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THE SULTAN OF STUFF

Is Alex Shears odd collection just junk or the key to American culture?

BY DAVID OWEN

“TF someone asks me “What do you

collect?” it’s not easy for me to

respond,” Alex Shear told me in
1992. Holy cow, was he ever right. Shear
has been scouring flea markets, garage
sales, and antique shows all over the
country for roughly thirty-five years, and
his collection is impossible to character-
ize succinctly except in terms of its size:
it is very, very large. He once prepared a
written outline of the things he then
owned; it contained more than twelve
hundred categories, including “station-
wagon memorabilia,” “folk-art roller-
skate carrying cases,” “generator flash-
lights,” and “occupational hats.” What
else? Well, he has cans of Lock Thaw,
Loosen-All, Oilit, Lock-Ease, Oily
Bird, Nuts Off, and other “thawing lu-
bricants,” and he has cans of regular
motor oil and floor wax, and he has
oversized jars of mustard. He has pack-
ages of Flamingo-brand bobby pins,
which at one time were the official hair-
pins of American Airlines stewardesses.
He has a Christmas wreath made of
beer-can pull tabs, and a guitar made
from a ham can, and an anonymous
soldier’s carving of General Douglas
MacArthur, and a number of humorous
novelties inspired by the 1979 nuclear-
reactor accident at Three Mile Island
(among them a kitchen clock, three large
ashtrays shaped like foaming cooling
towers, and someone’s self-produced
board game called React-Or: A Radiat-
ing Experience). He has numerous
wooden templates for cast-iron manhole
covers, one of which prompted him to
tell me, “You know, if I ever go into a re-
tirement home and meet the former
president of Quirin Machine Works &
Leed Foundry, of St. Claire, Pennsylva-
nia, makers of manhole and inlet cast-
ings, [ will be able to intelligently discuss
with this man his decision to stop mak-

ing sewer plates from cast iron and start
making them from a lightweight alloy.”

Storing his purchases—which now
include some sixty thousand items—has
always been a problem for Shear. The
first time I visited his six-room apart-
ment, on the Upper West Side, I had to
make my way through a labyrinth of
floor-to-ceiling piles of acquisitions,
which had displaced virtually the entire
habitable volume of his residence—and
the apartment was just one of seven
storage sites he was using at that time.
Shear has two teen-age sons, and they
sometimes have to rearrange the piles
in their rooms in order to go to bed.
(Both boys have become avid collectors,
too.) Shear now stores the bulk of his
stuff in a warehouse in Westchester, but
space remains tight; there are large por-
tions of his collection which he hasn’t
seen in years.

I first encountered Shear and parts of
his collection seven years ago, when I at-
tended a show at the Children’s Mu-
seum of Manhattan and wrote a short
article about it for this magazine’s Talk
of the Town section. The show, which
was called “Great Stuff!,” consisted of
three dozen collections that had been as-
sembled by ordinary people (about a
fifth of whom were children) and dis-
played the way items in museums are
usually displayed: behind glass, with
careful lighting and printed labels. Al-
most all the exhibits were about what
you would expect. For example, there
were collections of bottle caps, stamps,
Pez dispensers, baseball cards, business
cards, socks, and ceramic frogs. But two
of the collections were strikingly differ-
ent, and both belonged to Shear. The
first was called Pop Brand Radios. It
consisted of several hundred transistor
radios designed to look like other con-
sumer products (among them a bar of
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Shear and several of his thirty-five Tin Men: when the architect Robert Venturi
Jirst met the collector, he said, “Where have you been all my life?”
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