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Building the House of Books

CAROL Z. ROTHKOPF

HEN House of Books opened on October 10, 1930,

at 52 East s6th Street, it seemed unlikely thatit would

survive very long, let alone that it would in time be-
come one of the world’s foremost sources of modern British and
American first editions. After all, neither the year 1930 nor the
decade that followed are remembered for such luxuries as book
collecting.

Nevertheless, fifty-five years after the opening of House of
Books, it is easy to pinpoint why the shop survived the vast eco-
nomic problems of its early years. The reason, of course, was the
absolute dedication of its founder owners, Marguerite (“Margie”)
and Louis Henry Cohn, to their work, and above all, to their cus-
tomers. Catering to the needs of that most exigent species, book
collectors, was never a nine-to-five job for the Cohns. It was their
life.

It is hard to imagine, however, that even the most perceptive
fortuneteller would have forecast in 1888, when Louis was born,
or in 1897, the year of Margie’s birth, that they would someday be
known respectively as “the scholarly bookseller” and “the doy-
enne of the rare book business.”

As a young man, Louis was anything but scholarly and, in fact,
seems to have spent an inordinate amount of time in trouble with
his school teachers. By the time that World War [ was threatening,
Louis seized the opportunity for real adventure by offering his
services to Jules Jusserand, the French ambassador in Washington.
His initial services for the French government were in counter-

Opposite: House of Books in 1938 at 19 East 55th Street, New York,
and its co-founders, Louis Henry and Marguerite A. Cohn.
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4 Carol Z. Rothkopf

espionage in the United States. But, he had enough time left over
to spend weekends visiting boyhood friends at Harvard where, be-
tween bridge games, these better-educated friends gave Louis their
required reading list. The list was carefully saved, suggesting that
Louis did do this extensive “homework.”

By the time World War I began, Louis was in France and asked
to be transferred to active duty with the Foreign Legion. His ser-
vice in the artillery and, later, in the Army of Occupation as an
aide to General Mangin, won him a case full of medals, including
the Légion d’honneur—alifelong source of pride.

If, as Margie always claimed, the Harvard reading list was the
seed from which House of Books sprouted, it was Louis’s meeting
with Hilaire Belloc while he was still in the army that directly led
to his transformation into a collector. Strange as it may seem, the
Jewish lieutenant from Brooklyn was fascinated by the notorious-
ly anti-Semitic Belloc’s writing. The two men corresponded and,
again according to Margie’s recollections (in speeches she gave in
the 1970s), it was one of these letters from Belloc that changed the
direction of Louis’s life:

In 1921, Belloc mentioned his new book ... and Louis went to his
Fourth Avenue bookdealer, as a reader and not as a collector, to pur-
chase the book. He was informed that it had not been published in this
country and that he should go to James F. Drake and Co., who would
have a copy. [Louis] was appalled at the idea of going to a rare book
dealer—rare books meant Rosenbach and Gutenberg Bibles, but he
went. ... That day, he purchased not only the Belloc but a copy of
Galsworthy’s latest book, I think it was To Let [1921], in the correct
English edition, after it was explained to him why the English edition
was priced at §2.75 instead of the usual $2.50 for a Scribner edition.
From this start, he built up in a few years, one of the great Galsworthy
collections of the time. The first time he paid $35.00 for a then rare
Galsworthy, he knew he was hooked as a collector. . . .

It was just a short step from collecting to learning the art of bibli-
ography. Self-taught, Louis first began to work on a supplement to
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H. V. Marrot’s Galsworthy bibliography, but he soon turned his
full attention to the works of a young writer named Ernest Hem-
ingway, on whom Louis was to become an acknowledged author-
ity with the publication by Random House in 1931 of his bibliog-
raphy of Hemingway’s work.

Of the two future owners of House of Books, Margie was the
one who seemed more naturally destined toward her future occu-
pation. Although she always claimed to know less about “litera-
ture” than anyone to whom she was speaking, this was typical
self-deprecation. The truth is that from the time she learned to
read, Margie did so with joy and discrimination. In fact, a note-
book survives in which she listed all the books that she read each
year up to the time when she married Louis. Perhaps as significant-
ly, she was a collector from childhood on, beginning with paper
dolls she meticulously cut out of ladies magazines (and saved ever
after) to cigar bands that she carefully mounted in a special album.
With the zeal and tenacity for which she was to become famous,
she wrote cigar smokers of the time to ask for a band for her col-
lection. The greatest prize was a response, with enclosure, from
J.P. Morgan.

Unlike Louis, Margie was a good student, a prize-winning essay-
ist, and even had an early “literary” effort (a puzzle) published in
St. Nicholas. After graduating with honors from the private
school she attended in New York City, she went to the Parsons
School of Design. Then, for a time, she worked as a designer of
costumes for Broadway plays, including one that starred Helen
Hayes. To supplement this erratic income, she made and sold silk
lampshades and elegant closet fittings. In retrospect, it seems ob-
vious that Margie’s talents were a major reason that all the publica-
tions of House of Books were as handsome as they were. Her at-
tention to detail, down to the precisely right color for a catalogue
cover, are familiar to everyone who knew her.

Since it was bridge that perhaps put Louis on the first step to-
ward the book business, it was appropriately yet another bridge



6 Carol Z.. Rothkopf

game in June 1928 that provided the setting in which he met his
lifetime partner in that work. The momentousness of the meeting
was obvious as Margie almost immediately telegraphed her sister,
who was then on her wedding trip, “No time to write, new boy-

friend, stayed till 2 a.nr.”

HOUSE oF BOOKS, LTD.
52 EAST 56tu STREET

NEW YORK CITY

®

House of Books, Ltd. will open on October 10, 1930,
under the direction of Capt. Louis Henry Cohn.
The shop will specialize in Modern First Editions and
Current Books.  Telephone Wickersham 5218.

The firm opened the month after the Cohns were married.

Margic and “new boyfriend,” who were both ardent Franco-
philes, soon began to plan their life “at leisure” in Paris. But, as
Margie said years later, “Nineteen twenty-nine burst that bubble
and finally we decided that Louis’s avocation must become our
vocation.” They were married in September 1930, dashed off to
Bermuda on their honeymoon (where they managed to squeeze in
a visit with Hervey Allen and his wife), returned to New York,
and opened House of Books.

Among the most important connections the Cohns had in the
book world was Maxwell Perkins, whom Louis had met on his fre-
quent trips to Scribner’s, first on behalf of Galsworthy, whose
American liaison with the firm he was, and then, of course, in pur-
suit of his interest in Hemingway. It was through Perkins that
Louis met Thomas Wolfe. Perkins asked Louis to introduce Wolfe






