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DEDICATION

 


On Christmas day, 1776, George Washington decided to
attack British mercenaries in the town of Trenton, New Jersey. He
managed this sneak-attack by crossing the nearly frozen Delaware
River in wooden boats, standing at the prow of his craft while his
soldiers rowed hard against current, snow and wind.

The Hessian mercenaries on the other side of the
river didn’t expect such an attack. In fact, they considered the
Continental Army under Washington’s command to be a minor
annoyance.

We all know the rest of the story: the
Washington-led troops defeated the Hessian soldiers and then
crossed the Delaware again to fight further battles.

It was this tactical battle – conceived by the great
George Washington – that inspired the citizens of the American
colonies to rise up and fight against British rule.

It was also George Washington who served as an
inspiration to write this book. As you will see in Chapter One, I
purchased an authenticated autograph of our first president, only
to find out eight years later that it might well have been signed
by someone else.

This infuriated me. Like most autograph collectors I
assumed that an authenticated signature meant that it was indeed an
authentic signature. But, as you’ll see in this book, that was not
what it means at all.

Like George Washington, I have decided to launch a
sneak attack on the autograph industry. I have done this by writing
a book that educates autograph collectors like myself about the
pitfalls of this incredible – but troubled - business.

This book is dedicated to all who have or will trust
in the autograph business whose treasured prize is possibly the
source of easy cash for a forger (thief), and to those who may be
seeking a new treasure—beware. Knowledge is power.

 


 



INTRODUCTION

What do Marilyn Monroe, Adolph Hitler,
Mickey Mantle, Ronald Reagan, Fran Tarkenton, Howard Hughes, and
Tiger Woods have in common? Their autographs all exist in autograph
collections. The question is: Are they real or just authentic?

 


CHAPTER ONE: MY STORY

Lured by the appeal of owning a piece of
history, the author begins the long process of collecting
signatures of the famous in every field. Then he discovers the
awful truth about one of his prized autographs – it might not be
real. With that discovery, the sweet taste of successful collecting
sours quickly as the author enters autograph hell.

 



CHAPTER TWO: VALUES OF THE PEN: History Of
Collecting

Ancient Rome and Athens were hotbeds of
autograph and manuscript collecting, and the hobby took off from
there. Now autograph collecting is a multi-million dollar industry
that has led to bogus products and questionable dealers.

 


CHAPTER THREE: LIES OF THE PEN: A History Of
Forgery

If an autograph is worth money, it’s worth
faking. Throughout history autographs and documents purported to
have come from Adolph Hitler, the founders of the Mormon Church,
even Jesus Christ himself have found their way to market. The sad
thing is, they have fooled many, including the experts.

 



CHAPTER FOUR: THE BIG BUST: Feds Rip Cover
Off The Autograph Con Game

Autograph fraud reached a fever pitch in the
1990s, when the market was flooded with schlocky fakes that made
millions for those who produced them. Then the FBI jumped in with
Operation Bullpen, the big bust that led to the rise of the
professional authenticator.

 


CHAPTER FIVE: ENTER THE EXPERTS: How
Autographs Get Certified Authentic Even When They Aren’t

There are hundreds of professional
authenticators, all claiming that they can tell if an autograph is
real or fake. But what qualifies them to know if an autograph is
authentic? Other than having collections of their own, very little,
which makes an oxymoron of the job description Expert
Authenticator.

 



CHAPTER SIX: DEALERS EXPOSED! Making Sense
Of Autograph Hell

The author and three other noted autograph
professionals engage in a free-wheeling conversation about the ups
and downs of the autograph business.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN: BREAKING THE CODE: Even A
Code of Ethics Isn’t The Answer.

All of the major autograph dealers and
associations have codes of ethics, guidelines by which they assure
autograph authenticity. But how viable is The Code? The author
comes to a startling conclusion about what these codes really mean
and how to make certain your autograph is authentic.

 



Introduction

Marilyn Monroe, Babe Ruth, Billy the Kid,
Ronald Reagan, Mickey Mantle, Adolph Hitler, Mick Jagger, Curley,
Larry and Moe, Gerald Ford, Roger Staubach, Charles Lindberg, Barry
Bonds, Joe Montana, Mario Andretti, Farrah Fawcett, Sophia Loren,
Scott Carpenter, Goldie Hawn, Laura Bush, Danica Patrick, John
Wayne, Marlon Brando, Janis Joplin, Elvis Presley, John Glenn. .
.

To my knowledge, autograph collecting is one
of the few businesses in which all of these names come together in
a logical way. On the walls of an autograph store, the web pages of
an internet autograph dealer, or the collection of an autograph
hound, these names and an even greater variety can be found
displayed next to one another like one big family.

But before you embrace this diverse and
happy family, beware. Some of its members might be illegitimate. In
fact, the Federal Bureau of Investigation estimates that as many as
70 percent of autographs sold on the internet are more than likely
fakes. That means that in the list above, the name of Marilyn
Monroe might have been signed on one of her photos by Bob Jones, or
the Three Stooges photo might have been signed five years ago by a
cigar-chomping truck driver in West Covina, California, or
quarterback Joe Montana’s autographed football may have been signed
by a money-grubbing forger in Cleveland, Ohio. And so on. The sad
truth is that the autographs you love and purchased for a healthy
sum of money might be the handiwork of someone with no connection
to the subject at all. The result: You got had!

Are you concerned? Are you thinking about
your autograph collection right now and wondering just how much of
it is authentic? You should be. Unless you watched that celebrity
sign the object and hand it to you, there is a good chance that
your piece of “wall candy” isn’t as sweet as you think it is.

But wait, you say, you
purchased the autograph from a reputable dealer who even provided
an authentication certificate. It says that the autograph is
authentic. The authentication certificate even has the bold
signature of an authenticator, an autograph expert who stands
behind his declaration. It must be real, right?

The answer is “no.” Even though you have an
authentication certificate, don’t get too confident that your Ted
Williams signature was actually signed by the baseball great
himself. As you will see in this book, authenticators are not
trained experts. Rather, they are more than likely avid collectors
of autographs who, just by virtue of collecting autographs, are now
passing judgment on the veracity of autographs owned by others. In
that sense, you are paying for their on-the-job training. Why?
Because there is no collegiate discipline in which an autograph
authenticator can truly become trained to recognize a real from a
fake autograph.

I know. The person selling the autographed
item even has a photo of the celebrity signing the item. But that
doesn’t always prove that it’s real either. Not to an
authenticator, at least. I have taken photos of some of the most
famous celebrities in the world signing photos or other objects.
Some of these photos even have me in them. Yet despite having this
photographic evidence, authenticators have been unable to declare
these as authentic autographs. The reason? The autographs don’t
look exactly like other, more formally done, signatures. Even
though they may think the autographs are real, the authenticators
only want ones on the market that all look the same. As more than
one authenticator has said to me, “It’s not whether the autograph
is real or not, only that it’s authenticated.”

And how long does it take to authenticate a
signature? Less than a minute? Only seconds? Did they look at them
at all? In this book you’ll discover a variety of answers to those
questions, not all of them satisfying. Plus, an authenticator might
have in mind the interest of the company that sells the autograph
rather than that of the customer. After all, if most of the
autographs being sold were found to be frauds by authenticators,
then what would happen to the autograph business?

These questions and more
led me to give up autograph collecting after amassing a personal
collection of almost 18,000 autographs. Think about it: I had
autographs from celebrities in every walk of life, sports to
Hollywood, rock and roll to book writing, politicians to famous
criminals. Thousands of them. I gave them all up because I could
not be sure that the autographs I purchased were authentic. And
worse, I could not be sure that the autographs I obtained in person
would be authenticated.

This book may cause you a lot of grief,
especially if you have a prized autograph collection and have never
questioned its authenticity. But by reading this book you will come
to understand the meaning of authentic and authentication. It may
cause a little tension in your gut or a lump in your throat as you
wonder about the validity of that baseball signed by Joe DiMaggio
that sits on your mantel. Is it real? Is it fake? The bottom line
is, you may never know. That is the problem with the autograph
industry.

Many people have asked me why I collected
autographs. I tell them that these signatures connect me with
history. By having an autograph of George Washington or George Bush
I connect with a major figure in history. Their historical
signature becomes part of my world. That is only true if the
autograph is authentic, of course. If it is not, then the historic
figure was not there. It is just that simple.

Which answers another
question asked of me by friends and collectors: why am I writing a
book that aims to expose the dark side of the autograph industry? I
am doing it, I say, simply because I love what the autograph
business used to
be, a group of people interested in real autographs and the real
pleasure of collecting them and not in bilking other collectors
with a fraud. Until that time returns again, my goal is to prevent
anyone else from getting hurt like I did. If I can keep just one
person from autograph hell then I have done the job I set out to
do.

Are you that person?

-Charles Irion

 



Chapter 1

My Story

 


In the early 80s, I purchased a house across
the street from my home in Phoenix, Arizona. The place I bought was
a “beater.” The carpet was about 20 years old, the paint was
peeling and the plumbing was in serious need of repair. I worked on
the house for several months, adding paint, making repairs and just
generally bringing it into the Twentieth Century.

Then I put it up for sale.

Among the first to look at the house was a
couple from Florida. They had just moved to town and were looking
for a place to buy. Although they liked what they saw in the house,
they didn’t have enough cash for the full down payment.

I thought that would be the end of our
dealings but it wasn’t. The couple put their heads together and
came back with an offer that would change my life. They owned an
antiquities store, they said, a place where a person could buy a
piece of history. They had antiques, jewelry, old documents and
signatures from many of the world’s most famous and interesting
people. Would I, they asked, take $30,000 in trade from the store
as part of the down payment? I thought about the offer overnight.
The real estate market wasn’t that great at the time. There was a
glut of houses on the market and if I turned the offer down I could
count on owning the property for a long time before unloading it.
And besides, owning a piece of history didn’t seem like such a bad
idea.

The next morning I took the trade.

At the store I was astonished at what I saw.
Historic documents were framed beautifully, signed baseballs
occupied their own little cubby holes, signed basketball jerseys
filled picture frames as large as Shaq’s torso. There were
cancelled checks from the rich and famous, signed letters,
manuscript pages, basketballs, footballs, boxing gloves, playing
cards. Some of the names represented were Charles Darwin, Frank
Sinatra, Magic Johnson, Farrah Fawcett, Mick Jagger, President John
F. Kennedy and first lady Jackie. The infamous were there, too,
including Adolph Hitler and Evel Knievel. I remember thinking that
this was like walking through a museum where you could actually buy
the exhibits.

I decided to take some matted and framed
items—a check signed by Marilyn Monroe, another signed by Jean
Harlow (though I didn’t realize at the time, a rare autograph to
obtain) and a couple of other items that I can’t even remember.
When I got them home I hung them prominently on the wall. On a
daily basis I would stop to appreciate my purchases, fully aware
that I had something that few people anywhere had.

I was hooked.

In my spare time I started doing research. I
subscribed to Autograph Collector magazine so I could better
understand the autograph market. I also began to contact dealers,
looking at their catalogues and compiling a wish list of possible
purchases. I bought books about where and how to collect
autographs. I took a look at the true value of my purchases and
realized I had grossly overpaid. I had bought retail or more. No
big deal. I could correct that in the future. What intrigued me was
the fact that I could own a piece of history. Letters written by
George Washington could be mine. Books autographed by Norman
Mailer, Ernest Hemingway, Patricia Cornwell could line my shelves.
Photos of Cary Grant, Joan Crawford, Harrison Ford and other
Hollywood greats could adorn my walls along with those signed by
Presidents Richard Nixon and George H.W. Bush, which could hang
next to signed photos of golfing greats Arnold Palmer and Jack
Nicklaus, which could hang next to signed photos of. . .

. . . You get the picture. I was hooked.

Then I hit upon another realization. I could
get my own autographs. By attending political functions and charity
events, I could even get my photo taken with celebrities and have
them autographed later by sending them to the people who had
organized the events.

I also discovered that some celebrities
actually answer their mail. I found this out by sending a letter to
Richard Pryor, the late African-American comedian and actor. I
wrote a letter to him mentioning my collection and asking for his
autograph. I stated that I had the autographs of Abraham Lincoln,
Marilyn Monroe, Jean Harlow and more, but I didn’t have his. Could
he please just sign a photograph? I included one with the letter
and told him that I planned to display the photograph on the wall
with the other luminaries in my collection. In a very short period
of time, I received a lengthy and priceless reply:

Dear Chuck,

I am honored to be asked to be in your
autograph collection. Abraham Lincoln has always been one of my
favorite people, for obvious reasons. However, if you include my
picture on your autograph wall, I want you to know that I want my
picture to hang next to Marilyn Monroe, if on top of her isn’t
available. That way I can look at her all the time. She is one of
my favorite people, too, also for obvious reasons. Being close to
her on your wall would be good. Not as good as being close to her
in real life, but good. Real good.

—Richard Pryor

I put his photo right
where he wanted. Well, at least next to the Hollywood
icon.

* * *

Initially I had no real spiritual connection to what I was
doing. When people ask me what it was like collecting in those
early days I said that it was the same thrill I got when winning at
blackjack or poker. It was a feel
good sort of thing, a
short term, positive rush that left me wanting more. I have spoken
to many collectors and I can tell you that it’s like that with any
type of collecting, whether it’s autographs, art, baseball cards,
manuscripts, weavings, paintings, or rocks. It is a feeling that
causes some hardcore collectors to liken it to being a
junky.

Personally I wouldn’t go
so far as to draw that comparison, but I would say that it was this
short term feeling of enthusiasm and accomplishment that led me to
the next phase as a collector. “What is
this stuff worth?” I began asking myself.
If I had just purchased an autograph for a certain amount, then how
much over my purchase price could I sell an item? The answer, in
these early days at least, was not very much. The autographs I had
exchanged for the house turned out to be grossly over-priced. By
searching through collector magazines, catalogs, and price lists I
discovered that some of the autographs from the store owners who
had purchased my house were worth about one-fourth of what I paid
for them. I began to realize that the trade I had made for a
portion of the down payment wasn’t nearly as good as I thought it
was. Still though, I wasn’t unhappy. I had found something
interesting and fun to occupy my leisure time. I considered the
loss a form of tuition that I had paid to attend a self-taught
school, one that I likened to an Autograph Collector
University.

I was losing my innocence through education
and was glad of it. I wanted to master the autograph business.

 


***

 


I found out a hard lesson from the people at the antiquities
company who unintentionally got me started in this business to
begin with. They were less than honest. They eventually quit making
payments on the house and as the underlying lien holder I got it
back. Before that, however, I visited their store to collect on
more of my down payment trade and found it being raided by armed
IRS agents. The couple had failed to pay their taxes and now they
were losing their inventory to the government. I tried to explain
to the head agent why I should be entitled to select the autographs
of my choice, but it was futile. A grin came over his face as I
presented my case. “Sorry,” he said. “This stuff belongs to the
Federal Government now.”

As I left the store I
didn’t feel defeated. Rather I wondered, how much will this stuff be sold for by the
government? My step lightened as I
imagined the prices I would pay for autographs at a government
sale. But there was also a warning light that went off in the back
of my head, and a flush of heat. I was excited and concerned at the
same time. Although future autographs may come at a cheaper price,
I was discovering that autographs had their down side, too. Value
could fluctuate wildly. Like used cars, commodities, or diamonds,
changes in the marketplace could take place that were well beyond
my control. A store could go out of business and flood the market
with cheap authentic autographs. And I hadn’t even discovered—yet—
the disaster that fakes and forgeries could wreak on my newly found
hobby. Looking back, I realized that this was my first feeling of
Autograph Hell. I was descending into an unknown abyss.

But I was still naïve, like almost everyone
associated with this hobby. I didn’t know that the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) had found so many frauds on the market that
they were thinking about closing down the autograph business.
Instead I plodded blindly along, naively thinking of autograph
collecting as a career opportunity.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/7081
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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