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ICONS

MICHAEL BERTOIA got a some-
what unusual edict about many
of the toys his father brought
home in the 1980s and ’90s:
Don’t touch. “I quickly learned
what rooms I was allowed to play
in,” he says.

His father, the late Bill Bertoia,
was working with his family to
build up a business that be-
came one of the toy-collecting
world’s major auction houses.
In today’s vintage-toy market,
the most sought-after items sell
for six figures, and collections can
go for many times that. A 2009 auction
of part of a collection held by Donald
Kaufman, founder of K-B Toys,
brought in $4.2 million.

The rarest—and most expensive—
toys sell through major auction houses
such as Bertoia Auctions, Sotheby’s and
Christie’s. There are also a handful of
major toy fairs, like the one held in
Allentown, Pa., every November. Mor-
phy Auctions, another major seller, will
hold a doll auction Tuesday and expects
to sell a French Bisque Bébé Doll from
1885 for at least $10,000. (The dolls are
highly sought after because of their
hand-painted eyes, lifelike features and
custom-made clothing.)

The serious money has flocked to
rare toys in pristine condition. At an
auction on Nov. 10, the Bertoias sold a
circa-1900 paddle-wheeler for $264,500.
Eric Alberta, who has appraised toy
collections for Sotheby’s, Christie’s
and other high-end auction houses,
sold the same boat in the early 1990s
for $108,000. The toy was made by
Märklin, a German toy company whose
pre-World War II products are highly
sought after by collectors.

Praising the Märklin family’s rare
“pride of craft,” Mr. Alberta noted “the
individual threads in the curtains that
hang in the windows of the first-class
cabins.” Other sought-after brands in-

clude the 1930s and ’40s tin toys of
Hubley and Lionel and American Flyer
trains.

The paddle-wheeler was discovered
in an estate sale in upstate New York. A
dealer offered the family $10,000 on

the spot. Suspicious, family members
contacted Mr. Alberta at Sotheby’s for
an appraisal. “We think it was bought
at F.A.O. Schwartz at the turn of the
[20th] century,” said Mr. Alberta. At a
Nov. 17 auction in New Hope, Pa., Noel
Barrett Antique Toy Auctions sold a
1920s Märklin train set, in the original
box, for $40,000. A wealthy Buenos Ai-
res family owned it. “It was given to a
little girl, she didn’t like it, the family
put it in the attic and it was never
played with,” Mr. Barrett said.

Another Märklin piece, a toy carou-
sel from an estate in Phoenix, sold at
the same auction for $190,000, almost

double pre-auction estimates.
One of the most impressive toy col-

lections belongs to Jerry Greene, whose
company, Oldies, acquires and sells re-
cords, movies, TV shows and books.
Over 45 years, he’s amassed 35,000
pieces, mostly rare European toy trains,
stations and other accessories that will
be on display at the New-York Histori-
cal Society through Jan. 6. The collec-
tion has an estimated value of tens of
millions, people in the field say. There’s
an elevated-train station and a bridge
designed by Gustave Eiffel.

Many dealers start out as buyers.
“My toy collection was my college fund,

so my dad wouldn’t just give them to
me,” Michael Bertoia said of the penny
toys that would become his passion.
“He’d wait until we were going to a
show, give the piece to a dealer he
knew, and then steer me toward that
table or booth. It was a total setup, but
it taught me how to talk to dealers and
how to negotiate.”

Messrs. Alberta and Barrett started
collecting when they were about 10.
Even as a kid, Mr. Alberta understood
the toys never played with often fetch
the highest prices. So when he acquired
his most prize possessions, he says,
they stayed in their box.

BY MARK YOST

A 1920s train set,
once rejected by a little girl,

was found in an attic and
sold for $40,000.
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$190,000
 Noel Barrett Antique Toy

Auctions sold this carousel, made
by Märklin around 1910, on Nov. 17.

A Lens on the World

WHEN NATIONAL Geographic
Magazine first began publishing
photos of the far-flung locales
it wrote about, trustees threat-
ened to resign on the grounds
that pictures would “cheapen
the journal,” says Maura Mulvi-
hill, director of the National
Geographic Society’s image col-
lection.

That was in 1890. On Thurs-
day, 232 photos, paintings and
drawings that helped to turn
National Geographic into an in-
ternational brand will be auc-
tioned at Christie’s in New York
to celebrate the society’s 125-
year anniversary in January.

Works for sale include Steve

McCurry’s famous portrait of an
Afghan girl with piercing green
eyes, which was used on the
cover of the magazine in 1985
and is valued between $30,000
and $50,000. Staff photographer
Jodi Cobb’s vibrant picture of a
Huli tribesman in Papua New
Guinea, which ran in the maga-
zine in 2001, is valued at $1,500
to $2,500. (For all the works on
auction, the magazine will re-
tain all publication rights.)

The works for sale are part of
an archive of 11.5 million images
that were commissioned or pur-
chased by the society and are
stored in a giant underground
library at National Geographic’s

headquarters in Washington,
D.C. This is the first time that
the works have been put up for
auction, says Ms. Mulvihill.

Also for sale are works by
Maynard Owen Williams, the
society’s first foreign corre-
spondent, who documented the
opening of King Tut’s tomb in
1923. “There was not a sound in
that formless chamber crowded
with darkness....the whole great
mass of limestone above my
head was a vast burial place,”
Mr. Williams wrote in the arti-
cle that accompanied his photo-
graphs.

A complete set of “The North
American Indian” photos taken
by Edward Curtis, the results of
three decades of work in the
early 20th century, is valued at
between $700,000 and
$900,000. The society bought
the photos and published some
of them in 1907 and 1908.

The most expensive item for
auction is a painting by Newell
Convers Wyeth (father of An-
drew), who had been commis-
sioned to paint murals at the
society’s headquarters that are
displayed to this day. His “The
Duel on the Beach,” which de-
picts a dramatic pirate sword-
fight, ran in the 1999 issue and
is priced between $800,000 and
$1.2 million. —Stefanie Cohen

JODI COBB’S picture from Papua New Guinea will be auctioned.
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DON’T MISS: DEC. 17

ARTISTS FIND ‘LOST’
Los Angeles Municipal Art Gal
lery at Barnsdall Park, through
Jan. 27
The 60 artworks in this exhibi
tion are loosely based on the
200410 ABC series “Lost.” Art
ists based in Paris and L.A. con
tributed. Above, “Wheels, Los
Angeles Issue” (2012), made of
cinder blocks and clamps. by
France’s Vincent Ganivet.

MATISSE BY STAGES
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, TuesdayMarch 17
“Matisse: In Search of True
Painting” has 49 works show
ing Henri Matisse’s analytical
approach to reworking his art.
“The Large Blue Dress,” above,
is accompanied by 10 photos
that Matisse had Armenian
photographer Matossian shoot
as the work was completed.

ECHOES OF ANDY
Andy Warhol Museum, Pitts
burgh, Sunday through Jan. 27
For artist Jeremy Kost, Warhol
is a central influence; Mr. Kost
has involved himself and his
Polaroid camera in the party
scene and the characters that
fill it. The 23work show
“Friends With Benefits” in
cludes a photo collage (above, a
detail) taken at Warhol’s grave.

(l - r) FLAX; © H. Matisse/Artists Rights Society (ARS); The Andy Warhol Museum

$264,500
 This 31inch paddlewheeler, made by the German toy

company Märklin around 1900, sold at Bertoia Auctions on
Nov. 10, over its $250,000 high estimate.

Toy Stories With
Six-Figure Endings

$991
 Christie’s sold this late 19th

century painted wood toy elephant
at a London auction in March.
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