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Chapter 1

price. In a few days the autograph arrived.

I unwrapped the package and admired my purchase. I was thrilled at 

what I saw. In a dark picture frame, matted and mounted, was the envelope 

displayed below a famous drawing of  Washington on the bow of  a boat 

crossing the Potomac. I looked closely at the paper and was satisfied that 

it was old. The same went for the ink that the officer’s address was written 

in as well as the signature of  George Washington himself. 

I hung the autograph in my house in a prominent place where no one 

could miss it. “This is a real signature of  George Washington,” I proudly 

said when visitors to my home stopped to look at the unique piece of  

history. 

They were all impressed by what they saw. Most even muttered a “wow!” 

as they looked at the signature. And why wouldn’t they? How many times 

do you go into someone’s home and see a matted and framed autograph 

of  George Washington?

The autograph was the heart of  my collection for more than eight years, 

not because it was my most expensive purchase, but because it was the 

most significant. Of  all the 18,000 autographs in my collection, President 

Washington’s was my crowning achievement.

Then it all came crashing down. I moved to a new home and decided to 

downsize my collection by selling a wide-variety of  my autographs. The 

decision about what to get rid of  was a difficult one. I had collected in 
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every genre possible, from authors and astronauts, to actors, ball players, 

boxers, politicians, even Mother Theresa. 

Once I decided what was for sale, I contacted a number of  dealers in the 

United States and told them my collection was up for sale. After talking to 

them individually, I decided on an auction house in Phoenix and another 

in Dallas. Both of  the houses were elated to have been chosen. A collection 

as large as mine would bring in a large amount of  fees and they were more 

than happy to send representatives to my home to examine my treasures. 

Most of  the items with a major value—like the George Washington 

autograph—went to the auction house in Dallas. There, authenticators 

examined each autograph. To my surprise, I received a call from the 

chief  authenticator who gave me the bad news: “The George Washington 

signature is not real,” he said. Their expert had seen many Washington 

signatures and this one “just didn’t look right.”

I was crestfallen. I called the West Virginia dealer who sold me the 

autograph and told him what the authenticator had told me. The 

dealer shocked me. To my surprise, he offered little argument to the 

new authentication. Rather, he referred to his authentication as an 

“opinionation,” a word that was new to me. What did it mean? When 

I asked him he said, “Quite simply, Chuck, opinionation is an opinion 

rendered to create value.” His authenticator’s “opinionation” had 

created value (just not for me) by declaring that the autograph of  George 
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Washington was real. Despite the fact that they had to return my money 

under their “satisfaction guaranteed” promise, the questionable signature 

was worth far more than the $4500 I had paid for it. 

“Send the autograph back with letters from the authenticator telling me 

why he thinks it is not authentic and we’ll refund your money.” 

Not wanting to spend money having the authenticator write a letter 

explaining his decision, I sent the following email to the dealer:

I put (the George Washington) item in an auction —they refused the item saying 
that it was not authentic—they also had (their chief  authenticator) look at it 
and purportedly he had the same opinion —that the item was not genuine—you 
indicated that you would refund my monies—-so I am sending it back to you as soon 
as I receive it back from the gallery. If  you still believe it is authentic then I wish to 
include it in your next auction—which ever will net me the most proceeds—I have 
had this for 8 years and am not pleased that this is happening to me. 

Sincerely, 
Charles Irion

They went back to the original consigner of  the autograph who claimed 

to have had the autograph authenticated by another professional. With no 

apology, they sent my money back and tried to drop the entire issue. 

I pressed forward.

“What about selling it?” I said. “If  you think it’s real, why don’t you sell 

it in the next auction?”

“What the cosigner plans to do with the autograph is his business,” said 
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the dealer.

At that point I was told that they would answer no further questions 

about the George Washington autograph. After all, it was no longer mine. 

Later I discovered what happened. 

The original consigner paid another authenticator to examine the 

autograph who determined that the signature was real. With that, the 

original consigner returned my money through the dealer and took George 

back. A few weeks later he put it back on the market for $8000 - $9000. My 

blood boiled. 

Imagine that! My fraudulent George Washington is now being resold for double 

what I paid.

***

I now realized that many of  the autographs in my collection 

might well be fakes unknowingly and unintentionally even if  they weren’t. 

Let me tell you what I mean by that. One of  the autographs I sent to the 

Phoenix auction house was an autographed photo of  Muhammad Ali. 

The authenticator in Phoenix, where over half  of  my collection had been 

sent, examined the autograph and insisted that the autograph was not 
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authentic. I then did something few people can do, I produced a photo 

of  myself  with Ali as he signed the photo. I thought that would cause the 

authenticator to reverse his position. He didn’t. Instead he simply said, “I 

can’t authenticate it. It might be real, but it doesn’t look real.”

At that point I realized I was at the precipice of  Autograph Hell. Or had 

I been there all along and not known it? Whatever the case, I knew I was 

now firmly in Autograph Hell and needed to extract myself  immediately. 

Which accounts for the title of  this book.

Autograph Hell is my story and through it, the story of  autograph 

collecting. I’m out of  the business now, but I am passing along what I 

know to you, the reader. 

If  you or anyone you know currently has an autograph collection or 

thinking of  starting one, then there’s plenty in this book that you need to 

know. This is also a book for anyone thinking about selling their autograph 

collection. Not just a large collection like mine, but even one or two items. 

This book can make you money and save you heartache. For example:

Authentication doesn’t make an autograph real. I have had •	

autographs that I got myself  in person considered frauds by certain 

authenticators. What would you do if  that happened to you? This 

book will tell you what to do.

How can you be sure your autograph is real? Baseball great •	

Mickey Mantle signed thousands of  baseballs and photographs. 

Unfortunately, there are tens of  thousands of  Mantle autographs 
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on the market. Is your’s a real one?

Do certificates, holograms or DNA markers really prove anything? •	

As a means of  coping with fraud, autograph dealers devise methods 

of  authenticating autographs that look impressive. But are these 

just methods of  making you think they are real? Do these official 

looking stamps and documents mean anything? This book will 

enlighten you.

What does “satisfaction guaranteed” really mean? If  you are certain •	

that what you bought is a fraud, will the dealer really return your 

money? Or will they offer endless debates on the authenticity of  

their product? This book will tell you why you will never win that 

debate, and why it’s important to read this book before buying that 

precious autograph.

“A man can be told by his signature,” said the great bard William 

Shakespeare. “and if  it’s not true, he can be confused with someone else, a 

fraud perhaps, or a fishmonger with a clever pen and sharp puffery.”

Don’t go to your quote book to find this one. I made it up. It’s a fraud.

See how easy it is to commit a fraud?

Read on…


