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More
Than
Book
Value
Hard to build and maintain, these
expansive libraries contain their
owner’s passions and obsessions.

Model of 18th century
French naval ship Superbe

Priceline founder Jay Walker’s library houses the objects
and books he’s been collecting since he was a teenager,
including a first edition ‘Lord of the Rings’, above.

BY KATY MCLAUGHLIN

Forget the Dewey Decimal System:
Entrepreneur and inventor Jay
Walker’s 25,000 manuscripts,
artifacts and objects are organized
in his personal 3,600-square-foot
library “randomly, by color and height,” he
said. When he walks into his library, part of
his Ridgefield, Conn., home, the room
automatically “wakes up,” glowing with
theatrical lighting, music and LED-lit glass
panels lining various walkways. He finds
items to peruse by a system of memory,
chance, and inspiration, he said.
The Walker Library of the History of the
Human Imagination is a dramatic example
of the rarest of residential amenities:
A vast, personal, custom-built repository
of intellectual stimuli. In the age of the
e-reader, it is a status symbol on par with
wearing a Patek Philippe watch when the
cellphone already tells the time. For wealthy
homeowners, personal libraries provide
both a quiet refuge from the world and a
playground for their minds—as well as a
solution to the challenge of warehousing

F
DOROTHY HONG FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL (2)

Model of a Vanguard TV3 satellite

25,000

$10 MILLION

20-40 HOURS

books, manuscripts, artifacts
and objects are in Priceline
founder Jay Walker’s
Ridgefield, Conn., library

Estimate to recreate
Mr. Walker’s 3,600-square-foot library,
without contents, according to
Mark Finlay, architect

The amount of time Mr. Walker
spends in his library each week,
working, exploring, holding
meetings and entertaining

Continued on next page

The globe was a wedding gift for
the Walkers’ 1982 nuptials.

Original 1957 Sputnik

”The room is a theatre
space that can be
completely
transformed by light,”
Mr. Walker said of his
library. A lighting truss
overhead and LED
lighting embedded
into all the handrails
can bathe the library
in a variety of colors
and moods.

books from which they cannot bear to part.
But grand private libraries for hard-core
book collectors come with daunting
engineering and design challenges. To create
enough shelf space and to counteract the
visual heaviness of walls lined with books,
private libraries may aim for two or more open
stories. Mr. Walker’s library, consisting of 3½
stories with one main floor and platforms and
balconies at various levels, required framing
the exterior walls with “a steel exoskeleton to
hold up the room,” said its architect, Mark
Finlay of Southport, Conn. Mezzanine floors
lined with book cases required steel framing,
as did some wood bookshelves that carry
heavy loads. There are some 25 staircases
lined with panels of etched glass that depict
important moments in the development of
human invention. “It is designed to be
intentionally disorienting,” said Mr. Walker.
In Austin, Texas, Don Elledge, the 54-yearold chief executive of an information security
company, recently completed construction of
a 12,000-square-foot home with a library he
estimates cost roughly $4 million to build and
fill with antiquarian books, antiques and
research-grade astronomical equipment. His
architect, Austin-based Luis Juaregui, said the
biggest engineering challenge was stabilizing
the $300,000 telescope, positioned above the

25
etched-glass panels
depicting the
history of invention
line the walkways
and staircases
throughout the
library’s 3 1/2 floors
library, with a 30-inch diameter concrete pier
embedded 15 feet into natural limestone
beneath the house’s foundation. Isolating that
pillar, and the telescope atop it, from the rest
of the house is essential, said Mr. Elledge,
because “any vibrations, even imperceptible
ones, would degrade the image.” Also tricky:
Cantilevering the wraparound catwalk lined
with books. The solution came in the form of
several narrow steel-tube columns, encased
with decorative cast iron. The private library is
a classic example of a highly personal amenity
that is expensive for the builder of a dream
home to create and hard to recoup upon
resale. Richard Clayton, 75, who recently

retired after owning an industrial construction
company, built a 25,000-square-foot mansion
in Paradise Valley, Arizona, six years ago for
$21 million (on top of a $2.7 million lot
purchase). He spent between $500,000 and
$600,000 building a two-story, 1,200-square
foot Honduran mahogany library to house his
collection of first-edition books, which he had
previously stored in part in his company’s
warehouses. Today, Mr. Clayton and his wife
Donna are prepared to take a haircut, listing
the house for just under $15 million. Mr. and
Ms. Clayton are looking to downsize but
intend to take their book collection to their
eventual new home. They aim to buy a
property large enough so that they can either
build a new two-story library in it, or turn a
bedroom into a library.
Joan Levinson, the Clayton’s listing agent,
said a library is an asset when marketing this
type of home. Karla Murtaugh, an agent with
Neumann Real Estate and Christie’s
International in Ridgefield, Conn., said that
libraries can provide a “hook” for a buyer with
an intellectual or scholarly bent.
However, that doesn’t mean the math on
elaborate libraries adds up. Without having
toured the home, Ms. Murtaugh estimated the
value of Mr. Walker’s nine-acre estate with a
27,000-square-foot mansion at roughly $10

From inside Mr. Walker’s
library, from left, a piece of
the transatlantic cable and
a piece of trinitite from an
atomic bomb test; Eastern
Orthodox bibles from the
1700s; a rock from Mars.
Below, glass eyeballs from
the Civil War
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million. Mr. Finlay said that to recreate just
the library—the physical structure, without
the contents—today would cost roughly $10
million.
Mr. Walker, 63, who declined to say what he
has spent on his house or library, said he never
plans to sell his home and that “the library has
paid for itself by enriching my life 100 times
over” since he built the home in the early
2000s. Mr. Walker, founder of Priceline.com ,
co-founder and CEO of Upside Travel and
curator of TEDMED, the health and medicine
version of the TED conference and talks, said
the library has stimulated new ideas that have
translated into an array of inventions and
helped him make many new friends.
For some private library owners, especially
those who aspire to world-class book
collections, the serious expenditure isn’t in the
physical structure, but in the contents. “It is
not uncommon for collectors at this level to
be spending in excess of $1 million a year”
on books, said John Windle, owner of San
Francisco bookstore John Windle Antiquarian
Bookseller.
When Max Norris, a 65-year-old Singaporebased investor, bought a 22-acre estate in
Devon, England, it was in need of new electric
and plumbing systems and a cosmetic overall.

But it came with a remarkable, huge, oak
library. For nearly 240 years, the property had
been the seat of the illustrious Coleridge
family and their nearly 18,000 books, which
Mr. Norris paid an additional $129,000 to
acquire. The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge
(of “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” fame) spent
part of his childhood in the house, Mr. Norris
said. In addition to Coleridge’s poetry, the
family had between 400 and 500 bibles and
religious texts, as well as about 100 books
written in the Old Norse language, he said.
Mr. Norris added 4,000 books of his own
and spent between roughly $3.9 million to $5.2
million updating the 22,000-square-foot main
house. In recent years, while he and his wife
live in Asia, his 30-year-old son Charles has
occupied the property, which Mr. Norris
characterized as “a bit too large for a bachelor
pad.” The family has the property on the
market now, seeking offers “over £7 million,”
or roughly $9.01 million. Mr. Norris said he
will offer to sell the books to the home’s buyer.
While these libraries are entirely private,
Mr. Walker and Mr. Elledge offer local charities
and school groups some access. Mr. Elledge
allows physics students at a local school use
of the telescope and has hosted astronomy
groups in the observatory. Between 15 and 20

times a year, Mr. Walker and his wife, Eileen,
donate tours of the library to auction events
to raise money for local charities and schools.
These go for between $15,000 and $50,000,
said Mr. Walker, who guides up to 20 people
on three-hours tours.
For groups of kids, Mr. Walker has several
“greatest hits” he likes to share, including a set
of glass eyeballs dating to the Civil War, an
Indonesian religious text printed on bark from
1650 describing cannibalism, and a rock
from the planet Mars that he bought privately
from an asteroid collector, Mr. Walker said.
He encourages guests to pick up items and
(gently) touch them, he said.
When he and his wife are no longer living,
the books and objects can “re-enter the stream
of commerce” and find new owners, Mr. Walker
said. But, taking a page from his own
imagination, he said that he hopes that before
that time comes, three-dimensional scanning
will have advanced to the point that the entire
collection can be scanned and recreated on
3-D printers. The physical structure could
also be captured in 3-D and viewed in virtual
reality.
“Then anyone in the world could press ‘print’
and recreate anything in the library, as if they
were here in it,” Mr. Walker said. n

