
gift from the hospital’s staff
last year, arrives at their door.
Many hand over bags of
shoes from family members.
Lexie pushes his cart to the
back of the office, where he
finds a seat, unpacks a blue

gym bag full of supplies, and lines up the
shoes. Barefoot employees gather around like
children at an ice cream truck. Someone puts
a fresh bagel and cup of coffee on the cart for
Lexie. He’s full of childlike joy, with a sizable
grin and large spectacles pressed tightly
against his head. 

“He’s the only one I’ve ever known who
could get all that salt off my shoes,” notes
Aileen Sanders, business manager for pediatric
surgery. 

Lexie buffs a pair of black flats that belong
to Sanders while empathizing with her, say-
ing, “You’ve got to work harder now, since
you’ve got a new daughter now.” 

Later, as he slips one hand inside a black
wing tip, he says, “This makes me very happy
to see lots of nice people, lots of nice cus-
tomers.” He turns the shoe from side to side,
quickly rubbing the surface with saddle soap.
“Shoes got to take a bath, just like people got
to take a bath,” he says without taking his eyes
off the shoe. 

Although his daily average is 15 pairs—a
day’s earnings of just $45—Lexie donates
his tips not just from Children’s, but also
from days shining shoes downtown and in
the business districts of the Mon Valley. He
puts out cans for donations in area business-
es as well.

Sanders checks his coffee to make sure it
hasn’t gotten cold. She says that Lexie demon-
strates that “you don’t have to have a lot of
money to give a lot of money.” Today he
charges just $2 per pair of shoes—a special
that he offers annually the week before his
birthday. Despite the reduced price, he will
still eagerly donate every tip. ■

H E  K E E P S  S H I N I N G
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A
t 7:30 on a Tuesday morning, the
fourth-floor hallway of Children’s
Hospital of Pittsburgh is quiet, save for

the occasional brisk passage of a nurse or the
hum of medical machinery. Then, an elevator
door opens and a man in a worn, yellow but-
ton-down shirt pushes a waist-high tool cart
into the hallway. His lived-in sneakers shuffle
eagerly forward as he reaches for the rubber
bulb of the bicycle horn mounted on his cart.
When its sudden staccato blast echoes down
the corridors, heads poke out of doorways,
and faces light up at the sight of Albert Lexie,
a shoe shiner.

Every Tuesday and Thursday, Lexie, 63,
awakens at 5 a.m. and catches two buses from
his hometown of Monessen to Children’s
Hospital. He has been shining shoes here
since 1981. (His initial price was $2 a pair;
now it’s $3.) Without fail, he donates all of his
tips to the Free Care Fund, a charity that
ensures all pediatric patients receive medical
care regardless of their ability to pay. (Lexie
started saving tips in the hopes that he could
make a big gift and meet the late news anchor
Patti Burns, who hosted the KDKA telethon
for Children’s. More than 20 years after he
met Burns, he keeps donating.) So far, he has
given almost $100,000. 

Staff members from the pediatric surgery
department greet Lexie warmly as his cart, a
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B
ack when cataract surgeries weren’t so com-
monplace, ophthalmologist Norman Gardner

Mathieson (MD ’34) met a wealthy industrial-
ist on a fishing trip to Mackinac Island, Mich. When he
heard that the man’s mother was nearly blind,
Mathieson offered to evaluate her for surgery. He suc-
cessfully operated on both of her eyes, and though the
son offered to pay a great deal, Mathieson charged his
usual $300 per eye. Decades later, the doctor learned
that this woman had left him and his wife 600 shares of
stock in a Pittsburgh bank. Over the years, the stock
split and resplit into some 22,000 shares. After the
Mathiesons passed away not long ago, the School of
Medicine received what is believed to be the largest sin-
gle gift ever from an alumnus: $1.77 million with which
to establish the Dr. and Mrs. N. Gardner Mathieson
Scholarship Fund.

Broach the subject of medical school tuition, and
Senior Vice Chancellor and Dean Arthur S. Levine

will not hesitate to reveal what he refers to as his
“socialist tendencies”—that is, his belief that medical
school should be free and that doctors should repay
their debt to society through a period of public service.
He’s not holding his breath waiting for that to happen.
In a demonstration of how critical scholarships are to
recruiting top students, Levine has announced that his
office will redirect some funds from other pressing
needs, such as faculty recruitment, in order to double
its contribution to student scholarships, bringing its
total commitment to approximately $6 million. Still,
approximately 80 percent of Pitt med students will
finance the bulk of their own educations.   —CS 

FOR INFORMATION ON SCHOLARSHIP GIVING:

1-877-MED-ALUM or mhsf@ia.pitt.edu
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Lexie’s tips help sick children.


