
My Collector Story
People often ask me how I got started collecting. I explain that my father was a collector of 
military headgear and that I picked it up from him. I grew up with the stuff. 

Dad began collecting when he was a child in the early

1940s during the Second World War. He was a Boy Scout

at that time and his troop volunteered to help the war

effort by participating in scrap metal drives. The idea

was to gather scrap metal to be melted down and used

for war production. While going door to door with his

friends, my father received a neighbor’s donation of a

German Model 1916 helmet. He wanted to keep it, but

his parents wouldn’t let him. They thought it unethical

to keep something somebody had donated for the war

effort. To make it up to him, they took him to an antique

store in Tulsa, Oklahoma, where they lived, and

purchased a German M16 steel helmet and an American

Model 1917 with a 2nd Division unit insignia. The

German M16 is still in the collection.

My father circa 1943

My father’s Boy Scout troop circa
1942. Dad is second from the right,
and his mother is behind him to the
left. My grandmother, looking at
this photograph decades later, told
me that this was the happiest
period of her life. She was the den
mother. Dad once said to me that
all of these boys became successful
adults with notable careers. He was
always proud of becoming an Eagle
Scout.

I found a tag in my father’s things that was supposed to accompany the materials collected for
the metal drive. The tag says, “To: Commanding General, USA Scraps for Japs and Germans...”
It has his signature, the name of his school, his weight and the weight of the scrap metal he
collected. Apparently, this was a contest where children who participated were challenged to
collect the greatest multiple of their weight. I attached this interesting relic of the home front
to the German helmet since the stories are connected.



The German M16 my grandparents
bought for my father in Tulsa in 1943

The tag given to my father for helping with a 
scrap metal drive

My father’s Boy Scout troop won a prize for most scrap material collected. The reward: war
booty from the North African campaign! After the surrender of German and Italian forces in
North Africa, the US Army collected great amounts of enemy equipment and shipped it back to
the States. Some of this was distributed to Boy Scouts as a reward for their support for the war
effort. Dad remembers a dump truck pulling up, stopping, and upending its load onto the
ground. Up for grabs were helmets, gas masks, bayonets, daggers, web gear and all sorts of
other stuff taken from German and Italian prisoners. Dad picked out a German M40 helmet, a
gas mask, an Italian M33, and several other things.

My Father’s collection in 
1948. Note the German 
M16 helmet, the Civil War 
saber and bayonets from 
Bannerman’s, and German 
gas mask canister, mess 
kit, and canteen from the 
North African campaign.



As my father’s interest in military relics became known,
friends and family members started to give him some of
their treasures. First World War veterans offered souvenirs
they had brought home. As the older boys in his
neighborhood started to return from the war, some of them
gave Dad things from Europe or the Pacific. A family trip to
the famous Bannerman’s store in 1948 yielded a Civil War
cavalry saber, kepi, and artillery tunic. Dad used to enjoy
telling the story of a Bannerman’s shop keeper opening a
wooden crate of unissued, surplus Civil War swords. The
crate had apparently been sealed since the war. For a
modest purchase price, one of those swords became a proud
element of my father’s early eclectic collection. Eventually,
the focus his collection became pre-1918 European military
dress helmets. The starting point for that departure was the
purchase of an Imperial German Garde du Corps helmet with
a parade eagle. That set him back $60 in 1961!

My father in later years with the 
Prussian Garde du Corps NCO 
helmet that he bought for $60.

There were two or three hundred objects in Dad’s collection at its height. Things that were no
longer part of his collection focus, like steel helmets, web gear, gas masks, canteens and three old
guns, drifted into my possession. These relics added a degree of realism to the war games that I
used to play with other kids in my suburban Long Island neighborhood. Around age ten, I
discovered a couple of boxes of steel helmets and other militaria that my father had stored in our
attic. He gave me permission to display these items in my bedroom. That was the start of my
collection.

My parents in our study in the late 1960s I grew up with military helmets around our 
house. Me at about age 7 in 1966.

I started acquiring helmets from a variety of sources. Back in the early 1970s, military relics
were not that expensive and a boy like myself could buy something interesting for the price of
money earned raking leaves. Of course, having a father who was well connected to the
collecting community was a huge advantage. Some children got toy choo-choo trains for
Christmas; I got a French major general’s Model 1915 helmet and similar such. It was always a
father-son hobby and something we shared. Dad took me twice to the wonderful Baltimore
Gun Show back when it was held in the smoke-filled, nineteenth century city armory. In those
days, specialty militaria shows were not really a thing, so militaria collectors went to gun shows.



My collection circa 1972. Note the rare US WWI
experimental helmet #8 with visor on the left. I
sold that for $200 in 1981 to get money for
college text books! Worth about $3K now

Cute? Me age 13 with US doughboy
uniform and Japanese WWII Arisaka
rifle

I tagged along with my father on two of his extended European business trips. Those
memorable excursions yielded a bunch of helmets purchased from dealers and antique stores
from Munich to London. On a father-son trip when I was thirteen years old, he let me loose in
the amazing Rastro open air flea market in Madrid, Spain. He gave me some pesetas and a
mission to find something interesting. There were dealers in the Rastro who specialized in
military things and I remember having lots of fun rummaging through boxes of rusty, ground-
dug relics from the Spanish Civil War. Eventually I settled on a Spanish Model 1926 steel
helmet.

On our second European trip together, we visited the
family of my paternal grandmother’s first cousin in an
old farming village in Bavaria. He was a German veteran
of the First World War and a volunteer fireman
afterwards. On hearing that we were interested in
helmets, he went to his barn and came back with a
present: a Model 1934 double decaled fireman’s
helmet! On a subsequent visit, he gave us an old
pickelhaube style fireman’s helmet – the type with a
brass comb on top. Oh, what thrilling finds for a
fourteen-year-old!

The next-to-last militaria show I 
attended with my father in 2009

By the time I began high school, my interest in collecting waned. When I left home for college,
the collection went into storage and did not surface until 2006 when my father insisted that I
take ownership of my boxes in his basement. At that point, I opted to try to sell some things
on eBay. I was happily surprised by the prices people were willing to pay for my eBay listings –
amazed really. In the intervening period from the early 1970s to that point, the value of things
in my old collection had really taken off. I decided to take the proceeds from eBay sales and
reinvest in a smaller, better, more focused collection of helmets from 1915 to 1945. Initially, I
was thinking that a dozen or so helmets would suffice. Years later, that modest ambition
morphed into the collection of 78 objects represented in this website. With the 2021
acquisition of the last item on my wish list, a Greek Model 1915/18, I considered the
collection complete.



While I was building my collection, my father and I had
many discussions about our new acquisitions, things on
our respective wish lists, military history books that we
had read, and war-themed moves that we had watched.
Because Dad was never internet savvy, I would open up
my laptop and show him things that had caught my
interest, such as offerings from auction houses, discussion
threads on militaria forums, eBay items and the like.

Sharing some images on the internet

Dad had been a history major in college. History in general, and military history in particular,
were lifelong passions of his. On visits, he would often give me a synopsis of something he
recently had read. If we had read the same book, that would be fodder for conversation.

My father’s in it’s near 
ultimate form after being 
pared down. He sold 
much of the collection to 
pay for college tuition for 
me and my sisters.

I realized that my father was slipping away from me when, one evening in 2015, after watching the

1976 Battle of Midway movie, he was not able to muster any insights or commentary about what

we had just seen. This was despite the fact that in the past he had been able to recall in vivid detail

where he was and what he had been doing when he first heard the news of the actual Battle of

Midway in 1943. He had read books about Midway and at one point would have had a great deal to

say about that pivotal moment in history. That insightful person, however, was no longer present.

Although my father’s twilight period robbed him of most of his memory and much of his cognitive

ability, I was still able to conjure a spark of recognition or some measure of engagement by talking

about history, or about our collections. On visits, I would typically bring a helmet to show and

discuss. On one visit, when he had reached the point of not remembering names of close family

members, I showed him the M16 German helmet that his parents had bought for him in Tulsa in

1943. He looked at it and said, “That’s the helmet my mother and father bought for me from

Goldies Antique Store on Sixth Street and Denver Avenue!”



On All Saints Day in 2019, my father, a former Merchant Marine, shipped out for good.
Following my father’s wishes, I sold most of his collection, although I held on to a couple of
pieces as keepsakes. Selling the collection was a bittersweet thing to do, but I realized that
our hobby collaboration was not just about the stuff. It was about feeling a connection to
history. It was about the hunt and the journey and the interesting people we met along the
way. Above all, for my father and me, it was about relationship and shared interest. In that
respect, I do not think it is off the mark to say that, at times at least, it was about love.

Me at the Show of Shows in Louisville, KY in 2019. I shared a 
table with Randy Trawnik of Age of Kings that year.

My collection today


