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Whitehead's potato salad or Red Robinson's bicycle.
they did know, they might feel embarrassed that the
practice of law was once in such hands.

If

But there are others--dwindling in number and
advancing in age--who remember that there is nothing
about the practice of law that needs to be dull or
colorless.
Long may the picturesque be remembered!

GOING ONCE ... TWICE ...
March 20, 1995

William A. Pogue

I invite you to take a journey through the world
of auctions - a world of intrigue, surprises,
unexpected twists and turns - a world of the bizarre
and the hilariou s .
Auctions are a very ancient and efficient method
of selling merchandise. The earliest record of an
auction was by Herodotus, who wrote of the sale of
beautiful maidens to the highest bidder in the luxuryloving city of Babylon, where he visited in the fifth
century B.C.
"Every year," he wrote in his Chronicles, "these
things were done in each village. They gathered
together all the maidens that were come to the season
of marriage; and around them stood a multitude of men;
and an auctioneer caused them to stand up one by one
and sold them.
He sold the comeliest of all first;
then when she had been sold for much money, he would
sell the next after her in comeliness. And they were
for matrimony."
' paper will not be concerned
sorry to say, th 1S oung maidens, nor w1th
,
th e
with the sale of come 1 Y Y
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ed horseflesh, nor with,the chant
auction of thorough~r
or with the auct~on of
h riff on the court
of the tobacCO auct~oneer, n
1 state by the s e t '
of
foreclosed rea e
will focus on the auc lon
house steps. Rather, it
antiques and fine arts.
The New york Market

s fine arts market has been
The cen t er 0 f the u • •
1
f
w York city where the two most exalted temp e~ 0
a~ction are s;theby's and Christie's, both of WhlCh
have their roots in 18th century London.
Every year
these two venerable houses trans a ct sales of hundreds
of millions of dollars.

N

At Sotheby's and Christie's, auctions are
dignified, and an atmosphere of what you might call
"restrained elegance" prevails. Sales sometimes are
black-tie evening events. There are spotters who
assist the auctioneer in recognizing bidders. Above
the auctioneer's podium is an electronic sign board
where bids are recorded simultaneously in u.S. dollars
and several foreign currencies.
These auctions are promoted by elaborate
catalogues, filled with colored photographs and lavish
descriptions of each item. There is a pre-sale
estimate for each lot, expressed as a dollar range.
These estimates are intended as guidelines and are
based on previous auction experience.
The New York houses also establish a reserve for
each piece, which is the lowest price at which the
consignor is willing to sell. Typically, the reserve
might be two thirds of the median estimate.
Say the
pre-sale estimate for an item is $8,000 to $10,000, for
whiCh the median would be $9,000. The reserve, then,
i s established at two thirds of that, or $6,000.
If
the bidding does not reach that level, the item is
"bought in" by the auction house itself and retained
f or a later auction, or returned to the consignor.
Usually, one does not know if, or when, this buy-in has
occurred. The purpose of setting a reserve price is to
a void sacrificing an item when only a few buyers are

370

interested in it, or when inclement weather has kept
down the size of the crowd.
The nice thing about auctions is that you don't
even have to be present to bid. Almost all auction
houses will let you submit, prior to the sale, what is
called an "order bid", or sometimes called a "left
bid". The house then bids for you, bidding up to the
limit of your bid. The New York houses also have phone
banks, where a bidder with established credit can bid
by long distance as if he were present. Prominent
collectors and celebrities often do this.

Signals
As I'm sure most of you know, the bidder does not
callout his bid. Rather, the auctioneer establishes
an opening bid and advances it in increments. For
example, the auctioneer might elicit an opening bid of
$100 for an item; then he will ask for $125, and then
$150. When the $500 level has been reached, he will
advance in increments of $50; at $1,000, he will seek
to advance in $100 increases, and so on.
Bidders generally signal their bidding by raising
their hands. The bidding then bounces back and forth
across the room until only one is left, the winner.
The New York houses use numbered paddles which are
issued to bidders when they register. The winning
bidder, then, is identified by his paddle number.
Some bidders prefer to bid anonymously. A
prominent collector may be publicity-shy. Or, an
antiques dealer may not want his competitors to know
what items he is interested in. By pre-arrangement
with the auctioneer, these bidders will adopt private
signals, such as tugging at an ear lobe, scratching his
nose, or grasping his jacket lapel. Auctioneers
generally discourage these signals; certainly it
becomes confusing to an auctioneer if half his audience
is scratching their noses, while the other half is
waving to each other.
sometimes these pre-arranged ge~tures take the
form of a count-me-in-until-I-stoP s~gnal. John L.
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Marion, chief auctioneer at sotheby's, told of a
wealthy Arab collector who emphasized tha~ he,wou~d be
bidding so long as the red silk handker~hlef ln hlS
breast pocket was showing. When the prlce of , one, '
particular item unexpectedly shot up ~eyond hlS 17 m1t ,
he became so excited trying to push ~lS handkerchlef
down out of sight that he actually rlpped the pocket
right down the front of his jacket.
Then there was the time sotheby's auctioned one of
the world's great gems, a perfectly cut 69.42-carat
diamond.
Just before the auction began, John Marion
was approached by a representative from cartier, the
f amous jeweler, who said he would be bidding for his
company.
In fact, the firm had planned to acquire this
unusual stone and name it the "cartier Diamond".
He
said that he would be standing in the back of the room,
near the door, and that as long as he had his arms
crossed he was still in the bidding.
When the auction passed the $750,000 mark, the
f ield narrowed down to two, including the gentleman
f rom Cartier. They were going up in $50,000 increments
when suddenly it occurred to Marion that the signal may
have been forgotten.
The man was standing there so
casually, with his arms crossed, chatting with several
other people, that the auctioneer was afraid that the
price was being driven up artificially.
Finally, the diamond was "knocked down" or sold,
f or $1,050,000 to "the gentleman near the door".
To
Sotheby's relief, he uncrossed his arms and smiled,
without giving even the slightest hint that he was the
buyer.
As it turned out, the other bidder had been acting
on behalf of Richard Burton, who was crushed that he
had lost out. He had intended the magnificent diamond
to be a gift for his wife.
Afterwards, a private sale
was negotiated with Cartier on Burton's behalf; the
j ewel then became known as the "Elizabeth Taylor
Diamond" .
Perhaps the most hilarious episode of signaling
occurred with California industrialist and legendary

372

art collector, Norton Simon. Once at an art auction in
London, he gave these written instructions to the poor
auctioneer:
"When Mr. Simon is sitting down, he is
bidding.
If he bids openly, he is also bidding.
If he
stands up and sits down a second time, he is not
bidding unless he raises his finger.
Having raised his
finger, he is bidding until he stands up again."
Predictably, the auctioneer got these signals mixed up,
and the sale had to be halted temporarily. After
bidding was reopened, Mr. simon was victorious and went
horne with his prize, a Rembrandt.

Unusual Items
sometimes there are rare finds at auction:
items
whose owners didn't know the value of what they have.
John Marion tells of a convent in Yonkers, New York,
that requested an appraisal by Sotheby's on a series of
old paintings, most of which were damaged or in poor
condition. They were of little value.
However, before
leaving, Sotheby's appraisers noticed a kitchen cabinet
with a small blue and white bowl.
In turning over the
bowl, an unusual mark was observed, which revealed the
bowl to be one of the few examples of late sixteenth
century European porcelain, created for the Medici
family.
At auction it realized $180,000. The convent
had been using it daily as a sugar bowl.
Some of the more bizarre items sold at auction
include:
a nursing bottle used by King Louis Philippe
of France when an infant; a lock of hair from the mane
of General Robert E. Lee's horse; a bottle of Scotch
from which Humphrey Bogart swigged as the alcoholic
priest in the movie, The Left Hand of God; Queen
Victoria's bloomers (the Queen was a cleanliness addict
and changed her bloomers four times a day, it was
said); Joan Crawford's false eyelashes; Gina
Lollabrigida's black lace panties; and a tooth of Sir
Isaac Newton's. The buyer mounted it in gold and wore
it as a watch fob!
Auction Fever
The wise bidder comes to an auction with ~
.
'mit
above
which
he
will
be
unwllllng
to
predetermined l ...
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bid, having carefully e xami ned the article at presale
inspection.
But, there is a phenomenon known as
"auction fever".
Th i s disease generally occurs when
the bidding has elim i n a ted all but two buyers, both of
whom are determined to get the item. At this point,
all reason and common sense may disappear, while
irrationality and ego take over. A skillful auctioneer
can enhance this by his bidding cadence and rhythm of
patter. As a result, the article usually sells for
three or four times i ts fair market value.
Auction fever c ause s people to spend more at an
auction than they would while browsing slowly at a
gallery. Auction fe ver does get to almost every
auction goer at some ti me or another; this writer has
succumbed to it.
Rings and Phantoms

The scourage o f an a uctioneer are syndicates or
"rings". It works l ike this: A group of professional
bidders, usually de alers, meet b e forehand to
acknowledge their c ommon i nterest in certain items.
They agree not to bi d agai nst each other at the public
auction, arranging for one member only to bid on behalf
of the group. Naturall y , t his reduces b i dding activity
and those items ma y g o to t he ring at surprisingly low
prices. Rug dealer s are not orious at this.
After the sal e , t he group meets privately for
their own miniature a uc tion, called a knock- out. The
participants in thi s second a uction share the
difference between the p ublic s a le price paid and the
knock-out sale price among themselves. They are the
winners; losers are the cons ignors and the auction
house itself.
But not all auct i oneers a re h onest, either; an
unscrupulous auctioneer may engag e in a practice known
as "phantom" bidding. This can occur when there is
only one authent i c b i dder in th e r oom, and the
auctioneer pretends that he has r e ceived a counter-bid
in order to push the would-be buyer to a higher l e vel.
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The auctioneer may address an empty seat, or one
of the pillars around the salesroom, or a group of
standing spectators and pretend that there is a signal
for a bid. He might even Whip his victim in to a fever
with the excitement of rapid-fire bids from every
corner of the salesroom.
If the auctioneer is skillful
at sizing up his mark, he can get a hefty increase from
the legitimate bidder.
It a~so must be said,that even the prestigious New
York auctlon houses sometlmes falsify results of a
sale.
Several years ago, the beautiful painting Irises
by Van Gogh was placed on the block at Sotheby's.
Its
owner, John Whitney Payson, had to sell the work
because it had grown too valuable to keep. He couldn't
insure it and, for complicated tax reasons, couldn't
afford to give it away, it was reported.
At the sale, there was spirited bidding between
two collectors on telephones manned by Sotheby's
staffers. In only three and one half minutes, the
painting was hammered down for nearly $54,000,000,
including buyer's premium! That's over $14,000,000 a
minute and a then-record price paid for a work of art
anywhere. Or was it?
After the auction, rumors began to swirl around
the New York art market that this sale was not
consummated.
Sotheby's supposedly had offered a loan
of $20,000,000 to a wealthy collector so as to achieve
a landmark price. The winning bidder was to come up
with the amount in excess of that loan. However, the
buyer was unable to fulfill his end of the bargain.
A year later, Australian billionaire Alan Bond
admitted that he was the buyer of the painting.
still
later, he became bankrupt, so that the loan probably
was never paid off. Where is the painting now.
Perhaps still in the vault at Sotheby's.
House Sales
An exciting kind of sale utilize~ by the big New
York houses is an on-site estate auctl~n, or,house
sale. This is practical when the cons1gnor 1S the
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estate of a deceased collector, and the ~ollection is
large.
It eliminates c~stly transportatlon of
merchandise to the auctlon house.
Moreover, the carnival atmosphere of a house sale,
especially when it is conducted under a large te~t, can
lead buyers to spend more money than they wo~ld ln the
more sedate surroundings of a permanent auctlon room.
It also is used for the estates of celebrities,
attracting buyers who are anxious to see the house
itself and to observe the life styles of the rich and
famous.
One spectacular house sale this writer was
privileged to attend, was the Garbisch sale by
Sotheby's in the early 1980s. Colonel and Mrs. Edgar
Garbisch were avid collectors.
She was the former
Bernice chrysler, daughter of Walter Chrysler, famed
automobile magnate.
They had been childhood
sweethearts and eventually married.
They began their
collecting pastime in the early 1940s, and continued
almost until their deaths which occurred within hours
of each other, in December, 1979.
The Garbischs collected over a broad spectrum:
antique American, English and French furniture,
European porcelains, glassware, silver and, of course,
paintings from old master to impressionist to modern.
They assembled these treasures both at their sprawling
country estate in Maryland as well as at their New York
City apartment which they maintained at the Hotel
Carlyle.
The country estate where the sale took place was a
large rambling clapboard house situated on extensive
acreage, near Cambridge, Maryland, called Pokety Farm.
It is on the banks of the Choptank River, an estuary of
Chesapeake Bay. On the broad lawn overlooking the
water, Sotheby's had erected a huge tent containing
seats for, probably, 800 people. Alongside the
auctioneer's rostrum were phone banks and elevated
platforms for spotters, to assist the auctioneer in

identifying bids.

Just offshore in the river, several

yachts were anchored, having come to observe the
auction action.
Nearby was a bright blue and white
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striped canopy to house the caterer, to serve lunch to
the hungry multitude. It was, as they say, a class
act!
This actually was a weekend event, a beautiful
weekend in early May.
Inspection of the house contents
was scheduled for Thursday, the auction was conducted
by John Marion on Friday and Saturday, with sunday
morning set aside for sale of the more mundane
household effects, refrigerator, dishwasher,
television, etc. To give you some idea of the
magnitude of this auction, there were some 2200 lots
being offered. In auction parlance, a lot can be a
single item, such as one piece of furniture, or a
grouping of matching dining room chairs, or a set of
porcelain.
By simple mathematics, you will observe that in
their nearly 40 years of collecting, the Garbischs were
making significant acquisitions at the rate of more
than one per week. They were, of course, customers of
every prominent New York or east coast antiques dealer.
It was said that, occasionally, a dealer, having just
acquired an estate or new shipment from Europe, would
bring his truck right up to their country house and the
Garbischs would purchase the entire load! There were
no apparent financial constraints!
This sale attracted all the prominent east coast
antiques dealers, major museums and private collectors.
Lots were brought out one by one and placed on the
"bl,?ck", with fast paced bidding orchestrated by John
Marlon.
Prime time turned out to be Saturday afternoon
when all the significant furniture was put up.
This
writer remembers sitting next to, and chatting with, a
rather unassuming young couple, probably in their late
30s. They were dressed casually, he in khakis and a
sport shirt, she in a simple cotton dress.
I remember
wondering what item they were interest in or even could
afford.
I soon learned.
A stunning 18th century maple
highboy was put up.
Bidding proceeded vigorously in
increments of $1,000. At about the $25,000 level, my
new friends jumped in, eventually winning the piece at
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is added a ten percent buyer's
$35,0001 To this price charges, and Maryland state
premium which sotheby's
sales tax.
t
't was a circa
The star of the show, as they der~ lblock and
1770 mahogany Chippendale kneehole e s ,
shell deslgn, made in Newport~ ~h~de ISlan~~ ~~ not a
Goddard-Townsend.
For the unlnltlated, thl
't'
very functional piece of furniture.
It has,a wrl lng
surface less than three feet by two feet, wlth a
kneehole for one's legs, provided one is no larger than
a midget.
To top it off, one previou~ owner had,
painted the desk with white enamel WhlCh~ to ant 7ques
purists, is absolute sacrilege.
Befor~ 7ts Garblsch ,
purchase, it had been stripped and reflnls~ed.
But, ,lt
was adorned with lovely scallop-shell carv1ngs, and 1t
was one of the few examples of this motif known to
exist.
Moreover, the Goddard-Townsend school is
considered to be superb cabinetmakers and craftsmen.
As I recall, the opening bid was $10,000 and it
went on from there, to be knocked down to an anonymous
phone bidder for $250,000, a then-record price for a
furniture item.
Some weeks later, the unidentified
phone bidder was revealed to be Bill Cosby, famous
television personality. More recently, a kneehole desk
of this design has been appraised at $2,500,000!
That Garbisch sale was not without its poignant
moments.
Once, when I became tired of sitting, I took
a stroll through the gardens and stopped to chat with
an elderly gardener.
Although the property was up for
sale and its contents at auction, he was tending his
tomato and squash plants as if nothing had happened,
nothing had changed, and life will go on.
Main Auction Galleries

Here in cincinnati, toward the opposite end of
Fourth street from this club, at 137 West Fourth, is
Main Auction Galleries, presided over by Mrs. Phyllis
Karp and her son, J. Louis Karp, auctioneer.
This
respected house dates back to 1871 and was acquired by
Mrs. Karp and her husband, the late Gilbert Karp, in
1958.
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The Karps conduct auctions of common household
goods every Tuesday, but about three or fou~ times a
year, they organize sales of antiques a~d.flne ar~s
from the estates of prominent local famllles.
ThlS
writer has had the honor of attending many of these
fine arts auctions, sometimes successfully but many
times not.
Even when unsuccessful, I've made money for
the Karps by driving up the price of an article for
someone else to pay!
A Karp auction is quite unlike those of the New
York houses. The atmosphere is relaxed and informal;
there is a great deal of banter between Jay and his
mother; and Jay is not shy about occasionally insulting
the merchandise - and his customers!
Unlike the New York houses, Main Auction never has
advance registration of bidders, buyers bid with simple
hand signals or a nod of the head, and winning bidders
are identified by their initials. The Gallery never
charges a buyer's premium and rarely permits reserves
on articles. They never divu l ge the names of
consignors, and have built a fine reputation of
honesty.
It should be noted that Jay Karp has donated
his services many times as auctioneer for charity
events.
Over the years, Phyllis and Jay have become good
friends of mine. What follows now are anecdotes
. .
'
remlnlscences, and advice based on my interviews with
them:
Phyllis tells of one occasion, many years ago when
she was young and naive, when she and her husband were
doing an appraisal at the stately College Hill home of
a prominent business executive. When they walked into
the master bedroom she was surprised to see numerous
mirrors around the' room, with a large mirror mo~nted on
the ceiling. "Gilbert," she asked innocently, why
would he have a mirror on the cel. l 'lng.? "
Another time, Phyllis was appraising at a ho~edin
Westwood when she spotted a . Ro~~~~~dt~r~o~~ ~~~ ~~~ ow
sill. She started to turnth~t
"Be careful,"
date and artist's mark on
e bottom.
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the lady of the house shrieked, "those are my husband's
ashes!"
Once, while doing an appraisal in Troy, Ohio, they
were startled to corne across the body of a dead woman
lying on the living room sofa. The corpse had been
there for days; the woman's daughter, who had ordered
the appraisal, had refused to release the body to a
mortuary.
It was only after the family's attorney
interceded, and at first he couldn't believe the
situation, that the poor lady was taken to her proper
resting place!
The Karps can't refrain from taking an occasional
dig at the big New York houses. One time an auctioneer
from Christie's carne in to Main Auction, announcing to
Phyllis, "Everybody says I should see what your
auctions are like." She passed the word on to Jay, and
they conducted the auction in a very somber and sedate
manner.
Afterward, the New York auctioneer commented
to Phyllis, "I don't see any humor here." "Sir," she
deadpanned, "you have inhibited my son and me!"
Jay Karp is fiercely loyal to this community.
"This is one of the finest cities around for
merchandise," he exclaimed, "if you can get it out of
the families.
Cincinnati people think they have to
sell in New York, but that's a fallacy.
You can get as
much here as in any place in the United States."
Indeed, Cincinnati Magazine gave Main Auction an award
as the finest place to buy furniture in the city.
A high point for the gallery was reached one day
in 1989 when they auctioned a painting by Max
Pechstein, the German impression i st. Although the work
was from an Indian Hill estate, a New York trust
officer for the estate had suggested Sotheby's which
agreed to a $50,000 reserve. Not to be outdone, Main
Auction offered a reserve of $100,000, one of the rare
times they have made that concession.
The sale was widely pUblicized. There were
bidders from 26 states and eight foreign countries.
The Karps had even convinced nine prospective bidders
to deposit $100,000 each in an escrow account, to
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establish their credibility. The painting sold very
quietly and quickly - for $245,000 to a loc~l dealer.
This remains as a record price for that artlst, and
stands as the highest price achieved at a Cincinnati
auction of any work of art. After the applause died
down, Jay Karp moved promptly onto the next item as if
this sale was just a routine event.
Phyllis Karp often refers to herself as the Ann
Landers of the auction business:
she has to hear
everyone's troubles whether she wants to or not.
But,
she offers some helpful tips for auction goers:
Be sure to preview the merchandise and ask
questions.
Make sure the auctioneer tells you the condition
of what he is selling beforehand.
Be certain you understand the terms of sale, which
always should be posted.
And, very important, notice whether the same
employees stay with the auction house month after
month, year after year.
If there is turnover of
personnel, be suspicious.
Country Auctions
Another kind of auction, and a favorite form of
is country auctions. You'll find them
ln many small towns and rural areas, and especially in
New England.
They have a festive air and carnival
atmosphere.
They are quite informal and there usually
is a booth selling mom's home-cooked' food so you can
make a day of it!
'

~ntertainment,

You'll find such marvelous objects as kitchen
old electric appliances, used tools, beer
slgns, most any kind of clock, old phonograph records,
postcards and photographic albums, old books and
magazines, beat-up golf clubs, electric insulators,
dresser sets, perfume bottles, depression glass, wicker
furniture.
Surely, you can find something there you
just can't live without!

u~ensils,
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Or you may come across a charming sign, as
, th e s tate of Ma ine, which
once on , a back road ln
announced to the world:

I

did

ANTIQUES
Bought, Sold
& Made to Order
Inquire with i n
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