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jar-populous areas who either listed 
them for sale in the classified sections 
of antique and collectible publications 
or answered classified ads that Larry 
himself placed.

“Fruit jars weren’t very expensive 
in the 1970s,” he explains. “There 
weren’t many people collecting them, 
so I’d often be able to get eight or 10 
different jars for only a dollar.”

It took about five years for Larry to 
accumulate his first 100 fruit jars. Af-
ter that, “there was no turning back,” 
he says. He researched as much as he 
could on the topic, and soon he was able 

to distinguish be-
tween the com-
mon and rare jars 
and identify the 
general age of a 
piece by looking 
at its characteris-
tics.

The first 
question that 

The Largest Fruit Jar Collection in the World 
(At least that we’re aware of)

Story by Rick Natynski, Red Wing Collectors Society Newsletter Editor

In 1969, a glass fruit jar with an 
odd closure system caught the 
eye of Red Wing Collectors 
Society Member Larry Munson. 

That simple, innocent act of buying 
an old fruit jar for four bucks 
unknowingly started what has become 
a 40-year quest to procure an example 
of each and every different fruit jar he 
can find.

Today Larry owns more than 
6,300 fruit jars and related items. If 
you lined up all his jars, they would 
circle the Earth … twice! OK, maybe 
not. But you get the picture.

Larry’s response when asked if if 
his collection of fruit jars is the largest 
in the world?

“Probably,” he says, casually. “I’ve 
never heard of anybody with a larger 
collection. If one does exist, they’d 
have to be a closet collector or else I 
would have heard about it.”

The only thing more impressive 
than the sheer size of Larry’s 
collection is the way he has gone 
about building it. One would assume 
that most pieces in a collection of this 
magnitude would have to be bought 
locally, in person. But Larry and his 
wife, Hazel, live about an hour from 
Glacier National Park in northern 
Montana, where fruit jars are hard to 
come by. Many of the pieces in the 
collection have been purchased on 
the couple’s travels to antique shows 
across the country. Even more have 
been acquired from collectors in fruit 

comes to mind is “Where does one 
go about storing and displaying more 
than 6,000 pieces?” Well, Larry started 
off in his basement, which holds about 
3,300 jars. About 25 years passed 
before he ran out of space down there, 
but fortunately the couple owned a 
700-square-foot house down the road 
that wasn’t being used, so they jacked 
it up and moved it adjacent to their 
home. He remodeled and added on to 
the “Jar House” in the mid-1990s and 
today it looks like a museum in itself, 
holding another 3,000+ pieces.

Although stoneware jars make up 
a small percentage of Larry’s fruit jar 
collection overall, he still has more 
than 250 different examples made 
by manufacturers like Red Wing, 
Macomb, Western, Weir, Peoria 
Pottery and others that range in size 
from ½ pint up to 4 gal. He joined the 
RWCS several years ago.

“I have a set of the common Stone 
Mason Jars that Red Wing made, but I 
never went for the domed fruit jars,” 
Larry says. “They’re neat pieces, but 
I haven’t been able to justify paying 
what it would cost to get one. I do have 
two Hoosier cabinets that were made 
in the early 1900s by the Red Wing 
Furniture Co. though; I use them to 

“Where does one go  
about storing and 

displaying more than  
6,000 pieces?”
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display my RWCS Commemoratives.”
One of the most fascinating 

aspects of Larry’s collection is how far 
it reaches outside the United States. 
Larry owns antique fruit jars that 
were made in Canada, Russia, China, 
South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, 
Switzerland, Germany, France, the 
British Isles and Norway, among other 
countries.

“Most of my favorite jars are from 
Australia,” he says. “I have 600 to 
700 jars from there; the most ornate 
ones have unicorns, dingos and birds 
embossed on the sides. I’ve been 
told that about a half-dozen of my 
Australian jars are only one of a few 
examples known.”

Although he’s never been to The 
Land Down Under, Larry has bought 
most of his Australian jars privately 
from Australian collectors. He’s also 
acquired some via eBay. He says 
he was “buying the Australian jars 
like crazy” when the U.S. dollar was 
strong. Although it’s leveled out, at 
one point the U.S. dollar was worth 
two AUS dollars.

Now that he has so many jars, 
Larry often passes up on the more 
common examples. Although fruit 
jars were mainly hand-blown until 
they became mass-produced around 
1910, his search includes jars that 
were made up to the 1920s, as rare 
examples still exist from that period.

“Most of my best jars are from the 
1860s to early 1900s, but my oldest 
predate 1850 and the newest were 
made as late as 2000 by Ball and Kerr 
as commemoratives or presentation 
jars for longtime employees,” Larry 

explains. “I really like the Civil War-
era jars. They did a lot of experimenting 
with odd closures back then and they 
were crudely made. Plus there was no 
quality control. The seals often failed; 
I don’t know how they kept the food 
from spoiling. Once the Mason jar 
received a patent, jar closures became 
much more standard.”

Another aspect of Larry’s 
collection is the accessories, souvenirs 
and advertising items issued by fruit 
jar manufacturers. He owns about 
1,500 “go-withs” as he calls them, 
which include fruit jar ring boxes, rare 
posters and advertising signs, beater 
tops that screw onto glass jars so they 
can be used for mixing and a variety 
of items like medals, pins and jewelry 
given to fruit jar company employees 
to recognize their years of service.

As far as value goes, fruit jars 
typically range anywhere from a 
dime apiece for the super common 
examples up to $30,000 for the super 
rare. While there is a small amount of 
collectors who have both the means 
and the desire to afford pieces in the 
five-figure range, Larry says there are 
lot of good jars that range from $500 
to $2,000.

Most fruit jar collectors are 
men, although a lot of women also 
collect, Larry says. He knows of 
many collectors who have anywhere 
between 1,000 and 3,000 jars in 
their collection. A close friend from 
Muncie, Ind. who passed away a few 
years ago owned more than 4,000 
different examples. Despite having the 

“Even if you have 
room for it all, 

you can’t have everything,” 
Larry says.
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largest collection known, Larry admits 
that a fruit jar collection doesn’t have 
to be big to be good.

“Even if you have room for it all, 
you can’t have everything,” Larry 
says. Therefore, a lot of the newer 
collectors decide to specialize in only 
a few fruit jar categories due to cost 
and display space.

“I didn’t need to limit myself 
when I started collecting because 
prices were lower back then,” he says. 
“Since it’s always been hard to find 
fruit jars in my area, I’d buy whatever 
I didn’t have when I was on a trip to 
the eastern U.S. because I didn’t know 
how often I’d get back there. Plus, I live 
in the country, so I just kept pounding 
nails until I got what I wanted. But just 
as it is with Red Wing, you can have 
a nice collection with only 10 to 30 
pieces, too.”

Larry says his acquisitions have 
slowed down in recent years since it’s 
harder to find jars he doesn’t already 
have. That being said, he estimates 
he’s still added about 500 to 600 jars 
to his collection in the past five years. 
Only a small number of these come 
from fruit jar auctions, antique shows 
that he and Hazel attend around the 
country and eBay. He usually finds 60 
to 80 jars at the Midwest Antique Fruit 
Jar and Bottle Club Show & Sale held 
in Muncie, Ind. every January; he and 
a friend fly there together and he has 
his new finds sent home.

It’s always awkward asking a 
collector what will happen to their 
collection when they’re gone, but 
Larry chuckled when presented with 
that question.

“I’m still having so much fun 
with it that I haven’t given it much 
thought,” he admits. “The decision of 
how to dispense of it will rest with my 
family, because I don’t intend to sell it 
in my time. Fortunately, my wife and 
two grown kids know there’s value in 
it and there will be a lot of interested 
buyers when the time comes.”

Larry concedes that the bottom 
thousand jars in his collection won’t 
be desired by most collectors, as 

they’re only worth about $25 in total. 
Of course, he also has quite a few 
jars in higher dollar range, which 
are displayed right along side the 
common ones.

“I’ve never done this for the 

money,” he concludes. “I’ve had more 
fun than any of it has cost, so why 
worry about it? The best part of it has 
been the friends I’ve made from across 
the country, and in some instances, 
around the globe.”

Continued on next page.

More About Fruit Jars and Larry Munson
• Most U.S. fruit jar manufacturers were located in the “Gas Belt” – an 

area in the states of Indiana and Ohio where natural gas was prevalent 
and utilized as cheap fuel. A few manufacturers were also located on 
the West Coast.

• Larry has never found a jar for his collection in Montana that is worth 
more than $5.

• Larry has never sold a fruit jar. Once they find their way into his 
collection, they stay there.

• When it comes to glass fruit jars and value, color is king. Although 
there are less than 20 general colors, there are hundreds of different 
shades because the composition of sand and other ingredients was 
different depending on where it was made. For example, amber jars 
range from a light yellow to a rich gold to a dark, almost black color.

• Larry’s wife, Hazel, is very supportive of his collecting. In fact, she’s 
bought him some of his best jars as Christmas and birthday gifts.

• Larry estimates there were 300 to 400 different fruit jar manufacturers 
once in operation.

• Shards of glass that were a by-product of the fruit jar manufacturing 
process are called “slags”.

• Larry has never used a piece from his collection for its intended 
purpose of preserving fruits or vegetables.
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I want to thank the folks at the Red Wing Collectors Society for sharing this fun interview  
and all the wonderful photos. 

Visit their Website at www.redwingcollectors.org
      Here’s a couple more pix from their great newsletter – well worth the membership fee*!

*Special for our readers: get a free trial membership to the 
Red Wing Collectors Society. 

Contact: director@redwingcollectors.org - or - www.redwingcollectors.org/ 


