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Captions, left to right:

Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom at the National Archives.
Duke students interacting with rare books.
In 2013, Rubenstein purchased a Bay Psalm Book for $14.2 million.
The Library of Congress recently announced a $10-million donation from
Rubenstein.
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(left to right) Library of Congress’s Prints and Photographs division /
Duke University Communications / From the David M. Rubenstein collection.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress. / Wikipedia

avid M. Rubenstein, the billionaire
financier, philanthropist, TV star,
author, and raconteur, makes it sound
like fun to maneuver in the stratosphere of the rare book and manuscript
auction world.
In 2013, while he was spending
$14.2 million at Sotheby’s in New York
for a Bay Psalm Book from 1640—
British North America’s first printed
book—he was continents away and on
tight deadlines. “I’m in New Zealand
of all places,” he recalled recently,
“and I have to make a speech in fifteen minutes.” In the
hurried blur of bidding, he drove the price millions of
dollars past the previous record for any printed book.
He now self-deprecatingly jokes that the ensuing media
coverage made him wonder if he’d “paid too much.”
But at least by then he had a track record, which was
not yet the case in 2007, when a copy of Magna Carta—
the only one in private hands—was hammered down to
him for $21.3 million. He was tucked into a Sotheby’s
back room, feeling compelled to make it his first major
auction purchase; the document, which the politician
Ross Perot had long lent to the National Archives for

Duke University Communications

David Rubenstein has made American
history the cornerstone of his historic
collection ★ By Eve M. Kahn

The David M. Rubenstein Rare
Book Library at Duke University.
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display in Washington, would otherwise likely have gone
to new owners overseas. The post-sale reaction of the
stunned Sotheby’s team, who were preparing for the press
scrum outside, was along the lines of, “Who are you?” and
“Do you have the money for this?”
Once his purchases have drawn public attention, they
never go home as private trophies. In a recent hourlong
interview at the midtown Manhattan office of the Carlyle

their facades. “Washington’s Mr. Fix-it,” the Washington
Post has dubbed him.
Louise Mirrer, the president and CEO of the New-York
Historical Society (N-YHS), said that in the pantheon of
philanthropists, Rubenstein “has to be either the most
generous in the realm of history, or one of the most generous.” Last year, the society showcased his record-setting
Bay Psalm and other loans from his growing holdings in

“What is it about
humans that
makes them
want to collect?”
David M. Rubenstein
Duke University Communications

Rubenstein
at the 2015
dedication
of his
namesake
library at
Duke.

Group, an investment firm that he cofounded in 1987, he
explained the big picture of his collecting philosophy
against a backdrop of skyscrapers under construction. He
has set out to strengthen American society by keeping
original printings of the country’s politically and culturally influential texts—“symbolic of freedom,” he said—in
public view at institutions.
“A more informed democracy, theoretically, should produce a better democracy,” he said. The black-and-white
evidence of the words that the Founding Fathers and other
forceful leaders published and disseminated, arduously and
sometimes at their own peril, can still serve to inspire the
citizenry. It can also help combat Americans’ relative lack
of civic awareness and improve literacy rates, Rubenstein
explained. If he were to shelve away the material in his
own rooms, he asked, “What good is it?”
“Patriotic philanthropy” is the phrase that he uses to
describe his methods. He has spent charitable millions
not only on books and manuscripts for exhibitions, but
also on improvements to the buildings where the artifacts serve as tourist attractions. The Library of Congress,
National Archives, White House Historical Association,
Duke University’s rare book library, Mount Vernon, and
Monticello, among other landmarks, have been his beneficiaries. At times his name has been writ large across
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an exhibition, In God We Trust: Early Bible Printings from the
David M. Rubenstein Americana Collection. More of his volumes and documents, including one of his 1863 copies of
the Emancipation Proclamation (but not the one that made
headlines for costing him $2 million in 2012 at Robert A.
Siegel Auction Galleries in New York), will appear in the
N-YHS’s exhibition opening March 13, The People Count:
The Census in the Making of America. He regularly conducts
interviews with scholars onstage for the society’s public
events series, “History with David M. Rubenstein.” Mirrer
called him “a great showman,” adding, “He’s really made
historians into rock stars.”
His first book, The American Story: Conversations with
Master Historians, released last year, consists of edited transcripts from his “Congressional Dialogues” series, which
the Library of Congress has organized for politicians of
all political leanings. (A sequel volume is in progress, as
is a collection of transcripts of his interviews with leaders
in various fields from his TV series, The David Rubenstein
Show: Peer-to-Peer Conversations.) The book shows how
his unpretentious but informed questions for historians
can unearth humanizing details about historical figures,
and their long-suffering relatives. From veteran journalist Cokie Roberts, for instance, Rubenstein elicited stories about how much Benjamin Franklin’s wife Deborah
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managed to accomplish, running the postal system and
“franchise printing offices that went out to the frontier,”
while her famous husband spent years “off in England having a wonderful time.” Biographer A. Scott Berg, when
Rubenstein asked how Charles Lindbergh had stayed
awake in flight, vividly described the pilot skimming the
surface of the Atlantic and yanking away a windowpane, so
that “the spray of the ocean would come into the cockpit
to wake him up.” Carla Hayden, the current Librarian of
Congress, writes in the book’s foreword that Rubenstein
reads voraciously while preparing to make the conversations “insightful, spirited, and memorable.”
Rubenstein told me that his passion for books and
knowledge served him well during his childhood in
Baltimore. His family lived in a neighborhood populated
by what he called “the schleppers”—working-class Jews
like his parents, descended from Eastern European immigrants. His father Robert was a postal worker, and his
mother Bettie sold women’s clothing. They never graduated high school and owned few books. They would escort
their only child to a nearby public library branch, which
allowed him to take out twelve books a week. “I’d read
the books in one day,” Rubenstein recalled, and then have
to wait a week to borrow another dozen. He joked, however, that he does not remember thinking, “When I grow
up, I want to own the Magna Carta.”
With financial aid, he earned his undergraduate degree
at Duke University and a law degree at the University of
Chicago. He has kept all his textbooks from those years,
along with his late mother’s neatly organized collections
of his letters and “every article ever written about me,” he
said. Before he cofounded Carlyle, he worked at various
law firms and held high-level government jobs. (He and
his former wife Alice Rogoff meanwhile raised
three children, who have pursued careers related
to private equity—“the highest calling of mankind,” he told me wryly.) He currently lives in
a Washington suburb, surrounded by what he
describes as “staggering amounts of books.”
Each year, he said, “I try to read a
hundred books.” He prefers history,
biography, politics and government,
business, and philanthropy. “I regularly buy more books than I can possibly read, but I like to buy them anyway,”
he added. He browses bookstores when his packed
schedule allows, for a chance to stumble upon fresh nonfiction topics. Reading on screens or listening to audiobooks, by contrast, holds little appeal: “I like to caress the
book,” carry it around, and perhaps mark the pages, he said.
At age seventy, he is building momentum in the collecting realm of seventeenth- through twentieth-century Americana and developing related exhibitions with
institutions including Duke. He aims to create “a collec-

David M. Rubenstein,
In his words…

This is one of the handful
of most important books
written by an American. When I
think of Emerson’s Essays, I think
of how it promoted the qualities
of American self-reliance, selfreflection, and non-conformity.
I wanted to collect this book
because of Emerson’s thinking
on an individual’s relationship
with both the government
and nature. He perhaps
influenced more people globally
than any other American who
was not a founder or a statesman.”
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Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Essays, First & Second
Series (1841, 1844)
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tion that you can explain to people”; without maintaining
coherence and discipline, he said, “you’ve got everything
and you’ve got nothing.” His advisor for book purchases
is Mazy Boroujerdi, and for manuscripts he consults with
the dealer Seth Kaller. When significant copies of The
Federalist Papers and Thomas Paine’s Common Sense surface
for sale, Rubenstein tends to go after them. “I can’t own
too many of them,” he said.
Among his nineteenth-century treasures are eight
copies of the engraver William Stone’s facsimiles of the
Declaration of Independence from the 1820s, as well as

John Marshall’s Life of
George Washington (1804-1807)

Last year, I read David Blight’s great biography of Douglass, which I recommend
to anyone who wants to know everything
there is to know about him. Douglass wrote
several autobiographies, but this is the first one,
which appeared only seven years after he had
escaped slavery. His is an impressive story, but
for readers and book lovers it’s particularly
poignant because Douglass’s freedom in
part began with his literacy. Illiteracy was
part of his enslavement. For him to eventually
become a leading intellectual and abolitionist
is almost unbelievable, and this book is a testament to that.”
3 0 | F in e B o o k s & C o l l e cti o ns

Your readers will know that this is the
first biography of an American president.
The question I ask is, What did Chief Justice
Marshall want to accomplish by writing it? He
knew Washington well, served under him in
the Continental Army, went into public office at
his encouragement. My answer is that
Marshall wanted to explain Washington’s
greatness, how it came to be, and how it
was needed to create America—which I
think is true. When the Washington
Monument needed repairs after the 2011 earthquake, it was important to me that I pay to
make sure that happened.”
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Vincent Dilio (4)

Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass (1845)

first printings of Lewis and Clark’s History of the Expedition
(1814), the first printed lyrics for “The Star-Spangled
Banner,” and milestone works by Walt Whitman, Mark
Twain, and Harriet Beecher Stowe. Rubenstein has also
been acquiring twentieth-century American prints by
the likes of Andy Warhol, Jasper Johns, Roy Lichtenstein,
and Robert Rauschenberg, as well as bronze sculptures
by Frederic Remington. There are a few market categories, however, that he avoids: letters, since so many contain
just mundane information, and material related to outlaws
and other evildoers, which he considers not very uplifting.

Rubenstein

Like all collectors, Rubenstein has regrets about the
ones that got away. For example, he said, maybe he should
have bid on Adam Smith’s personal copy of the first edition
of his groundbreaking work, An Inquiry into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations, which brought £908,750 in
2018 at Christie’s in London. As for what elusive grails he
is now pursuing, he declined to reveal any specifics: “That
would only increase the price!”
As the sun set and his evening appointments loomed,
Rubenstein waxed philosophical. “What is it about humans
that makes them want to collect?” He listed some of the

undeniable attractions: people buy en masse partly to gain
knowledge, build a sense of pride and accomplishment,
and have a chance to give away their possessions and sate
philanthropic urges. He was asked if he has made any
decisions about the eventual fate of his own possessions,
which have given him—and the many others he has shared
them with—such joy. Not yet; after all, he said, he foresees “thirty more years to collect.”
Eve M. Kahn, who wrote the Antiques column for the New York Times from 2008
to 2016, is the author of Forever Seeing New Beauties: The Forgotten Impressionist
Mary Rogers Williams, 1857–1907.

Alexis de
Tocqueville’s
Democracy
in America
(1835, 1840)

Declaration [on]
Taking Up Arms (1775)

I’ve been involved over the years with
Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s home,
and recently I made a contribution for renovations to the Jefferson Memorial. For my collection, I wanted to capture Jefferson’s intellectual evolution. I think this pamphlet
version of the ‘Causes and Necessity’ declaration does that. It represents the emergence of
Jefferson as a revolutionary thinker. In the
Continental Congress, he wrote the first draft
of this before John Dickinson rewrote many
parts of it, and so it’s a precursor to the
Declaration of Independence, almost a trial
balloon document.”

I might as well show you both editions
of this that I have, the first French and
first English editions. These stand out in my collection because they’re foreign printings. They
precede the American editions. The story of
how this book was written is well known,
and it’s the reason why I find myself revisiting it often. Sometimes an outsider’s take—in
this case, a brilliant nineteenth-century French
aristocrat’s—on American democracy helps to
remind us how special our country is, and how
the contributions of all the various factions
within our country help create America’s
unique character.”

©2020 Fine Books & Collections

S prin g

2020

| 31

