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HE SILK PLUSH was spun from looms that no longer exist. The hand

stitching recalls a long lost skill and padence. And the salt lines in the
cracked leather sweatbands reveal the high water mark of gentlemanly style.

Artist Hunt Slonem s perhaps the single greamst living
champion of that classic meris headwear known vacio usly

35 the top har, opera hat, and stovepipe. Slonem is a self
dascribed 'collectos” in the broadest of terms. He hos arnassed
ollectionsof antiques, oddities and fauna, renging from
Neo-Gothic chairs and crystal condlasticks to dead buterfliss
and live tropical birds. He als collects magnificentold houses,
and when he purchased his sscond antsbellum horma, Albania
Plantation (in Jeanerette, Louisiana), a large erapty closst in
the master bedroom begged o be filled by something worthy
of its grandeur. Thus began Slonem'’s steady acquisition of mp
hat—purchesad at rainor expenss (around $50 spisce) at fles
machets and antique malls «cross the continent. “And I don’t
plan 1 stop collecting them anyime soon,” sys Slonem.

Like his world-renowned nec-expressionist peintings, Slonerds
spiited stach of top hats is @ collection warthy of exhibition.
In fact, he displayed them alongside a showing of his portraits
of Abraham Lincoln (now stacring, <o to speak, in the Steven
Spielberg filrn) at the Ogden Mussurm in New Orlears
Currently, his collection of vintage top hats—more than
hondred strong—is on permanent display in the master clost
of his circa 1842 plantation on BayouTeche. “I keep thern
ocutof their boxes on the shelves where I can s them,” says
Slonec, “becauss in South Louisiana you never know whats
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eating what”" And felted beaverand silk plush are likely both
delicious frorn the point of view of the cicadss and moths of
the bayou swsraps. “T prefer the hard-twp to the collapsible
kind," he says, reforring 1o the spring-losded opera hats
designed for easy stowege in oper houss coatrooms. 'Rnything
that moves like thatscarss me. And I alwsys think they're
going to break.” Inside of each hat. crests and the names of
formerly significantcities and stores on the Eastern Seaboard
are the only visible pedigres other then a hundred and fifty
years of patina. Where they've been and what all they've ssen
isrghtfully leftto the imagination. Slonem rakss no szcret
of his intemst in the supsmatacel, and he's bmught medinms
o his horaes to cormmunicate with unssen residents. The
dacker onesars clansed, the playful ones embreced, and for
the protective ones, their opinions on renovations are duly
noted, The spiritaal rasid uss that atill cling 1o Slonenis hats
have mede themselvesat home at Albania. “My caretaker has
smelled cigar smoke coming from the hat closet when P
not thers” he saye. And no, he dossnt wear the hats. T lend
thern out to friends for costame parties and Halloween, " says
Slonera. And ther is no better testament than that to what
has become of the choser hats of preddents, tycoons and
nobleren. They have reached the same costime status asthe
powdered wigs and tri-corner hats that came before therm
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