CHRISTOPHER KUHLS EULOGY

DELIVERED BY HIS SON -JANUARY 26, 2013



Christopher Kulhs  was born in Philadelphia, January 1944. His Mother’s name was Anne McIntyre. His Father ran a very successful steel barrel company on Delaware Avenue. It’s now the site of a Target. His Father’s name was Earl Kuhls. 



His parents wanted to name my Dad: Earl, but they couldn’t baptize him in the Catholic church with that name, since it wasn’t the name of a Saint. So they named him Christopher, and they called him Earl.



He was graduated from St. James High School in Chester, during the Spring of 1961. A great many things happened over the next year. He met, fell in love with, and married the beautiful Pietrina Triolo. He enlisted in the United States Navy’s Submarine Service, shipping out on the diesel submarine “USS Sea Robin”. And I was born  --not all necessarily in that order. 



It was a very big year by any measure.


My Father loved his years at sea, and he loved those old diesel submarines. 



When he came home in 1967, he moved in to the house where I was living with my Grandparents, my Mom, my Uncle Salvatore, and my Aunt Marlene. 


That was where it all began for me. I was five.


He was immediately my hero --this startlingly handsome man with big bell-bottom jeans, a duffle bag, and a Navy peacoat with anchors on the buttons. He'd been all around the world, and he wanted to spend a lot of time with me. And he did.


We were great buddies. He taught me to drive, in an old red army jeep. He taught me to swim. He taught me to sail. We made an amateur radio together. And it was wonderful. 



He made me believe that anything was possible, --you only had to care enough to do it.



I remember in the second grade, he was looking at my homework and commented that my handwriting was really bad. I had a nun whose name was Sister Joella Francis. Dad called her Sister Jelly Fish, --not to her face. I told my Dad, “Well Sister Jelly Fish says that some people just have good handwriting and some don’t.” Dad gently explained that Sister was just plain wrong. If you cared enough about something, and took the time to do it properly, the product would always be of quality. There was just no excuse for a sloppy job in my Dad’s world. If a job was not done well, it was because you didn’t care. And if you cared enough, you could do anything well if you set your mind to it. 



He also had other rules about doing any job. Maybe they’re silly, but I hear them in my head almost every day. The first was that no job is done until you put your tools away. You had to clean up after yourself. “Don’t leave a mess in your wake”, he would say.



The second was that the most important part of any job, 

--the thing that separated a job really well done, from a hack-job--, was paying attention to those pieces that maybe no one would ever see. So when you wash the car, make sure you wash under the trunk lid.  And take the time to do the little things, because the little things make the biggest difference.  



My Aunt Ellen, Dad’s Sister, told me a story just recently of when her husband died many years ago, very young. My Father spent all day with her, helping her handle little details, and just trying to comfort her. At the end of a very long day, he climbed in his truck and drove home. We lived about an hour away. The next morning, she awoke and noticed that he was asleep on the front porch. He had driven back very early that morning, didn’t want to wake her, but wanted to be there again to help, just as soon as he could.



That was my Dad. He did things well. He didn’t leave jobs half-done. In his words: “If you sign up for the cruise, you do the cruise.”



Dad also liked to keep things simple, and he wasn’t at all difficult to please. In 1973, at age twenty-nine, he bought a Ford truck. Then, every five or six years after that, he went out and bought the same truck, --again. The most stripped-down, basic truck you could buy for almost forty years. The neighbors never even knew when we got a new one. There was a beige decade, a Navy blue decade, a deep green decade, and finally a gray decade. --But it was always the same truck. He was very upset in 1982 when Ford made the radio standard equipment. You had to buy the radio, and Dad was outraged. He wasn’t at all convinced that the Ford Motor Company had worked all the kinks out of those FM channels yet.


He made life a marvelous adventure. And he was just a lot of fun.  Upon hearing he had passed, one of his nieces remembered: “I always loved when I was a little girl and Uncle Earl would visit our house, because --everybody would laugh.”



He would pretend we lived on a boat. You didn’t go upstairs; you went to the "second deck". You didn’t go into the basement; you went "down below". Ceilings were "overheads". Floors were "decks". Walls were "bulkheads". Kitchens were "galleys". And you didn’t go to the bathroom; you "hit the head". When there was something that needed to be fixed around the house, he took great pride in not going to the hardware store to buy supplies. 

You had to fix the toilet, --only with those items already in the home. “Because you know Joey, you just can’t run to the hardware store when you're two hundred miles at sea”. "Yeh Dad, but you do realize --don’t you, that we’re not 200 miles at sea?"


--But I loved it. Being with him was a carnival ride. And that was a pretty wonderful place to be for a little boy. I only realized many years later, that we were actually kids together. When I was six, my Father was twenty-four.


Then he did it all again for two more little Boys, almost forty years later. He was devoted to his Grandsons Jackson and Rafe. Just look at the pictures. He’s very pleased to bury them in the sand; teach them to fish, play ball or just watch them move. When they slept in their little bunk-beds from Ikea, he would pretend with them that they were "hot-bunking" in the torpedo room. And, like me long ago, they could almost believe it. His friends will tell you that if he and my Mother accepted an invitation to go somewhere, Dad always attached the condition that he might have to cancel if his two little “scallywags” needed him.



And he and my mother had the most miraculous marriage. 

They married at eighteen, and fifty years later each was still the other’s best friend. They truly enjoyed each other’s company, and a deep emotional and physical affection.



And he never really changed.


My old man was still living on a boat fifty years later. I was in his basement after he passed and noticed there is a label on the sump pump --but it doesn't say “sump pump”. It says: “bilge pump”. And the PVC pipe that runs the pumped water to the outside also has a little label on it. But it doesn’t say “outside” or "drain"  or “discharge”; it says simply: “overboard”.


He even tried like hell to make the end funny somehow.
I went to my parents' house to see him in October, after not having been there for a few weeks. I was shocked at how bad he looked. Unfortunately it showed on my face, and he saw it.  He just shot me that mischievous smile and said “Well Joey, you didn’t figure any of us were getting out of here alive, did you?” 



My Mother shared with me that, around the same time, she was telling him how grateful she was to have been married to him for fifty years, but she was upset that they wouldn’t grow old together. He looked at her and said ,“We did grow old together Patty. --This is it.--You’re here. --We’re old.” 



That was so him --to turn pain into a half-full pitcher of laughter --in a moment.


It may be true, I hope, that sons idolize their Fathers. And maybe I’m just one more. But there are a lot of broken-hearted people in this church today, who will tell you that Chris Kuhls was really quite a magnificent man.



So for those who knew him, my apologies for this weak outline of such a very big man. For those who didn’t know him, I hope you might now have even the smallest glimpse into the wonderful spirit of a man I respected and loved with all my heart. 



I have two short quotes. The first is from William Shakespeare. I’m quite confident my father was not a Shakespeare fan. In fact, I never knew Dad to read any fiction at all. But this is beautiful, and I believe it speaks well to the simple elegance with which my Father lived his life.

“When he shall die, take him and cut him out in little stars and he will make the face of heaven so fine that all the world will be in love with night, and pay no worship to the garish sun”



And the last quote is actually my favorite. It is only seven words, but it has reminded me of my Father since I first read it almost thirty years ago. For those familiar with the Three Musketeers, you know that there were actually Four Musketeers, 

--and that D’Artagnan was the first of them to die. There is a scene at the end of “The Man in the Iron Mask” where the three surviving musketeers have buried D'Artagnan and they are standing at his grave. Athos and Aramis deliver stirring and eloquent eulogies, --but Porthos says nothing. Then, as the three heartbroken men are walking from the grave, Porthos suddenly stops and turns back to the grave. And, almost to himself, he says: “HE WAS THE BEST OF US ALL”.
