
doesn’t mention his collecting interests.1 The Scarsdale 
Inquirer of Scarsdale, New York, where he once lived, 
notes that he became chairman of E. Leltz Inc., makers of 
the Leica camera, in 1943.2 Where are his papers today? 
They would tell us something, beyond these bare bones, 
about one of our earliest collectors of photography. 
Without them, we can only guess what attracted him to it. 
Meanwhile, I am happy to report that a copy of Marshall’s 
original typed catalog of the collection inventory exists. 
Offered as part of the Swann sale, and then withdrawn, it 
landed, appropriately, in the Richard and Ronay Menschel 
Library of the George Eastman Museum in Rochester, 
New York, according to WorldCat (www.worldcat.org). 
In lieu of his papers, that inventory must suffice.

More pertinent to most M.A.D. readers’ interests are the 
whereabouts of papers of some of our earliest collectors 

of Americana. These are usually but not always 
easier to locate than those of collectors, like 
Marshall, with specialties that were obscure 
when they died. At the Winterthur Museum, 
Garden & Library in Winterthur, Delaware, for 
example, there are, in addition to the papers of 
its founder, Henry Francis du Pont, those of 
Irving Whitall Lyon (1840-1896), author of The 
Colonial Furniture of New England: A Study of 
the Domestic Furniture in Use in the Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries. The first-of-its-kind 
book was published in 1892 by the Hartford, 
Connecticut, physician, who began antiquing 
around his local region in 1877 when, by his 
own account, there were “few others quietly 
engaged in the same pursuit.”3 The papers—14 
boxes spanning 1879 to 1941—include those 
of Lyon family members, two of whom were 
involved with Americana as collector-dealers.

Winterthur has another 14 boxes of papers 
generated by early American silver collector 
Alphonso T. Clearwater (1848-1933); 21 
boxes of research papers from R. T. Haines 
Halsey (1865-1942), Americana collector and 
developer of the first iteration of the American 
Wing of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 
York City, where he was appointed a lifetime 
trustee in 1906; and 53 boxes of materials from 
Charles Franklin Montgomery (1910-1978), 
dealer, collector, and museum curator, who 
was director of Winterthur and later one of its 
research fellows and instructors and then was 
a curator and influential art history professor at 
Yale University.

Faced with towers of cartons or bursting 
file cabinets, some heirs, even if they grasp 
the historical value of collectors’ papers, may 
assume that only those of the “famous,” as 
mentioned above, are worth saving. Admittedly, 
they are most commonly found in institutions. 
But the archives of lesser-known or unknown 

collectors are often housed right alongside, because archivists 
know what many heirs do not. No one can know if what somebody 
is putting into their file cabinet today will have meaning tomorrow. 
Collectors are collectors, and history is history, no matter who is 
making it or writing it down.

Accordingly, Winterthur also has the papers of Ernest S. 
Currier (1867-1936), a silversmith and collector of silver marks; 
Samuel H. Laidacker (1902-1994), collector, author, editor, 
publisher, and lecturer who specialized in early American 
glassware and Anglo-American historical ceramics and dealt 
in furniture, prints, firearms, stamps, and coins; and Ledlie 
Irwin Laughlin (1890-1977), a Princeton University dean and 
associate director of admissions who collected and wrote about 
pewter. I could go on, citing pairings of papers of knowns and 
unknowns in other institutions. Perhaps it suffices to say that, 
as some M.A.D. readers will recall (because I wrote about it for 
these pages), I facilitated the donation of the papers of collector-
dealer-auctioneer Cille Blackwood (1929-1981) by her sons to 
Harvard University’s Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library 
on the History of Women in America.4

Blackwood was not in her lifetime and is not now a household 
name in any quarter, except around her home base on the North 
Shore of Boston. But her papers tell a story bigger than herself, 
about a career woman 
in a particular place 
and period, and the 
Schlesinger recognized 
that. The papers of other 
collectors, no matter 
what their renown, 
have the potential to do 
the same.
The Inventory of 
H. Eugene Bolles’s 
Americana Collection

A name that doesn’t 
have the same recogni-
tion in collector circles 
that it once did is that 
of H. Eugene Bolles 
(1838-1910), who 
sold his Americana 
collection in 1909 for 
$100,000 to Margaret 
Olivia Slocum Sage 
(1828-1918), the sec-
ond wife of financier 
Russell Sage (1816-
1906); Mrs. Sage by 
design promptly gave 
it to the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art in New York City.5 That purchase became 
the nucleus of the museum’s American Wing when it opened in 
1924. The “official” papers of this Boston lawyer are not any-
where I could find them. Luckily, what Bolles sold was accom-
panied by a mini-equivalent, a highly detailed inventory that is 
a primary source about this early collector’s choices—i.e., the 
objects themselves—as well as his collecting ways.6

That list, in the Met’s archives, shows that there were 13 
highboys alone in various rooms in the Bolles household in 
Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood. Bolles and his wife also 
had nine lowboys; 23 desks; approximately 70 tables; dozens of 
chairs; and umpteen court cupboards, mirrors, lamps, andirons, 
candlestands, warming pans, et cetera.

Descriptions of some court cupboards from the inventory show 
the kind of provenance and other types of information that can be 
gleaned from this type of accounting: 

“American... Early type, pretty much all original.”
“It was formerly in the [William E.] Hurlbut collection 

(Cromwell, Conn.), and bought of him by me nine or ten years 
ago. It was doubtless made in Connecticut.” 

“I bought it of a dealer in Plymouth, Mass. He said he got it of 
the descendants of an old family in that vicinity, and told me the 
name of the family, which I have forgotten. It was being restored 
when I bought it, and later restoration was completed by me.”

“It was found by a dealer standing outdoors under a tree in 
Lexington, Mass., in a dilapidated condition.”

We should gather up 
the vestiges of the 
old paper trails.

The papers of Irving Whitall Lyon, author of The 
Colonial Furniture of New England: A Study of the 
Domestic Furniture in Use in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries, are at Winterthur.

Cille Blackwood, whose papers are 
at the Schlesinger Library, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
Photo courtesy Richard Saltzberg.
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“This cupboard was bought by me of a dealer 

in Rockland, Mass., and he told me where 
he found it. I think it was Scituate or Scituate 
Harbor. At any rate it was some nearby South 
Shore [of Boston] town. I offered him $50 to find 
the two missing posts, and he later reported that 
the former owners knew nothing about them and 
could not find them.”

“[Either American or English, it] was bought 
by me of a dealer in Plymouth, Mass., after 
restoration by him as it now is. The top board 
of the top and of the base are new, and also 
the two columns which are not appropriate. A 
portion of the carved arches is easily identified as 
restoration. It had an indefinite history of having 
been brought from England some 30 or 40 years 
ago by a partner I think of Baring Bros. who 
came to Boston representing them here a while 
and then returned.”

Various other items and their sources, the list 
says, came from “a dealer in Portsmouth, N.H.,” 
“a dealer in Boston who goes out collecting,” “an 
auction room in Boston,” “a family in Guilford, 
Connecticut,” “a dealer in Exeter, N.H., named 
Higgins, and he bought it of a man named 
Pascal Allen Horton of Stratham, N.H.,” “John 
C. Croswell of Mercer, Maine, a little place, as 
I recall it, seven or eight miles from a railroad 
station,” et cetera. 

As one reads down the list, it’s possible not 
only to get an idea of how a collector like Bolles 
made his purchases, but also to infer the amount 
of restoration going on in those years. It simply 
isn’t true, as the romanticized legends lead one to 
believe, that the early collectors had their choice 
of pristine objects. Nor, evidently, was it the horse-
and-buggy era, when collectors themselves went 
door to door asking after old furniture—a scenario 
more accurately attributed to the days of those 
who began pursuing Americana earlier than Bolles 
did. Instead, as is shown, the antiques collecting 
network had been fairly well established by the 
time Bolles caught the bug, in the late 1880s.7

Bolles remarks time and again that a piece came 
from “Hosmer.” For instance, of a court cupboard 
dated 1699, he says it “was formerly in the 
Hosmer collection, and bought from him by me in 
the rough and defective in 1894. It was restored by 
[no first name] Stevens of Hartford after I bought 
it…many of the moldings are restorations. It was 
in rough condition and discolored by weather 
exposure to that hornets’ nest gray color of old 

unpainted barns. The date had the same old weathered color and is 
original.”

Walter Hosmer (1830-1920) was an upholsterer and cabinetmaker 
whose role was central to the history of early Americana collecting, 
yet he is almost entirely unsung.8 An unmarried man, he lived 
reclusively with his younger brother in Hartford, the locale not 
only of Irving Whitall Lyon but of many other revered Americana-
collecting pioneers. A collector in his own right, Hosmer owned 
many pieces pictured in Lyon’s book. Where did he get them? His 
papers might tell us. Unfortunately, not only are they unfound, 
but they never even existed, according to an account archived at 
Winterthur in the papers of the Walpole Society, the exclusive men’s 
collector club. The account was written by Henry Wood Erving 
(1851-1941), a collector in Hartford who knew Hosmer.9

“I never knew of his personally committing any facts to paper,” 
Erving wrote in response to an inquiry about Hosmer from Henry 
Watson Kent (1866-1948), a Walpole Society founder and secretary 
of the Met’s board of trustees, who had been the one to pursue and 
secure the Bolles collection for the museum. (It is a reasonable guess 
that Kent wanted to find out about Hosmer while processing the 
Bolles collection.) As a result, “a vast amount of important historical 
information died with him.”10 Nor was Hosmer or his collection ever 
written about, even for a local venue, Erving claimed. “I am quite 
confident that if anything at all ever [had been] written regarding 
him or his furniture it would [have been] some short unimportant 
newspaper article, but I feel sure that even if that were the case, I 
should have remembered it,” Erving told Kent.11 Indeed, it is thanks 
only to Erving’s and perhaps others’ reminiscences that we have 
even a smattering of a reliable account of the fellow.

“Mr. Hosmer was a very reticent and retiring gentleman whose 
confidence it was difficult to acquire,” Erving told Kent. “I had the 
good fortune to know him well, almost intimately and it was only 
upon very rare occasions that he ever approached what you might 
call a confidential attitude with me. He was a man who never talked 
but had to be drawn out.”12 Erving went on: “He never exploited 
his things and unless one has some little previous acquaintance 
with him it was even difficult to get a view of them.” So how did 
the purchase by Bolles come about? Erving told Kent it happened 
“during one of [Hosmer’s] periods of depression.”13

As Erving wrote in a subsequent letter, for a number of years Hos-
mer “had had it in mind to bestow his collection in some way upon 
the citizens of Hartford.” According to Erving, Hosmer had had his 
sights set on the Hartford Public Library and the Wadsworth Athe-
neum; the two entities shared a building from 1844 to early 1957. “A 
large fund was raised with considerable enthusiasm and the building 
enlarged. The expectation was had that eventually it would become 
a large center of the Art [sic] interest.” Unfortunately, Hosmer, “sit-
ting inconspicuously in a far corner” at the opening, overheard a 
hurtful remark. “One prominent gentleman connected with the 
institution, a man whose interest was centered and absolutely con-
fined to books and newspapers, felicitated the gathering that here-
after there would 
be plenty of room 
for the books and 
periodicals of the 
Library where they 
could be reached by 
one without stum-
bling over a lot of 
old furniture, as they 
had hitherto in the 
Historical Society. 
This chance remark 
fairly broke Hos-
mer’s heart. He was 
supersensitive and 
decided that but one 
half a dozen peo-
ple besides himself 
would ever care for 
his treasures, and 
later while this fit of 
depression was still 
on him he disposed 
of the greater part of 
his things....”14

Only one person 
other than the min-
ister and undertaker 
attended Hosmer’s funeral, according to Erving, who regretted 
that it had not been himself, because he hadn’t known about the 
death until after the funeral. That lone mourner was Hosmer’s 
“clock man,” named Hubbard, Erving claimed in a letter to Nor-
man Morrison Isham (1864-1943), a collector-friend, architect, 
architectural historian, and fellow Walpolean. Hosmer’s brother, 
Thomas, was the sole survivor and a likely candidate for the grave-
side appearance, but, Erving told Isham, Thomas was “a great deal 
more of a hermit than Walter was.”15

Dust jacket of David B. Warren’s biography Ima 
Hogg: The Extraordinary Cultural Patron behind the 
Unusual Name (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, 2016). 

Among many other pieces pictured in Irving 
Whitall Lyon’s book, this turned chair went 
from Walter Hosmer to H. Eugene Bolles to the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York City.

I realize I am making Hosmer sound like an 
object of pity. That should be balanced by remarks 
Erving made in that same letter to Isham, about 
readily recognizing pieces from Hosmer’s collection 
because of the identifiability of “some of Walter’s 
‘restorations.’” Erving went on: “I recall that at one 
time...Bolles asked me about Hosmer with this terse 
inquiry, ‘What’s the damned old cuss making now?’”16 
(The emphasis is Erving’s.)

Three and a half linear feet of Isham’s papers are 
at the Rhode Island Historical Society in Providence. 
Four and a half more linear feet are at Yale University. 
And where are Erving’s papers? It’s unfortunate 
that they are not to be found, because he was one 
of the best letter-writers of his cohort, judging from 
those archived in other collectors’ papers not only at 
Winterthur but also at the Massachusetts Historical 
Society in Boston, the Connecticut Historical Society 
in Hartford, and in the archives of the Peabody Essex 
Museum in Rowley, Massachusetts. (The museum 
itself is in Salem, Massachusetts.)

Even if by some miracle Erving’s papers were to 
come to light, I would wish for more than a mere 
profile of yet another collector to emerge from them, 
however. Certainly biographers have told enough 
stories of individual collectors. David B. Warren, 
the first curator of the Bayou Bend Collections and 
Garden in Houston, Texas, tapped the holdings of 
that institution to write Ima Hogg: The Extraordinary 
Cultural Patron behind the Unusual Name, published 
in 2016. Likewise, Ruth Ellen du Pont Lord, in writing 
about her father, used the archives at Winterthur for 
her 1999 book, Henry F. du Pont and Winterthur: A 
Daughter’s Portrait. And Marjorie B. Cohn, a curator 
emerita at the Harvard Art Museums in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, availed herself not only of that 
institution’s archives but also those of the Harvard 
University Archives and the Smithsonian Institution’s 
Archives of American Art in Washington, D.C., to 
write Classic Modern: The Art Worlds of Joseph 
Pulitzer Jr., published in 2012. The list, of course, 
could go on. But these books take our knowledge 
only so far. What I want is for our rich repositories of 
collectors’ papers to be better employed in the service 
of telling larger, more comprehensive stories. Those 
who have a collector’s papers in hand—or papers of 
their own—can help aid that process by finding an 
institutional home for them.

To a limited degree, papers have been used to tell 
the story of collecting itself, an obviously widespread 
cultural activity that has only begun to receive 

�

Henry Wood Erving, April 1927. 
Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library, 
Winterthur Archives, Walpole Society, 
Records, Col. 386, Box 26, Folder 8. Photo 
by Dwight Blaney. Photo courtesy Walpole 
Society.
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A collector’s stuff alone is often enough for heirs to 
deal with. But, as we all know, many collectors, 
being collectors, also collect stuff about their 

stuff, and these sometimes monstrous mother lodes of 
market notes, receipts, invoices, newspaper and magazine 
clippings, photographs of objects, exhibition and auction 
catalogs, monographs, and other ephemera accumulated 
over a lifetime spent on the hunt can present their own 
kinds of challenges for those left behind with them.

Unfortunately but understandably, a large percentage of 
overwhelmed heirs discard the lot of it. Commonly they 
don’t have the ability or wherewithal to find out or figure 
out what their value might be, especially if it isn’t to be 
measured in dollars. There is even more disincentive if 
the stuff itself has not brought or promises not to bring 
the prices the deceased collector claimed it would. Less 
fathomable is the auction house that not long ago threw 
out papers of a not insignificant folk art collector, or so I 
was told by the folk art scholar called in as a consultant 
after the purge. As reported by her, the auctioneer 
learned too late that the jettisoned materials included 
meticulously kept provenance information that would 
have made cataloging the sale immensely easier. At the 
least, collectors’ papers can provide this evidence of the 
“chain of custody,” as provenance proof is sometimes 
called, providing a tool to trace an object’s origins and 
help determine its market destiny.

Even if the stuff itself isn’t worth much on the market, 
to say that it never will be is to speak without awareness of 
historical reality. Who among us can say what collectible 
object not ascending in price today isn’t going to do so 
tomorrow? Even casual observers on the periphery of 
the collecting world know that tastes and trends and, 
consequently, effects of supply and demand can change 
radically in the span of a generation or two.

Less than 70 years ago, for example, on February 14, 
1952, when Swann Galleries had the first complete auction 
of photographica in the United States, it sold a first edition 
of William Bradford’s The Arctic Regions, published in 
London in 1873, for $40 (the equivalent of about $381 
today). Just 56 years later, on February 7, 2008, the 
auction house sold another copy for $144,000, and then 
another, on February 28, 2012, for $180,000. In addition, 
Christie’s sold one on December 6, 2013, for $125,000. 
At the same 1952 sale, a first edition of Fox Talbot’s The 
Pencil of Nature went for $200 (approximately $1905 
today). Issued in London in six parts, from June 1844 
through April 1846, the first book containing photographs 
to be sold commercially is exceedingly rare, with only 11 
“Complete and Substantially Complete Copies” of its first 
edition in institutions, according to “Third Census of H. 
Fox Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature,” published by Larry 
J. Schaaf in the journal History of Photography (Volume 
36, Number 1, February 2012). If a copy came on the 
market today, the price it achieved would undoubtedly be 
newsworthy.

That Swann sale was a single-owner affair, featuring 
the collection of Albert E. Marshall (1884-1951) of 
Providence, Rhode Island. Who was he? Marshall’s 
obituary in the New York Times says he was a Liverpool-
born chemical engineer and recounts his career, but it 
doesn’t mention his collecting interests.1 The Scarsdale 
Inquirer of Scarsdale, New York, where he once lived, 
notes that he became chairman of E. Leltz Inc., makers of 
the Leica camera, in 1943.2 Where are his papers today? 
They would tell us something, beyond these bare bones, 
about one of our earliest collectors of photography. 
Without them, we can only guess what attracted him to it. 
Meanwhile, I am happy to report that a copy of Marshall’s 
original typed catalog of the collection inventory exists. 
Offered as part of the Swann sale, and then withdrawn, it 
landed, appropriately, in the Richard and Ronay Menschel 
Library of the George Eastman Museum in Rochester, 
New York, according to WorldCat (www.worldcat.org). 
In lieu of his papers, that inventory must suffice.

More pertinent to most M.A.D. readers’ interests are the 
whereabouts of papers of some of our earliest collectors 

of Americana. These are usually but not always 
easier to locate than those of collectors, like 
Marshall, with specialties that were obscure 
when they died. At the Winterthur Museum, 
Garden & Library in Winterthur, Delaware, for 
example, there are, in addition to the papers of 
its founder, Henry Francis du Pont, those of 
Irving Whitall Lyon (1840-1896), author of The 
Colonial Furniture of New England: A Study of 
the Domestic Furniture in Use in the Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries. The first-of-its-kind 
book was published in 1892 by the Hartford, 
Connecticut, physician, who began antiquing 
around his local region in 1877 when, by his 
own account, there were “few others quietly 
engaged in the same pursuit.”3 The papers—14 
boxes spanning 1879 to 1941—include those 
of Lyon family members, two of whom were 
involved with Americana as collector-dealers.

Winterthur has another 14 boxes of papers 
generated by early American silver collector 
Alphonso T. Clearwater (1848-1933); 21 
boxes of research papers from R. T. Haines 
Halsey (1865-1942), Americana collector and 
developer of the first iteration of the American 
Wing of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 
York City, where he was appointed a lifetime 
trustee in 1906; and 53 boxes of materials from 
Charles Franklin Montgomery (1910-1978), 
dealer, collector, and museum curator, who 
was director of Winterthur and later one of its 
research fellows and instructors and then was 
a curator and influential art history professor at 
Yale University.

Faced with towers of cartons or bursting 
file cabinets, some heirs, even if they grasp 
the historical value of collectors’ papers, may 
assume that only those of the “famous,” as 
mentioned above, are worth saving. Admittedly, 
they are most commonly found in institutions. 
But the archives of lesser-known or unknown 

collectors are often housed right alongside, because archivists 
know what many heirs do not. No one can know if what somebody 
is putting into their file cabinet today will have meaning tomorrow. 
Collectors are collectors, and history is history, no matter who is 
making it or writing it down.

Accordingly, Winterthur also has the papers of Ernest S. 
Currier (1867-1936), a silversmith and collector of silver marks; 
Samuel H. Laidacker (1902-1994), collector, author, editor, 
publisher, and lecturer who specialized in early American 
glassware and Anglo-American historical ceramics and dealt 
in furniture, prints, firearms, stamps, and coins; and Ledlie 
Irwin Laughlin (1890-1977), a Princeton University dean and 
associate director of admissions who collected and wrote about 
pewter. I could go on, citing pairings of papers of knowns and 
unknowns in other institutions. Perhaps it suffices to say that, 
as some M.A.D. readers will recall (because I wrote about it for 
these pages), I facilitated the donation of the papers of collector-
dealer-auctioneer Cille Blackwood (1929-1981) by her sons to 
Harvard University’s Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library 
on the History of Women in America.4

Blackwood was not in her lifetime and is not now a household 
name in any quarter, except around her home base on the North 
Shore of Boston. But her papers tell a story bigger than herself, 
about a career woman 
in a particular place 
and period, and the 
Schlesinger recognized 
that. The papers of other 
collectors, no matter 
what their renown, 
have the potential to do 
the same.
The Inventory of 
H. Eugene Bolles’s 
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A name that doesn’t 
have the same recogni-
tion in collector circles 
that it once did is that 
of H. Eugene Bolles 
(1838-1910), who 
sold his Americana 
collection in 1909 for 
$100,000 to Margaret 
Olivia Slocum Sage 
(1828-1918), the sec-
ond wife of financier 
Russell Sage (1816-
1906); Mrs. Sage by 
design promptly gave 
it to the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art in New York City.5 That purchase became 
the nucleus of the museum’s American Wing when it opened in 
1924. The “official” papers of this Boston lawyer are not any-
where I could find them. Luckily, what Bolles sold was accom-
panied by a mini-equivalent, a highly detailed inventory that is 
a primary source about this early collector’s choices—i.e., the 
objects themselves—as well as his collecting ways.6

That list, in the Met’s archives, shows that there were 13 
highboys alone in various rooms in the Bolles household in 
Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood. Bolles and his wife also 
had nine lowboys; 23 desks; approximately 70 tables; dozens of 
chairs; and umpteen court cupboards, mirrors, lamps, andirons, 
candlestands, warming pans, et cetera.

Descriptions of some court cupboards from the inventory show 
the kind of provenance and other types of information that can be 
gleaned from this type of accounting: 

“American... Early type, pretty much all original.”
“It was formerly in the [William E.] Hurlbut collection 

(Cromwell, Conn.), and bought of him by me nine or ten years 
ago. It was doubtless made in Connecticut.” 

“I bought it of a dealer in Plymouth, Mass. He said he got it of 
the descendants of an old family in that vicinity, and told me the 
name of the family, which I have forgotten. It was being restored 
when I bought it, and later restoration was completed by me.”

“It was found by a dealer standing outdoors under a tree in 
Lexington, Mass., in a dilapidated condition.”

We should gather up 
the vestiges of the 
old paper trails.

The papers of Irving Whitall Lyon, author of The 
Colonial Furniture of New England: A Study of the 
Domestic Furniture in Use in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries, are at Winterthur.

Cille Blackwood, whose papers are 
at the Schlesinger Library, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
Photo courtesy Richard Saltzberg.
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“This cupboard was bought by me of a dealer 

in Rockland, Mass., and he told me where 
he found it. I think it was Scituate or Scituate 
Harbor. At any rate it was some nearby South 
Shore [of Boston] town. I offered him $50 to find 
the two missing posts, and he later reported that 
the former owners knew nothing about them and 
could not find them.”

“[Either American or English, it] was bought 
by me of a dealer in Plymouth, Mass., after 
restoration by him as it now is. The top board 
of the top and of the base are new, and also 
the two columns which are not appropriate. A 
portion of the carved arches is easily identified as 
restoration. It had an indefinite history of having 
been brought from England some 30 or 40 years 
ago by a partner I think of Baring Bros. who 
came to Boston representing them here a while 
and then returned.”

Various other items and their sources, the list 
says, came from “a dealer in Portsmouth, N.H.,” 
“a dealer in Boston who goes out collecting,” “an 
auction room in Boston,” “a family in Guilford, 
Connecticut,” “a dealer in Exeter, N.H., named 
Higgins, and he bought it of a man named 
Pascal Allen Horton of Stratham, N.H.,” “John 
C. Croswell of Mercer, Maine, a little place, as 
I recall it, seven or eight miles from a railroad 
station,” et cetera. 

As one reads down the list, it’s possible not 
only to get an idea of how a collector like Bolles 
made his purchases, but also to infer the amount 
of restoration going on in those years. It simply 
isn’t true, as the romanticized legends lead one to 
believe, that the early collectors had their choice 
of pristine objects. Nor, evidently, was it the horse-
and-buggy era, when collectors themselves went 
door to door asking after old furniture—a scenario 
more accurately attributed to the days of those 
who began pursuing Americana earlier than Bolles 
did. Instead, as is shown, the antiques collecting 
network had been fairly well established by the 
time Bolles caught the bug, in the late 1880s.7

Bolles remarks time and again that a piece came 
from “Hosmer.” For instance, of a court cupboard 
dated 1699, he says it “was formerly in the 
Hosmer collection, and bought from him by me in 
the rough and defective in 1894. It was restored by 
[no first name] Stevens of Hartford after I bought 
it…many of the moldings are restorations. It was 
in rough condition and discolored by weather 
exposure to that hornets’ nest gray color of old 

unpainted barns. The date had the same old weathered color and is 
original.”

Walter Hosmer (1830-1920) was an upholsterer and cabinetmaker 
whose role was central to the history of early Americana collecting, 
yet he is almost entirely unsung.8 An unmarried man, he lived 
reclusively with his younger brother in Hartford, the locale not 
only of Irving Whitall Lyon but of many other revered Americana-
collecting pioneers. A collector in his own right, Hosmer owned 
many pieces pictured in Lyon’s book. Where did he get them? His 
papers might tell us. Unfortunately, not only are they unfound, 
but they never even existed, according to an account archived at 
Winterthur in the papers of the Walpole Society, the exclusive men’s 
collector club. The account was written by Henry Wood Erving 
(1851-1941), a collector in Hartford who knew Hosmer.9

“I never knew of his personally committing any facts to paper,” 
Erving wrote in response to an inquiry about Hosmer from Henry 
Watson Kent (1866-1948), a Walpole Society founder and secretary 
of the Met’s board of trustees, who had been the one to pursue and 
secure the Bolles collection for the museum. (It is a reasonable guess 
that Kent wanted to find out about Hosmer while processing the 
Bolles collection.) As a result, “a vast amount of important historical 
information died with him.”10 Nor was Hosmer or his collection ever 
written about, even for a local venue, Erving claimed. “I am quite 
confident that if anything at all ever [had been] written regarding 
him or his furniture it would [have been] some short unimportant 
newspaper article, but I feel sure that even if that were the case, I 
should have remembered it,” Erving told Kent.11 Indeed, it is thanks 
only to Erving’s and perhaps others’ reminiscences that we have 
even a smattering of a reliable account of the fellow.

“Mr. Hosmer was a very reticent and retiring gentleman whose 
confidence it was difficult to acquire,” Erving told Kent. “I had the 
good fortune to know him well, almost intimately and it was only 
upon very rare occasions that he ever approached what you might 
call a confidential attitude with me. He was a man who never talked 
but had to be drawn out.”12 Erving went on: “He never exploited 
his things and unless one has some little previous acquaintance 
with him it was even difficult to get a view of them.” So how did 
the purchase by Bolles come about? Erving told Kent it happened 
“during one of [Hosmer’s] periods of depression.”13

As Erving wrote in a subsequent letter, for a number of years Hos-
mer “had had it in mind to bestow his collection in some way upon 
the citizens of Hartford.” According to Erving, Hosmer had had his 
sights set on the Hartford Public Library and the Wadsworth Athe-
neum; the two entities shared a building from 1844 to early 1957. “A 
large fund was raised with considerable enthusiasm and the building 
enlarged. The expectation was had that eventually it would become 
a large center of the Art [sic] interest.” Unfortunately, Hosmer, “sit-
ting inconspicuously in a far corner” at the opening, overheard a 
hurtful remark. “One prominent gentleman connected with the 
institution, a man whose interest was centered and absolutely con-
fined to books and newspapers, felicitated the gathering that here-
after there would 
be plenty of room 
for the books and 
periodicals of the 
Library where they 
could be reached by 
one without stum-
bling over a lot of 
old furniture, as they 
had hitherto in the 
Historical Society. 
This chance remark 
fairly broke Hos-
mer’s heart. He was 
supersensitive and 
decided that but one 
half a dozen peo-
ple besides himself 
would ever care for 
his treasures, and 
later while this fit of 
depression was still 
on him he disposed 
of the greater part of 
his things....”14

Only one person 
other than the min-
ister and undertaker 
attended Hosmer’s funeral, according to Erving, who regretted 
that it had not been himself, because he hadn’t known about the 
death until after the funeral. That lone mourner was Hosmer’s 
“clock man,” named Hubbard, Erving claimed in a letter to Nor-
man Morrison Isham (1864-1943), a collector-friend, architect, 
architectural historian, and fellow Walpolean. Hosmer’s brother, 
Thomas, was the sole survivor and a likely candidate for the grave-
side appearance, but, Erving told Isham, Thomas was “a great deal 
more of a hermit than Walter was.”15

Dust jacket of David B. Warren’s biography Ima 
Hogg: The Extraordinary Cultural Patron behind the 
Unusual Name (Houston: The Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, 2016). 

Among many other pieces pictured in Irving 
Whitall Lyon’s book, this turned chair went 
from Walter Hosmer to H. Eugene Bolles to the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York City.

I realize I am making Hosmer sound like an 
object of pity. That should be balanced by remarks 
Erving made in that same letter to Isham, about 
readily recognizing pieces from Hosmer’s collection 
because of the identifiability of “some of Walter’s 
‘restorations.’” Erving went on: “I recall that at one 
time...Bolles asked me about Hosmer with this terse 
inquiry, ‘What’s the damned old cuss making now?’”16 
(The emphasis is Erving’s.)

Three and a half linear feet of Isham’s papers are 
at the Rhode Island Historical Society in Providence. 
Four and a half more linear feet are at Yale University. 
And where are Erving’s papers? It’s unfortunate 
that they are not to be found, because he was one 
of the best letter-writers of his cohort, judging from 
those archived in other collectors’ papers not only at 
Winterthur but also at the Massachusetts Historical 
Society in Boston, the Connecticut Historical Society 
in Hartford, and in the archives of the Peabody Essex 
Museum in Rowley, Massachusetts. (The museum 
itself is in Salem, Massachusetts.)

Even if by some miracle Erving’s papers were to 
come to light, I would wish for more than a mere 
profile of yet another collector to emerge from them, 
however. Certainly biographers have told enough 
stories of individual collectors. David B. Warren, 
the first curator of the Bayou Bend Collections and 
Garden in Houston, Texas, tapped the holdings of 
that institution to write Ima Hogg: The Extraordinary 
Cultural Patron behind the Unusual Name, published 
in 2016. Likewise, Ruth Ellen du Pont Lord, in writing 
about her father, used the archives at Winterthur for 
her 1999 book, Henry F. du Pont and Winterthur: A 
Daughter’s Portrait. And Marjorie B. Cohn, a curator 
emerita at the Harvard Art Museums in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, availed herself not only of that 
institution’s archives but also those of the Harvard 
University Archives and the Smithsonian Institution’s 
Archives of American Art in Washington, D.C., to 
write Classic Modern: The Art Worlds of Joseph 
Pulitzer Jr., published in 2012. The list, of course, 
could go on. But these books take our knowledge 
only so far. What I want is for our rich repositories of 
collectors’ papers to be better employed in the service 
of telling larger, more comprehensive stories. Those 
who have a collector’s papers in hand—or papers of 
their own—can help aid that process by finding an 
institutional home for them.

To a limited degree, papers have been used to tell 
the story of collecting itself, an obviously widespread 
cultural activity that has only begun to receive 

�

Henry Wood Erving, April 1927. 
Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library, 
Winterthur Archives, Walpole Society, 
Records, Col. 386, Box 26, Folder 8. Photo 
by Dwight Blaney. Photo courtesy Walpole 
Society.
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the serious academic attention it deserves. Elizabeth 
Stillinger made good use of collectors’ papers to write her 
classic The Antiquers, published in 1980. So did Briann 
G. Greenfield, author of Out of the Attic: Inventing 
Antiques in Twentieth-Century New England, published 
in 2009. To its credit, Greenfield’s book attempts to 
address the interplay between collectors, the market, 
and museums. But it’s a limited presentation, being 
a series of case studies. Because of its complexity 
and sometimes clandestine nature, a comprehensive 
history of the antiques trade in general remains largely 
untold. Granted, it will take a major scholarly effort 
to accomplish the task. But gold-mining in collectors’ 
papers would be a good way to start. Dealers’ papers 
are in repositories, too—Winterthur, for one, has a slew 
of them—but I have found collectors’ papers to be less 
weeded, less guarded, more revelatory.
Miss Ima Hogg, Bayou Bend, and the Largely Untold 
History of the Antiques Trade

At Bayou Bend, for example, I have read many 
folders of letters to and from Ima Hogg (1882-1975) and 
members of the trade that begin with her first serious 
purchases in the 1920s and continue nearly to the year 
of her death. Because Miss Ima—the affectionate 
name she was called by friends and strangers alike—
lived far from the antiques centers in the East, she 
used correspondence even more than someone from 
her generation might have otherwise to communicate 
with dealers. There are highly detailed exchanges with 
Mary Allis, Harry Arons, Elizabeth T. Babcock, Teina 
Baumstone, Hattie Klapp Brunner, Lillian Blankley 
Cogan, Ginsburg & Levy, Elinor Gordon, Hirschl & 
Adler, Florene Maine, Jess Pavey, Israel Sack, John S. 
Walton, and many more. Nor is this the only repository 
of Miss Ima’s papers. Three others exist, at the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston, the University of Houston, and, 
most notably, the Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, University of Texas at Austin, which has the 
bulk, 320 boxes of letters and other materials. (I have 
not examined these three.)

Sometimes the exchanges between Miss Ima and a 
dealer are straightforward business transactions, as in 
Mary Allis’s handwritten missive from April 24, 1963, 
in which she offered a collection of stoneware pottery 
from a collector in New Jersey: “There are between 
sixty and seventy items, some of which are pictured 
[in photos apparently sent but not now included in the 
correspondence file], all different, and she wants $7500 
for the collection. Positively will not sell separately as 
it has taken her almost thirty years to assemble. If you 
are at all interested, I will look it over carefully and get 
more details for you. Hastily, Mary Allis.”17

Other times the exchanges are notable for their 
display of a dealer’s personal style. Teina Baumstone, 
for one, was downright gushy in a thank-you note she 
wrote to Miss Ima on November 2, 1957: “When that 
lovely box of candy arrived from you, I felt a tear down 
my cheek. It was just too much.”18 She grew even more 
effusive three years later, when she wrote on November 
29, 1960, after receiving pralines from Miss Ima: “Not 
only do I enjoy them, but when I told my husband I had 
received them, he, too was delighted as they are his 
favorites too. You are precious and I love you.”19

A 1953 exchange between Miss Ima and Florene Maine 
is of the most instructive kind, giving us a glimpse not 
only of a business transaction and a dealer’s personality 
but also of a segment of the antiques-trade network in a 
particular period of time. The back-and-forth between 
Houston and the formidable Maine’s shop in Ridgefield, 
Connecticut, began on November 7, 1953, with Maine 
asking Miss Ima if she would be interested in buying 
“two carved and pierced crest rail bannister back chairs” 
for $650. The price included crating, which, Maine said, 
was “a small profit over what we paid Mrs. Murphy,” 
presumably an Americana collector and friend of Miss 
Ima, Katharine Prentis Murphy (1882-1969).20

Miss Ima agreed to buy the chairs. When she received 
them, however, she wasn’t pleased, and she wrote Maine 
to complain on December 2, 1953: “I do not feel that I 
am expert enough to trust my judgment, but it looks to 
me as if one of the chairs has quite a lot of restoration…. 
If you do not mind my taking a little time, I will have 

one of our best furniture men examine the chair and get 
his opinion as to what is original…. I would want to be 
assured that the chair is all original. Would you sell one 
if I decide to return the other?”21

Maine defended herself at length on December 7, 
1953: “I, myself, looked at the chairs over [sic] carefully 
and found them to be all original before I purchased 
them from Mrs. Murphy. In turn, upon the receipt of 
your letter, I called Mrs. Murphy by phone and asked her 
where she bought the chairs and what she knew about 
them. She was greatly surprised, because [Winterthur 
curator] Mr. Joseph Downs, her very good friend and 
neighbor, had passed on the chairs and proclaimed 
them 100% as well as wanting to purchase them from 
her for his house in Gilford [sic] Conn. This was some 
five years ago. In the meantime Mrs. Murphy decided to 
remove a partition from her house in Westbrook as her 
brother and sister in law were coming to live with her. 
She in turn sold the two chairs and a very nice low boy 
from the Alsop-Cheney family of Middletown Conn. It 
was just that I was having lunch with her the days [sic] 
the contractor took over the job, and she, Mrs. Murphy, 
decided to sell me the pieces because I was at hand and 
begged her for them. She did not sell them because 
there was anything wrong with them. And I repeat, I 
also know when things are right and when things are 
wrong. Many famous collectors have seen fit to buy on 
my judgment, including Mrs. Murphy, Mr. Downs and 
Mr. DuPont [sic], and many many more. However, no 
one is infalliable [sic]; I could have made an error, but I 
don’t think so in this case.”22

Miss Ima wrote Maine again on December 9, 1953, 
their letters crossing in the mail, to say that since she 
hadn’t heard from her, she was returning both chairs.

Then there is the plain old haggling, as between 
Miss Ima and Bernard Levy (1917-2016) of Ginsburg 
& Levy in New York City. On July 25, 1949, Bernard 
Levy began a discussion of the price for a Philadelphia 
highboy that, he said, had descended in the Benjamin 
Franklin family. Levy asked $18,000 for the piece; Miss 
Ima countered with $15,000. They were still discussing 
price more than a year later. On September 28, 1950, 
Levy wrote again: “I made you a special price of 
$18,000...and considering how scarce things are today, 
how impossible it is to buy anything that is good from 
old families, and that nothing approaching the highboy 
has been in the market for several years, I don’t think 
that the price is at all exorbitant.” He continued: “I 
have never urged you or tried to push you into buying 
a piece of furniture, but as I said to you about the fine 
kneehole desk you bought from Mr. Sack, if once 
you miss a chance on an item of this quality, another 
opportunity almost never comes again.”23

It’s also interesting to note that Miss Ima was not 
above asking dealers to collude on her behalf (although 
she undoubtedly didn’t think of it as colluding). On 
April 13, 1954, for example, as the collection of Luke 
Vincent Lockwood (1872-1951) neared its auction 
date a month away, she wrote Ginsburg & Levy: “I 
wish there were some way in which you and Sack and 
Walton could get together on the bids for me in the 
sale. I have had letters from all three of you and all of 
you are old friends and it would be difficult for me to 
learn of any one of you bidding against the other where 
I would be concerned…. I know you dealers are all 
good friends and maybe you all could get together and 
make me a suggestion for our mutual benefit.”24

At Bayou Bend, too, is her correspondence with a 
succession of institutional curators about market matters. 
These museum men—Joseph Downs (1895-1954), 
Vincent Dyckman Andrus (1915-1962), and Jonathan 
Fairbanks (b. 1933)—acted as her paid consultants, 
giving her advice and opinions about objects she wanted 
to purchase. To this end, Downs wrote on May 25, 1953, 
regarding his discussion with Lockwood’s widow about 
the late collector’s celebrated piecrust table.25 “When 
I finally got up courage to mention [the idea of her] 
parting with the piecrust table she shouted ‘NO!’” he 
wrote. “There’s not money enough to move it—Sack has 
already been telephoning about it! But when I repeated 
your generous offer to leave it with her until she was 
ready to part with it, and pay ten thousand now, she 

softened considerably and said, ‘Well, I’ll consider it,’ 
and that is how it ended. Perhaps you will hear directly, 
and I hope in the affirmative.”26

After Downs’s death, Vin Andrus took his place at 
the Met and became Miss Ima’s next consultant. “I had 
you in mind when I went to Parke-Bernet yesterday,” 
he wrote on April 11, 1956, “especially in regard to 
the Newport dressing table which I thought from the 
photograph might be very nice. However, it was all very 
disappointing, no matter what you might hear. The sofa 
is a pleasant piece of furniture but not a very wonderful 
one. I think that to replace yours you should wait for an 
exceptional example. As far as I could see from a fairly 
brief look there was nothing wrong, but of course it is 
next to an impossibility to examine things too carefully 
in those galleries.”27

In another instance—the date says August, but the 
year is not recorded—Miss Ima asked Andrus about 
a Goddard highboy she had bought from dealer David 
Stockwell. This is what he told her: “...it seems that 
he is admitting there could be some minor repairs...the 
base had a suspicious look...most of the fine pieces in 
museums do have some restoration. If you would like 
me to speak to David about this I will do so. I don’t 
like to get into an argument of this sort after a piece 
has been sold. But if it will be of any help I am at your 
service of course.”28

The work for Miss Ima was supposed to be done by 
the museum men in their off hours, but Andrus, for 
one, was given leaves of absence to fly back and forth 
to Bayou Bend. For example, to Francis Henry Taylor 
(1903-1957), the Met’s director and Andrus’s boss, 
Miss Ima wrote on July 27, 1953: “I just want to thank 
you for releasing Mr. Andrus long enough to come to 
Houston and assist me in examining my collection 
of furniture. This is a very great favor and gives me 
the greatest satisfaction to have had anyone with the 
experience and understanding of Mr. Andrus pass upon 
the items in my collection.”29

On another occasion she wrote directly to Andrus: 
“I was wondering if there would be any time between 
now and Christmas when you could run down for a 
weekend? Of course, all travel expenses paid. I really 
need some good, expert advice—that is, if things go 
through as I hope they will.”30 He replied that he would 
be down, arriving December 9, 1956, and staying until 
December 13. On December 18, he sent a thank-you 
and his expenses for plane fare and taxis, $203.50 and 
$11.50. She rounded it up and sent $215. In February, 
she sent his yearly retainer fee, $500.

When Andrus died prematurely, in his late 40s, 
Fairbanks, then a 28-year-old curator at Winterthur, 
stepped into the breach, eventually traveling to New 
York and to Bayou Bend on Miss Ima’s behalf.31 “My 
observations on the items at Ginsburg and Levy are 
that the trestle table is a fine piece which you would be 
proud to own,” he wrote on June 26, 1961, going on to 
give his impressions of several other objects he had seen 
in Manhattan. “I shall hope to review these items with 
you when I come down to Texas.”32

To be sure, in our digital age, “collector’s papers” 
is fast becoming an obsolete phrase, as our remote 
communications with each other are increasingly, almost 
exclusively, via e-mail, text, and phone. Some archivists 
are rising to the challenge, finding ways to preserve 
these records. In the meantime, we should gather up 
the vestiges of the old paper trails. To that end, the next 
part of this series will conclude by offering advice to 
those who are the caretakers of a deceased collector’s 
papers or have papers of their own that they would like 
to donate to an institution—thereby aiding the work of 
researchers in various collecting fields as well as in the 
history of collecting in general. Every little bit can help 
scholars fill in pieces of the historical whole.

Jeanne Schinto, a longtime M.A.D. contributor, 
lives in Andover, Massachusetts. You may reach 
her through the contact page of her website (www.
jeanneschinto.com).
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the serious academic attention it deserves. Elizabeth 
Stillinger made good use of collectors’ papers to write her 
classic The Antiquers, published in 1980. So did Briann 
G. Greenfield, author of Out of the Attic: Inventing 
Antiques in Twentieth-Century New England, published 
in 2009. To its credit, Greenfield’s book attempts to 
address the interplay between collectors, the market, 
and museums. But it’s a limited presentation, being 
a series of case studies. Because of its complexity 
and sometimes clandestine nature, a comprehensive 
history of the antiques trade in general remains largely 
untold. Granted, it will take a major scholarly effort 
to accomplish the task. But gold-mining in collectors’ 
papers would be a good way to start. Dealers’ papers 
are in repositories, too—Winterthur, for one, has a slew 
of them—but I have found collectors’ papers to be less 
weeded, less guarded, more revelatory.
Miss Ima Hogg, Bayou Bend, and the Largely Untold 
History of the Antiques Trade

At Bayou Bend, for example, I have read many 
folders of letters to and from Ima Hogg (1882-1975) and 
members of the trade that begin with her first serious 
purchases in the 1920s and continue nearly to the year 
of her death. Because Miss Ima—the affectionate 
name she was called by friends and strangers alike—
lived far from the antiques centers in the East, she 
used correspondence even more than someone from 
her generation might have otherwise to communicate 
with dealers. There are highly detailed exchanges with 
Mary Allis, Harry Arons, Elizabeth T. Babcock, Teina 
Baumstone, Hattie Klapp Brunner, Lillian Blankley 
Cogan, Ginsburg & Levy, Elinor Gordon, Hirschl & 
Adler, Florene Maine, Jess Pavey, Israel Sack, John S. 
Walton, and many more. Nor is this the only repository 
of Miss Ima’s papers. Three others exist, at the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston, the University of Houston, and, 
most notably, the Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, University of Texas at Austin, which has the 
bulk, 320 boxes of letters and other materials. (I have 
not examined these three.)

Sometimes the exchanges between Miss Ima and a 
dealer are straightforward business transactions, as in 
Mary Allis’s handwritten missive from April 24, 1963, 
in which she offered a collection of stoneware pottery 
from a collector in New Jersey: “There are between 
sixty and seventy items, some of which are pictured 
[in photos apparently sent but not now included in the 
correspondence file], all different, and she wants $7500 
for the collection. Positively will not sell separately as 
it has taken her almost thirty years to assemble. If you 
are at all interested, I will look it over carefully and get 
more details for you. Hastily, Mary Allis.”17

Other times the exchanges are notable for their 
display of a dealer’s personal style. Teina Baumstone, 
for one, was downright gushy in a thank-you note she 
wrote to Miss Ima on November 2, 1957: “When that 
lovely box of candy arrived from you, I felt a tear down 
my cheek. It was just too much.”18 She grew even more 
effusive three years later, when she wrote on November 
29, 1960, after receiving pralines from Miss Ima: “Not 
only do I enjoy them, but when I told my husband I had 
received them, he, too was delighted as they are his 
favorites too. You are precious and I love you.”19

A 1953 exchange between Miss Ima and Florene Maine 
is of the most instructive kind, giving us a glimpse not 
only of a business transaction and a dealer’s personality 
but also of a segment of the antiques-trade network in a 
particular period of time. The back-and-forth between 
Houston and the formidable Maine’s shop in Ridgefield, 
Connecticut, began on November 7, 1953, with Maine 
asking Miss Ima if she would be interested in buying 
“two carved and pierced crest rail bannister back chairs” 
for $650. The price included crating, which, Maine said, 
was “a small profit over what we paid Mrs. Murphy,” 
presumably an Americana collector and friend of Miss 
Ima, Katharine Prentis Murphy (1882-1969).20

Miss Ima agreed to buy the chairs. When she received 
them, however, she wasn’t pleased, and she wrote Maine 
to complain on December 2, 1953: “I do not feel that I 
am expert enough to trust my judgment, but it looks to 
me as if one of the chairs has quite a lot of restoration…. 
If you do not mind my taking a little time, I will have 

one of our best furniture men examine the chair and get 
his opinion as to what is original…. I would want to be 
assured that the chair is all original. Would you sell one 
if I decide to return the other?”21

Maine defended herself at length on December 7, 
1953: “I, myself, looked at the chairs over [sic] carefully 
and found them to be all original before I purchased 
them from Mrs. Murphy. In turn, upon the receipt of 
your letter, I called Mrs. Murphy by phone and asked her 
where she bought the chairs and what she knew about 
them. She was greatly surprised, because [Winterthur 
curator] Mr. Joseph Downs, her very good friend and 
neighbor, had passed on the chairs and proclaimed 
them 100% as well as wanting to purchase them from 
her for his house in Gilford [sic] Conn. This was some 
five years ago. In the meantime Mrs. Murphy decided to 
remove a partition from her house in Westbrook as her 
brother and sister in law were coming to live with her. 
She in turn sold the two chairs and a very nice low boy 
from the Alsop-Cheney family of Middletown Conn. It 
was just that I was having lunch with her the days [sic] 
the contractor took over the job, and she, Mrs. Murphy, 
decided to sell me the pieces because I was at hand and 
begged her for them. She did not sell them because 
there was anything wrong with them. And I repeat, I 
also know when things are right and when things are 
wrong. Many famous collectors have seen fit to buy on 
my judgment, including Mrs. Murphy, Mr. Downs and 
Mr. DuPont [sic], and many many more. However, no 
one is infalliable [sic]; I could have made an error, but I 
don’t think so in this case.”22

Miss Ima wrote Maine again on December 9, 1953, 
their letters crossing in the mail, to say that since she 
hadn’t heard from her, she was returning both chairs.

Then there is the plain old haggling, as between 
Miss Ima and Bernard Levy (1917-2016) of Ginsburg 
& Levy in New York City. On July 25, 1949, Bernard 
Levy began a discussion of the price for a Philadelphia 
highboy that, he said, had descended in the Benjamin 
Franklin family. Levy asked $18,000 for the piece; Miss 
Ima countered with $15,000. They were still discussing 
price more than a year later. On September 28, 1950, 
Levy wrote again: “I made you a special price of 
$18,000...and considering how scarce things are today, 
how impossible it is to buy anything that is good from 
old families, and that nothing approaching the highboy 
has been in the market for several years, I don’t think 
that the price is at all exorbitant.” He continued: “I 
have never urged you or tried to push you into buying 
a piece of furniture, but as I said to you about the fine 
kneehole desk you bought from Mr. Sack, if once 
you miss a chance on an item of this quality, another 
opportunity almost never comes again.”23

It’s also interesting to note that Miss Ima was not 
above asking dealers to collude on her behalf (although 
she undoubtedly didn’t think of it as colluding). On 
April 13, 1954, for example, as the collection of Luke 
Vincent Lockwood (1872-1951) neared its auction 
date a month away, she wrote Ginsburg & Levy: “I 
wish there were some way in which you and Sack and 
Walton could get together on the bids for me in the 
sale. I have had letters from all three of you and all of 
you are old friends and it would be difficult for me to 
learn of any one of you bidding against the other where 
I would be concerned…. I know you dealers are all 
good friends and maybe you all could get together and 
make me a suggestion for our mutual benefit.”24

At Bayou Bend, too, is her correspondence with a 
succession of institutional curators about market matters. 
These museum men—Joseph Downs (1895-1954), 
Vincent Dyckman Andrus (1915-1962), and Jonathan 
Fairbanks (b. 1933)—acted as her paid consultants, 
giving her advice and opinions about objects she wanted 
to purchase. To this end, Downs wrote on May 25, 1953, 
regarding his discussion with Lockwood’s widow about 
the late collector’s celebrated piecrust table.25 “When 
I finally got up courage to mention [the idea of her] 
parting with the piecrust table she shouted ‘NO!’” he 
wrote. “There’s not money enough to move it—Sack has 
already been telephoning about it! But when I repeated 
your generous offer to leave it with her until she was 
ready to part with it, and pay ten thousand now, she 

softened considerably and said, ‘Well, I’ll consider it,’ 
and that is how it ended. Perhaps you will hear directly, 
and I hope in the affirmative.”26

After Downs’s death, Vin Andrus took his place at 
the Met and became Miss Ima’s next consultant. “I had 
you in mind when I went to Parke-Bernet yesterday,” 
he wrote on April 11, 1956, “especially in regard to 
the Newport dressing table which I thought from the 
photograph might be very nice. However, it was all very 
disappointing, no matter what you might hear. The sofa 
is a pleasant piece of furniture but not a very wonderful 
one. I think that to replace yours you should wait for an 
exceptional example. As far as I could see from a fairly 
brief look there was nothing wrong, but of course it is 
next to an impossibility to examine things too carefully 
in those galleries.”27

In another instance—the date says August, but the 
year is not recorded—Miss Ima asked Andrus about 
a Goddard highboy she had bought from dealer David 
Stockwell. This is what he told her: “...it seems that 
he is admitting there could be some minor repairs...the 
base had a suspicious look...most of the fine pieces in 
museums do have some restoration. If you would like 
me to speak to David about this I will do so. I don’t 
like to get into an argument of this sort after a piece 
has been sold. But if it will be of any help I am at your 
service of course.”28

The work for Miss Ima was supposed to be done by 
the museum men in their off hours, but Andrus, for 
one, was given leaves of absence to fly back and forth 
to Bayou Bend. For example, to Francis Henry Taylor 
(1903-1957), the Met’s director and Andrus’s boss, 
Miss Ima wrote on July 27, 1953: “I just want to thank 
you for releasing Mr. Andrus long enough to come to 
Houston and assist me in examining my collection 
of furniture. This is a very great favor and gives me 
the greatest satisfaction to have had anyone with the 
experience and understanding of Mr. Andrus pass upon 
the items in my collection.”29

On another occasion she wrote directly to Andrus: 
“I was wondering if there would be any time between 
now and Christmas when you could run down for a 
weekend? Of course, all travel expenses paid. I really 
need some good, expert advice—that is, if things go 
through as I hope they will.”30 He replied that he would 
be down, arriving December 9, 1956, and staying until 
December 13. On December 18, he sent a thank-you 
and his expenses for plane fare and taxis, $203.50 and 
$11.50. She rounded it up and sent $215. In February, 
she sent his yearly retainer fee, $500.

When Andrus died prematurely, in his late 40s, 
Fairbanks, then a 28-year-old curator at Winterthur, 
stepped into the breach, eventually traveling to New 
York and to Bayou Bend on Miss Ima’s behalf.31 “My 
observations on the items at Ginsburg and Levy are 
that the trestle table is a fine piece which you would be 
proud to own,” he wrote on June 26, 1961, going on to 
give his impressions of several other objects he had seen 
in Manhattan. “I shall hope to review these items with 
you when I come down to Texas.”32

To be sure, in our digital age, “collector’s papers” 
is fast becoming an obsolete phrase, as our remote 
communications with each other are increasingly, almost 
exclusively, via e-mail, text, and phone. Some archivists 
are rising to the challenge, finding ways to preserve 
these records. In the meantime, we should gather up 
the vestiges of the old paper trails. To that end, the next 
part of this series will conclude by offering advice to 
those who are the caretakers of a deceased collector’s 
papers or have papers of their own that they would like 
to donate to an institution—thereby aiding the work of 
researchers in various collecting fields as well as in the 
history of collecting in general. Every little bit can help 
scholars fill in pieces of the historical whole.

Jeanne Schinto, a longtime M.A.D. contributor, 
lives in Andover, Massachusetts. You may reach 
her through the contact page of her website (www.
jeanneschinto.com).
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