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Hoarding:
by Karen Jessee

Pack rat: an amusing, euphemistic term
for people who tend to collect more than
they need.  There is such an animal; a
small mouse that lives mainly in the west
and is noted for its peculiar characteristic
of collecting things.

Here’s another term; The Collyer
Syndrome.  There’s nothing amusing
here. This refers to obsessive hoarding, a
condition in which people need to acquire
and keep things of limited use or value
to the point that they can no longer live
normal lives. The term is derived from one
of the most macabre stories of squalor and
hoarding involving two eccentric brothers
at the turn of the century.

Born in the 1880%, Homer and Langley
Collyer were descendants of one of New
York City’s oldest families and the sons of a
prominent Manhattan doctor and an opera
singer. Both brothers were Columbia
graduates earning degrees in law and in
engineering. Langley also became a pianist
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who had performed at Carnegie Hall. In
their 20’s they moved into aluxurious three-
story mansion on Fifth Avenue in Harlem,
which at the time, was a fashionable white
suburb of Manhattan. When their parents
died, all their possessions passed on to the
two brothers.

Times changed. As their neighborhood
deteriorated and crime became rampant,
the brothers became more reclusive
and bizarre. Instead of moving, they
began barricading themselves against the
shabbiness and poverty outside. They
filled their home with more stuff and
things to booby trap the house should
anyone attempt to get in. Boxes of junk
were piled high and covered the windows.
They went out at night, collecting what
they found on the streets, adding to their
odd piles of ephemera.

In 1933, Homer went blind and was
eventually crippled by rheumatism, leaving
Langley to care for him. In an attempt
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to cure his brother, Langley, distrustful
of doctors but in full possession of his
father’s medical equipment and books,
fed his brother a strange concocted diet
of black bread, peanut butter and one
hundred oranges a week, believing this
would restore Homer’s sight. He saved the
newspapers so Homer could catch up on
his reading when he could see again.

On March 21, 1947, a man called the
police, claiming there was a body inside
the Collyer house.

Unable to get through the barricading
piles of junk after removing the front door.
Police tried the windows. They, too were
blocked. The police decided it was time to
start throwing things out as they came to
them. Junk was jettisoned out the window
until police were able to crawl through a

tunnel of debris and newspapers only to
find
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Homer Collyer dead on the floor. The house reeked. Langleywas
no where to be found.

The search for Langley continued both in neighboring cities and
inside the house as more piles of junk, refuse and garbage were
hauled away. People claimed to have seen Langley on a bus, in a
boat, and even floating face-down in a creek.

On April 8th, more than two weeks later, police finally dug
through enough debris to find Langley’s body only ten feet from
where they had found Homer's. It was determined that while
bringing Homer his dinner, Langley had tripped one of his own
elaborate booby traps and had become entombed in his piles of
junk and newspapers. His body was partly decomposed and had
been gnawed on by critters. Homer had starved to death waiting
for dinner. Both brothers died in their collections designed to
keep the world out of their lives.

In the end, over 100 tons of rubble were cleared out of the house.
The Collyers had carved a network of paths and tunnels through
boxes of junk, broken toys, chandeliers, clocks, oil paintings,
tapestries, smashed musical instruments, 14 upright and baby
grand pianos, rugs, organs, crushed violins, the folding top of
a horse drawn carriage, rusted bicycles, dress making dummies,
cracked hope chests, furniture, rusted bed springs, a kerosene
stove, the chassis of an old car, guns, ammunition, wood, a canoe,
thousands of books, a horse’s jawbone, an x-ray machine, medical
equipment, human medical specimens in jars and over six tons of
newspapers and magazines.

The brothers’ home on Fifth Avenue was nowvalued at farless than
$100,000 in real estate. Personal property was valued at $20,000.
What was salvageable and sold at auction came to less than $2,000.
The once stately Victorian mansion was condemned.

Thus, the origin of the term, The Collyer Syndrome. Police and
firemen in New York still refer to an emergency in an overly
cluttered home as a Collyer Call.
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