Book Reviews:
Wise Guys of the World, Unite!

WiLLiaM BUTTS

HONE, Joseph. The Book Forger: The True Story of a
Literary Crime that Fooled the World. London: Chatto &
Windus, 2024. Small 4to. Hardbound, dust jacket. 321pp. £22.

The greatest book forgery
scheme you may have never
heard of, or which rings only
a distant bell, is that of British
bibliophile and bibliographer
Thomas James Wise (1859-
1937)—broughtto lightin 1934
in John Carter and Graham
Pollard’s An Enquiry Into the
Nature of Certain Nineteenth
Century Pamphlets (London:
Constable & Co Ltd), an
exposé that should be required
reading. It cratered the
reputation of one of England’s

st()l‘)’ of a
literary crime
that fooled
the world

JOSEPH HONE

most eminent bibliophiles and perhaps permanently dampened
the enthusiasm and softened the market for the pamphlets that

were Wise’s forging focus.

It seems to this reviewer and Wise guy that the scandal
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which rocked the antiquarian book world nearly a century ago
is fast fading from its collective memory, but Joseph Hone’s
superb new chronicle The Book Forger remedies this and
reminds us of the specter of book forgery, despite the subtitle
that smacks of publisher’s marketing hyperbole.

To forge a book, even the ephemeral pamphlets in which
Wise specialized, is astonishingly difficult. With autographs,
the challenges are fewer: to forge a letter, the handwriting and
ink must pass muster (a very tall order), the paper on which it
is written must be correct, the content historically accurate or
at least believable. It’s extraordinarily difficult if not impossible
to do perfectly and nearly all letter forgeries reveal themselves
in varying ways. With book forgeries the type fonts must be
perfect, the ink perfect, the paper perfect, the binding perfect —
a daunting prospect and far more miscreants are foolish enough
to attempt the former than the latter. In terms of sheer number
autograph forgeries outnumber book forgeries at least ten to
one, likely a good deal more.

The Book Forger answers many questions about which this
reviewer has long wondered, among them: Just how intricate
was the web of deception Wise spun to mask his tracks? Was
Wise aware of the snare that Carter and Pollard’s book had set
before it was published? Did Wise realize how surgically precise
were their modern forensic methods that would demolish his
old school smoke-and-mirrors methods?

Most importantly, Hone fleshes out our image of the
inscrutable, Simon Legree-ish Thomas J. Wise. Adding new
research to the existing scattered literature, Hone creates
an intriguing image of the obscure twenty-something, a
home-schooled clerk living with father and brother in a drab
suburb who from the get-go weaves a high-class pedigree
for himself out of whole cloth — respectable education, noble
Irish lineage, upper crust accent — and embellishes it for the
next half century. We see, too, Hone’s interpretation of Wise’s



Book REVIEW 305

psyche. The ever-opportunistic young Wise knew he hadn’t
the pockets to compete with well-heeled collectors for the
literary high points he craved, thus “surely the most fruitful
territory, he rationalized, would be the untapped boxes of
letters and manuscripts kept by the poets, their friends, and
their descendants.” Slim, tiny pamphlet printings of poems
and essays by English authors were all the rage at the time, so
when the upstart is named to produce the new Shelley Society’s
authorized facsimile reprints, there is a eureka moment when,
while reprinting The Necessity of Atheism in 1886

Wise received word that [Shelley’s son]... had
requested he abort the edition.... Much of the cost of
printing came from the process of typesetting, which
was already complete. His aim had been to print off
three hundred copies for members of the Shelley
Society, which would now be impossible without Sir
Percy catching wind of it. Strictly speaking, Wise
ought immediately to have sent work to the printer to
break the type and forget all about the job. But what
harm could there be in running off a single copy, Wise
thought, purely for his own collection? Or perhaps two
or three? Nobody would ever need to know.

Wise saw his path to clawing his way to the top as a
collector. Thus:

...when the next legitimate facsimile was scheduled
for the press... Wise succumbed once again to
temptation.... He slipped across to the print shop and
asked the workmen to run off a few extra copies on
upmarket paper and vellum, removing any mention of
the Shelley Society from the imprint and replacing it
with the enigmatic notice ‘PRINTED FOR PRIVATE
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CIRCULATION’. He rationalized that the type had
already been set up and, as he was supplying his own
paper for the extra copies, it barely cost the Shelleyans
apenny. He could then wait a few months before selling
these additional copies to subsidise his own collection.

Hone describes the personality of this callous climber
convincingly. He concludes that “with every fibre of his
being Wise wanted to belong” and he was “someone who so
desperately sought the approval of others....” Combine this
with zero ethical qualms: “petty moral scruples never seemed
to bother him. Maintaining his obsession was in his eyes a
simple matter of calculus. He wanted to expand his library.
To do so, he needed more money. He was prepared to tell a
few white lies and act a little ruthlessly to earn that additional
cash, which he would then plunge back into his collection.”
How unfortunate that from this young age “He had been thrust
into a position of trust — trust which he did not deserve” and
had chanced upon a printer with a vast array of type fonts and
papers — the perfect recipe for a wannabee book forger.

By using obscure but bona fide writings by collected
Victorian authors first published in journals and elsewhere,
Wise created first separate printings that commanded top dollar.
“Inventing first editions where previously none had existed
proved an immensely successful formula,” writes Hone. And
with assistance from noted collector and coeval Harry Buxton
Forman, Wise trailblazed imaginative methods to create them.
Having the text typeset and printed by a well-known printer
willing to look the other way was his usual method, but not
always. Occasionally they purchased actual first editions and
simply printed fake title pages with a different title that the
author originally considered (using a blank endpaper to ensure
perfect paper match). Thus Tennyson’s well-known Enoch
Arden reappeared as Idylls of the Hearth — voila! Instant rarity.
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Tightly rebound to hide the tipped-in title page, with clever
back story dreamed up, a small number made their way into
collectors’ hands.

To call Wise innovative in creating an aura of authenticity
around his fakes is an understatement. He pioneered
enterprising methods of minimizing the chance that dealers
and collectors would question the appearance out of the blue of
dozens of decades-old unheard-of “rarities” or their strangely
pristine condition — the aging techniques long employed by
autograph forgers never interested Wise, who was a condition
Nazi. Hone’s assessment of Wise’s techniques is a delight
and an instructive cautionary tale to all who love books and
autographs.

One method involved getting the stamp of approval from
the authors whose poems and essays were being faked. Wise
ingratiated himself Uriah Heep-style with, for example, the
aging poet Swinburne. To lend his fake of Swinburne’s 1866
poem “Cleopatra” credence, Wise meets him and “by giving
him a copy of the Cleopatra pamphlet [hoped] that he would
accept it as a genuine first edition.” Eventually Swinburne, who
initially professed no knowledge of it, hesitatingly accepted the
supposedly rare item with polite if perplexed murmurings, in
writing, unaware that “Wise had plenty of copies tucked away
in his own library.” The forger now had the best endorsement
of all to help market them — as worthless as many of the
“Certificates of Authenticity” that proliferate in the autograph
community. “And so,” quips Hone, “the trap was sprung.”

Another even more creative deception, “the most audacious
of them all,” was Wise’s appreciation that “The best way to
get a forgery authenticated is to ensure it is included in the
standard reference books.” Who but the most suspicious would
question a title listed in a respected bibliography? Almost no
one, especially in that more innocent, less cynical era. Wise
weaseled his way into bibliographical projects under the guise
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of collegial advisor and worked in entries of his own fakes
complete with contrived back stories into soon-to-be-published
reference works. Thus “when the fifth volume of the Ruskin
bibliography appeared in May 1890, it duly contained a full
description of the book, confidently asserting on no evidence
whatsoever that copies of this separate edition were ‘reserved
for private distribution only’.... Dealers previously had only
Wise’s informal assurance that all these newly unearthed books
by Ruskin were genuine. The bibliography made if official.”
Devilishly clever, or as Brits often remark: Brilliant!

As if that’s not enough, Wise even had a ploy to assure
that his fakes realized high prices. Hone explains that Wise
would sometimes place one of his fakes in an auction and have
a patsy purchase it at a hefty price. “Because the sale went
through a proxy,” he writes, “the auctioneer could have no idea
that Wise was the buyer; and because the book was consigned
anonymously, the agent remained unaware that Wise was the
seller. And so, without the merest hint of his involvement, the
forger created a legitimate market price for a deeply illegitimate
book.” He did this with Tennyson’s The Falcon, among others,
thus could point to a high auction price to justify high prices for
future copies he sold.

Thank God for Americans, their buying power and their
“relative paucity of major public American libraries” — all of
which worked to Wise’s benefit. Hone brings out this aspect
of the forger’s success easily overlooked. Americans made
prime candidates for his wares, for collectors and even dealers
had little recourse for making careful comparisons. “The
circumstances in America made it possible for Wise to palm
off even his most egregious forgeries,” notes Home.

His slapdash counterfeit of Matthew Arnold’s Alaric
at Rome, carelessly printed from the same setting of
type as his [legitimate] facsimile edition, was sold via
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a New York dealer in 1897 as the 1840 original. Under
the impression that it was in fact the genuine copy
from which Wise designed his facsimile, the buyer...
paid the premium sum of $400. A quick comparison
against the original would immediately have debunked
this theory. Fortunately for Wise, there was no original
to hand.

“Sticky Fingers” highlights Wise’s second, less-publicized
career as a book thief, not exposed until long after his death.
This intriguing interlude from his pamphlet-producing crimes
perhaps came about as faking first editions became too routine,
bolstered by Wise’s condition mania. As he aged, he branched
out into collecting slim playbooks from Shakespeare’s day.
Many copies he acquired were inexpensive because of damage
or missing leaves. He easily sliced leaves from British Museum
copies and hired an unethical book conservator at Riviere and
Son (whose custom bindings are still avidly collected) to meld
Wise’s flawed copies into a single “flawless” copy — trimming
or enlarging margins, removing institutional markings,
adding watermarks, washing and bleaching until all matched,
whatever needed doing to mask the fraud. The finishing touch
was always a sumptuous Morocco binding. Hone’s uncovering
of the famed bindery’s awareness of the crimes they committed
under manager Arthur Calkin is damning indeed. “To this
day,” he notes with justifiable pride, “the secret of Riviere’s
complicity has remained just that — a secret.”

Haughty pretensions and affectations pile on high in Hone’s
memorable portrayal. I particularly enjoy his description of
Wise at age 74 on the verge of Carter and Pollard’s expos¢
— defeated and deflated as his monumental scam is about to
become public. Pollard pays him a visit and finds “His skin
was pale and his face, always chubby, had drooped like a bag
of boiled sweets left too long in the sun, so that his eyebrows
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sagged over those ‘cruel, porcine eyes’....” Calls to mind poet
W.H. Auden’s comment later in life that “My face looks like a
wedding cake left out in the rain.”

I'm especially delighted that Hone makes the mysterious
Graham Pollard, about whom little has been written, a living
and breathing figure, as he does for other hazy characters such as
Harry Buxton Forman and his son Maurice. Pollard was the son
of a noted historian and also his despair, more so when college
turned him “from naughty schoolboy to shaggy bohemian” and
budding communist. [ronically, Pollard’s bookishness revealed
his inner capitalist. He excelled at unearthing interesting
ancient tomes at a local shop, where he rifled through “unsorted
and disregarded stock in a musty basement. Here Pollard would
rummage through piles of beaten-up quartos and thumb his
way through loosely bound volumes, carefully probing for
previous signs of ownership or any bibliographical oddities”
and profit selling them to London bookshops. Most memorable
of his early finds was the third known (at that time) copy of
poet George Crabbe’s self-suppressed 1775 poem Inebriety:

Only three copies were known to exist, two of which
were in America. The third, Pollard discovered in
1922, was tucked away in an unassuming corner of
Dobell’s bookshop on Bond Street. This copy had seen
better days: at some point the title page had come loose
and was now missing. But its value to scholarship was
massively enhanced by an unnoticed manuscript note
in the author’s hand. ‘Pray let not this be seen,” Crabbe
had written; ‘there is very little of it that I’'m not
heartily ashamed of.” At two guineas it was a bargain.

Books become Pollard’s salvation and he buys a partnership
in the eccentric, shoddily-run bookshop Birrell and Garnett,
where his energy and talent breathe new life into it just as his
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flirtation with communism sours. His recruitment by MI5
spymaster and James Bond prototype Maxwell Knight to
inform on local party doings is truly the stuff of espionage
fiction. Ever see one of those black-and-white World War Two-
era films in which a bookshop is the front for Nazi saboteurs or
other unsavories? Pollard’s routine reminds one of those, down
to clandestine meetings with his handler in grubby back rooms
— which becomes useful training for the cat-and-mouse game
he and Carter were undertaking with Wise. It’s a charming
portrait of a “clumsy young man, with his unkempt hair and
baggy corduroy trousers and Marxist politics and parcels of
antique folios....” Up to now Pollard has just been a name on
the spine for me, but now he’s a lively and fascinating figure.

“Enter John Carter,” Hone announces fatefully, and here
too presents a striking portrait of Pollard’s better-known co-
author (for my review of Donald Dickinson’s excellent Carter
biography, see the Summer 2004 issue). The dapper, book-
steeped King’s College graduate could hardly differ more
from Pollard. “On the face of it,” writes Hone, “Carter was
everything Pollard was not: tall, patrician, sophisticated, and
deeply handsome.” Hone clearly revels in contrasting this
comical pairing: Carter “meticulously clad in sharp worsted;
the other scruffy to the point of shambolic, corduroy trousers
wearing out at the knees and fraying at the turn-ups.” More
crucially, Hone explores their shared passion for the minutiae
of bibliography (typefaces, paper, provenance and such), their
doggedness as regards painstaking details about which many
collectors at that time were naive.

The Book Forger is a handsome product, well designed and
attractively priced, but I do have a bone to pick. At the risk of
seeming shallow -- Where, oh where, are the illustrations?
Nothing brings a true crime tale to life better than gazing into
the eyes of the criminal, Wise, and some of his better-known
fakes, along with the detecting duo whose biblio-sleuthing
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brought him down and the cast of eccentric characters and
intriguing places that populate these pages. Sure, such images
are found in other titles in the literature on the subject, but
why not make the reading experience as vivid an experience
as possible?

I also believe Hone missed an opportunity to help readers
truly appreciate one of Wise’s motivations in creating his
nefarious wares: Making money, if only to better his own
collection. When readers are told that Wise sold some fake
for £10, £30 or any amount, that figure means nothing to most
readers until converted into today’s dollars or pounds. Readers
need context for prices fetched more than a century ago Hone
provides this only once, when he notes Wise’s wealth at his
death: “Even without the books... Wise’s estate was valued
at over £138,000 (some £10 million today)” — more than $13
million to us Yanks. A quick check on an inflation calculator
informs us that the $300 for which a Tennyson fake sold in
1898 (to cite one among many examples) equates to more than
$11,000 today. A pamphlet selling for £40 in 1890 equals a
couple thousand or more dollars today. When the average
American income around the turn of the century was under
$500 a year (around $19,000 today), these seemingly-modest
prices suddenly become far more meaningful.

Hone writes well, deftly blending a thrilling true crime
narrative about a complex, decades-long scam while showing
off serious scholarly chops as well, as the ample end notes
suggest. He presents this in a non-linear fashion that transitions
back and forth from Wise in different stages of his shenanigans
to Carter and Pollard as each finds his way in the book world
and as their partnership develops and their findings snowball.
I’d lay odds that Hone is a devotee of detective fiction — as
was Carter (who actually spearheaded the collecting of it).
He employs its techniques — selective laying out of evidence,
clifthangers, even high drama — marvelously, and who but a
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reader of detective fiction would note:

Detective stories tend to follow certain patterns. It is in
their nature to weave together loose threads, to wrap
everything up in a final scene. All the suspects are
gathered; the detective presents his or her evidence; the
murderer. .. is prompted to confess. And, in confessing,
the puzzle is solved — for what good is a puzzle without a
solution? Real-life endings are seldom so neat. Threads
remain loose. Suspects disappear. Felons profess their
innocence contrary to overwhelming evidence. ...

A clear image emerges of Wise as he painstakingly refines
his ruse and perfects his dastardly methods, interspersed with
images of the unlikely booksellers who methodically untangle
this complex, decades-long scam and the whole London book
world of the 1930s.

How ironic that, thanks to the infamy of Wise’s
skullduggery, his fakes are now avidly collected and often fetch
stiff prices. Ironic, too, that the bibliographies Wise compiled
about Swinburne, Ruskin, Coleridge, Shelley, Wordsworth,
Tennyson, Landor, Conrad, the Brownings, the Brontés and
others are today all suspect and scorned. “Part of the problem
for collectors and booksellers,” Hone points out, “was that Wise
was truly an expert on these authors. And the fact that he knew
the books so much better than almost everybody else made it
difficult for them to challenge his judgment. It was as though a
trained, respected physician was confidently prescribing snake
0il.” Here’s a wicked thought: This raises the possibility that
the high prices for the fakes tempt a modern copycat forger
to fake the fakes. They would be detectable, certainly, for 21
century fakes of late 19"/early 20" century fakes — but would
their sellers and buyers really look that carefully into a known
forgery?
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Call The Book Forger a gateway book, for surely this
fresh and compelling narrative will hook more book people
on this fascinating forgery and create more Wise guys. Those
completely unfamiliar with the scandal will want to delve into
the other handful of titles (all out of print) on the subject. The
Book Forger is both prequel and sequel to Carter and Pollard’s
devastatingly clinical dissection — a terrific page-turner and
perfect accompaniment to reading (or I hope rereading) the
masterful 1934 exposé that moved Wise’s standing from a
bibliophile’s hall of fame to a hall of shame and brought his
decades-long fraud crashing to the ground.
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