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“Second and best,” a phrase heard in antiquarian 
bookselling, never ever means . It means literally 

These and other textual changes make their way into a second 
edition, which content-wise often make that the preferred 
version – hence second and best. In terms of dollar value, on 
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the other hand, the second edition 
is rarely more valuable than 

overwhelmingly prefer the book 

bookstore shelf, warts and all.
Kurt Zimmerman’s The 

Relentless Pursuit of Rare Books
is not a “second and best” situation 

while the second and third titles 
under consideration are second 
editions and are classic “second 

and best” situations. The Relentless Pursuit of Rare Books I call 
“second and best” simply because it’s his second book and it’s 

Rare Book Hunting: 
Essays and Escapades (2021), impressed this reviewer, who 
opined in the Spring 2021 issue:

What sounds more pleasant to any book and paper person 
than lounging in a book-lined study while a genial and 
knowledgeable host, mint julep in hand, discourses 
about favorite titles? At the same time pulling them 
off the shelf and passing them around, of course – the 
books, that is. If that bucolic image isn’t idyllic enough 
for you, the volumes held up for your enjoyment aren’t 
just any old copy of the title being discussed. They’re 
association copies: Copies inscribed by the author when 
the copy was presented to a spouse, the book’s publisher, 
the book’s subject, or someone else of note or intimately 
connected to the book or its author….

Who doesn’t like an opening that grabs you as 
does that in The Relentless Pursuit of Rare Books: 
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“I’m seated in an outhouse thinking fondly of antiquarian 
booksellers.” This unnervingly intimate, retina-scarring image 

between 2022 and 2025. (“How can you not read on after that 
sentence?” notes my wife Yolanda uneasily.)

Like Anthony Bourdain’s foodie series No Reservations
and Parts Unknown, which defy categorization – travel show? 
cooking show? – Zimmerman’s essays are a funky amalgam of 
bookselling and book collecting history, provenance research 

hunting trip to some U.S. destination feel “travelish” and 

late night exploration in his study of a new eBay acquisition 
turns into an adventure. We ride along as he teases out the 

the exceptional books-about-books collection he has amassed 
to make connections and extract the meaning behind an 
inscription’s reference. One source may lead to another, and 
another, and another – yet in the end he circles back to the new 
acquisition and it all hangs together. Relentless, you realize, 
is an apt adjective for this book’s title. The guy is driven, 
persistent, unstoppable – relentless!

Let’s examine a few random chapters to give you a better 
sense of this:

“Clubbing with the Book Fellows” represents classic 
Kurt. A brief personal anecdote deftly segues into his 
latest foray in book collecting history. “I haven’t done 
this much clubbing since college,” he reminisces:

But that is a far different story involving an energetic 
redhead, the thumping bass of dance music, and my 
free-form dancing skills that generated much laughter. 
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Thankfully, no video exists. But I digress. My recent 
excursion into the history of the Quarto Club of the 
1920s-30s [in the previous chapter] involved no such 
risk or embarrassment. It was a pleasurable way 
to resurrect a nearly forgotten group of dedicated 
bibliophiles. But just as in those memorable college 
days, one clubbing experience was rarely enough 
and I was left wanting more. I pushed back further in 
time in my research, still New York City, but now in 

years earlier, its importance not realized at the time. 
And thank the book gods it was still available!

London Lyrics (1883) by Frederick Locker becomes the 
springboard for a deep dive into The Book Fellows Club, “a 

Grolier Club of New York, founded in 1884.” We learn of the 
lives and bookish interests of its three members, primarily the 
memorable Francophile Valentine Blacque but also the noted 
collector and author William Loring Andrews and much lesser 
known Alphonse Duprat. Connections to other notable book 

Kurt’s own collection and other resources provide background 
galore to piece together an account of this obscure, short-lived, 
little-known book club.

“In the Midst of It: A Book Hunter Down the Cataloging Rabbit 
Hole” opens, appropriately, in medias res: “The Story begins 
with a drowning, includes a fratricide, a sensational trial, 
and has no ending yet. But let us start anyhow.” That’s smart 

reeling in your catch. The context is the annual California 
ABAA Book Show and the 13 action-packed pages that follow 
revolve around “a modest looking pamphlet in plain original 
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wrappers” bearing the ho-hum title Index to American Poetry 
and Plays in the Collection of C. Fiske Harris. Turns out the 
exhibitor brought it with Kurt in mind; money changes hands 
and Caroliniana Books of Aiken, South Carolina, become the 
newest in the stable of dealers acting as eyes and ears on Kurt’s 
behalf. “I carry my prize off to show to a few other book people 
who would appreciate it,” including a cameo by yours truly. 

But it’s the piecing together of the jigsaw puzzle after the 
purchase of the drab pamphlet that most wouldn‘t give a second 
glance to that fascinates. “During the journey, I’m buffeted by 

deep in uncharted territory and I push on, wondering where 
it will all lead. Come with me” – and we do. By its close “A 

become a surreal plunge through known and unknown….” 
Good stuff, this.

“Use the Force: Barton W. Currie & John C. Eckel” is a brief 
gem of an essay. Follow the twists and turns of Kurt’s mind as 
he pursues a choice presentation copy of Barton W. Currie’s 
Fishers of Men (1931) in an online auction. With himself as 
Luke Skywalker and Star Wars references as thick as dueling 

whose name the auction house couldn’t decipher, was Charles 
Dickens bibliographer John C. Eckel. This in turn connects it 
to…. And so on. A fortuitous purchase of letters from Currie 
to Eckel follows. Like me, Kurt courts serendipity in a big way, 

serendipity of this whole episode reinforced my belief in a 
benevolent Book Deity.” Amen!

Occasionally Zimmerman’s topics aren’t prompted by book 
hunting while traveling, nor by new acquisitions, but represent 
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random biblio-musings that cross his mind. Such is “Extreme 
Book Collecting,” sparked perhaps by some stray incident in 
the news about extremism on the rise. Apply that to books and 
you get bibliomania. No discussion of this can avoid mention 
of the most famed historical examples: Richard Herber, whose 
excesses inspired his friend Thomas Dibdin to coin the word 

, and the celebrated Sir Thomas Phillips, whose 
“early goal was to own a copy of every book in the world.” 

is Kurt’s example of the construction foreman “of modest 
means [who] risks economic annihilation” collecting Lewis 
and Clark material in the 1980s and ‘90s; certain bankruptcy 
loomed until fate stepped in to save the day. Of course Iowa 
book thief Stephen Blumberg makes an appearance, a shining 
cautionary tale of what happens when bibliomania meets 
criminal tendencies. But this is all pretext for an amusing 
attempt at “self-analysis” and a delusional conclusion that “My 
biblio-extremism is well in check.” Just keep telling yourself 
that, Kurt. He and I need to found “BA” – Bibliomaniacs 
Anonymous, with our own 12-step recovery program. We’re 
working on a secret handshake. AA too had a pair of founders, 
one of them coincidentally a guy named Bill….

Perhaps my favorite essay is “Every Book Its Story,” a rambling 
foray chronicling a typical cataloguing session for Zimmerman. 
As he tells it:

My in-house catalogue goes light years beyond an 
orderly list-keeping: most of the items are association 
copies and each one merits at least a brief explanation 
that often expands with research into a mini-essay. 
But this is part of the fun for me – story upon story 

can to catalog, usually in the evenings and sometimes 
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during the day when work is slow. It also can be an 
excuse when yard work is required or a welcome 
respite when life takes a stressful turn. The results of 
this thirty plus year pursuit of biblio-bliss is a current 

This resonates because Kurt’s clear delight in 
cataloguing association copies of book history titles 
matches my own daily 9-to-5 joy. In brief, “Every 
Book Its Story” oscillates around the cataloguing of 
Edmund Pearson’s 
(1909), Clifford K. Shipton’s Isaiah Thomas: Printer, 

 (1948), A.S.W. 
Rosenbach’s A Description of the Four Folios of 
Shakespeare (1945) and Frank Soule’s The Annals 
of San Francisco (1855). Needless to say, these are 
all provocative association copies. If this sounds 
straightforward, think again. It’s a freewheeling, 
somewhat chaotic stream-of-conscious mix of 
provenance research and travelogue as Kurt relates 

Springs and Cooperstown in New York, Asheville, 
North Carolina and an online auction in Richmond, 
Virginia. 

Kurt Zimmerman’s style calls to mind Charles Lamb, 
a British essayist (1775-1834) whose approach to a subject I 
admire and aspire to in my reviews. Lamb’s Essays of Elia
(1823) and Last Essays of Elia (1833) proved wildly popular 
in their day but today are remembered only by academics. 
Trivia buffs recall the writer whose mentally disturbed sister 
Mary slaughtered their mother with a kitchen knife. Lamb 
revolutionized the essay, injecting a personal, conversational 
tone not seen before into a form more often formal and pedantic 
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up to this point. These “familiar essays,” as they are known, 
blend some informal narrative with wit and wisdom – they’re 
insightful, learned even, but never pretentious. Despite Lamb’s 
obscurity today, the essay form as we know it owes him a debt 

cappuccino.
The Relentless Pursuit of Rare Books also reminds me of 

Nebraska’s short-lived state tourism slogan: “honestly, it’s not 

breathe books and autographs, who are seldom spotted without 
one or the other in hand, who don’t feel a bibliophilic Delirium 
Tremens when such objects are withheld for any period of time, 
whose daily thoughts don’t swirl around books… well, to those 
unfortunate souls who suffer none of the above symptoms The 
Relentless Pursuit of Rare Books may prove odd fare. But the 
mere fact you’re reading this review shows a certain degree of 
bibliomania.

Viewed strictly as a physical object, The Relentless Pursuit 
of Rare Books Rare Book 
Hunting. Production values are higher, with the less-than-

glitches are gone – plus a welcome index has been added. I 
regret that the illustrations that grace the online appearance 
of these essays have alas been omitted – omitted perhaps to 
economize? There’s nothing like images of a rare book or a 
choice inscription to bring even a lively text that much more 
to life. I want to look some of these unusual book collectors 
or dealers right in the eye. Still, us Old School book and paper 
guys will take a physical book over a digital version any day.

The Relentless Pursuit of Rare Books is a welcome addition 

how to squeeze another installment on my bulging shelves a 
few years down the road.

____________________
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Moving on to “second and 
best” – second editions that add 
enough worthwhile content they 
are considered the best editions so 
far as content goes – let’s revisit 
two titles reviewed in this column 
in the Winter 2023 issue and 
Winter 2018 issue. Each of these 
are about 45 pages longer than their 

Clarence Wolf’s Fifty Years a 
Bookseller: or, The Wolf at your 

Door came out in 2022 and proved a delight. In case you failed 
to memorize my golden prose, I write in the Winter 2023 issue:

Any dealer or collector wanting to learn and grow 
in this vocation or avocation can do no worse than 
reading and absorbing memoirs such as Wolf’s. The 
best dealers, those who have made a mark, tend to be 
born teachers as well, and enjoy showing their early 
struggles, their failures along with their successes, 
what works and what doesn’t.…Clarence Wolf has 
been at it since the 1960s and continues strong to this 
day, a testament to the staying power oof books and 
manuscripts and to his own indefatigable nature. …
Wolf’s Fifty Years a Bookseller stand[s] as [a] shining 
example among the many (not, alas, all) bookseller 
chronicles covered in this column.

release is like greeting an old and valued friend and I welcome 

away) and great book people told by a genial host who is both 
humorous and deeply steeped in book history, especially rare 
Americana.
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There’s “Book Scouts,” a hail and farewell to these eccentric 
folks who were a staple of the book trade – now as rare as boys 
in knickers and ladies in hoop skirts. Writes Wolfe, “Hardly a 
day or two would pass… without a visit from one of our regular 
scouts. There were different types, to be sure; some were really 
savvy bookmen, and others were simply gatherers of discarded 
junk. Some had regular jobs, and scouting was something they 
did to supplement their incomes; some were retirees; and a few 

The book’s central “Philadelphia Book World” section 
bears three new chapters. “Gray’s Elegy” relates one example 
of Clarence’s response to a question often asked booksellers: 
“What’s the most expensive book you have, or have sold?” 

the downright offensive query “whether you can actually 
make a living doing that.” Clarence shares the tale of the 
unexceptional ninth edition of Thomas Gray’s popular Elegy 
written in a Country Church Yard (1751) that Dr. Rosenbach 
purchased for “the princely sum of $5,000” in 1916 – which 

What distinguished this copy is that it had belonged to British 
general James Wolfe (no relation), who had annotated this 
copy and had an absolute mania about it. Rosenbach (distant 
relation) kept it and it was handed down in the family until the 
1980s. Clarence was pleased to place the copy belonging to the 
“Hero of Quebec” (or “Conqueror of Quebec” depending on 
your perspective) with the University of Toronto for the even 
more princely sum of—well, for the sales price you have to 
read the book.

The best of these new chapters is “Publishing.” Many a 
bookseller dabbles in publishing at some point. “We have either 

our eighty-plus-year history,” notes Clarence. He highlights the 
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perils and pleasures of publishing, starting with The Memoirs 
of Charles N. Buck interspersed with Private Anecdotes and 

 in 1941. Sounds entertaining to 
me, despite the fact that “the edition consisted of a couple of 
hundred copies” and 84 years later “a small cache of copies 
can still be found in our shop.” Other titles on a wide range 
of topics fared better, such as Carl N. Williams” now-classic 

 and an impressive seven 
titles by noted author and bibliophile Walter Hart Blumenthal. 
The 200th anniversary of the Lewis and Clark expedition saw 
two reprints on that hot topic, which both “sold extremely well 
– until their reprint of J.G. Jacob’s rare 1859 Life and Times 
of Patrick Gass in 2000. A fun read in my opinion, but Wolfe 
“ended up selling something like 110 of the 1,000 copies… it 
ended our career in publishing.”

Wolfe closes out these new chapters with a touching tribute 
to noted Americana bookseller and past ABAA president 
Michael Ginsburg and a nostalgic romp through memories of 
times spent on Cape Cod. (Be prepared here and throughout 
Fifty Years a Bookseller for the occasional groaner, such as his 
commenting of botanist and The Green Algae of North America 
author Frank Shipley Collins that “anyone who devotes their 
life to the study of algae or seaweed is in serious need of kelp.”)

and welcome addition. The lack of which I and perhaps others 

This “revised and expanded” edition of Wolfe’s Fifty Years 
a Bookseller takes a most agreeable account of a half century’s 
worth of antiquarian bookselling and makes it even more so. 
Second and best, indeed.

____________________
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If you never thought 
you’d cheer for a forger, 
not in a million years, 
you’ve never read Sarah 

Kaminsky’s portrait of her father, Adolfo Kaminsky: 
A Forger’s Life. Not since Donald Pleasence played 
RAF Flight Lieutenant Colin Blythe in the 1963 classic 
The Great Escape, in which he forges German papers 
for escaping POWs, have I rooted for a practitioner of 
that dark art whose output us sleuths in the world of 
historical autographs have a passion for detecting and 
exposing. …”Autograph people”… will delight in Adolfo 
Kaminsky’s descriptions of his innovative forging 
techniques (none detailed enough to likely aid today’s 
forgers) and thrill over his depiction of the cloak-and-

What astonishes me still about this slightly-retitled work 
is that, at war’s end, Kaminsky doesn’t hang up his forger’s 
cap with a sigh of relief. Aiding the oppressed was in his blood 

him forging papers pro bono for a variety of activist groups in 
Algeris, Central and South America, and elsewhere.

Kaminsky’s daughter Sarah in a brief addendum to this 
expended edition records her father’s death in 2023 at age 97 

Sarah Kaminsky’s Adolfo 
Kaminsky: The Forger of Paris
is a devoted daughter’s portrait of 
her then-92-year-old Russian-born 
French Jewish father, a French 
Resistance forger extraordinaire. 
Once again, to quote my review in 
the Winter 2018 issue:
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and the surprising reception of the book’s original publication 
in French in 2009. “The book’s release took us into a whirlwind 
that neither he nor I had anticipated,” she recounts. “We 
traveled together, meeting readers, being interviewed, talking 
to historians, students and teachers. He spoke in schools, 
bookshops and packed auditoriums….” Never before has a 
forger met with such acclaim and fanfare.

Also new to this edition is “Adolfo Kaminsky, Forger and 
Photographer,” an introduction by Parisian museum director 
Paul Salmona recapping and characterizing the subject’s 
camera work. He writes:

…his work deserves to be lingered over, and not 
only in light of his very singular life. Let us begin 
by observing the images of deserted streets, quays of 
the Seine, moored barges, naked mannequins, pawn 
dealers waiting for customers, lovers in the night, 
countless neon lights, bearded booksellers, a child at 

a bus conductor on his platform, lock keepers on 
the Saint-Martin canal, a traveling knife grinder, a 

working-class Paris on the 1950s; a series of industrial 
photographs is marked by constructivist aesthetics; 
some views of ports could evoke a desire for the far 
away, a taste for elsewhere that would have been 

children in a bedroom and a female face suggest family 
memories.

A more in-depth study of Kaminsky’s second career comes 
with Deborah Dash Moore’s new essay “Adolfo Kaminsky, 
Photographer of Paris.” Along with some additional images, 
Moore examines a handful of Kaminsky’s photographs of the 
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evocative appeal and a superb rounding out of this new edition 
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