
Eulogy for J. Spencer Howell, given at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, Savannah, GA October 14, 

2017 by his son John. 

 

I’d like to read to you from a diary entry I made when I was 11.  We were all living in Rome, Italy 

at the time.  We had just returned from a visit to Civitavecchia, an ancient city on the Tyrrhenian 

Sea, 50 miles away. 

 

Christian, you were going to be born in 10 years, Scott you were going to be born in 8 years, 

Tom, you were going to be born in 2 weeks  - Dave you were 8 (soon to be 9) and I was 11 

(soon to be 12).  

 

Thursday Oct 18, 1965 - Yesterday afternoon I was all prepared to go to the caves when 

my parents told me that we were going to see some Etruscan tombs.  I was all for the 

idea until my dad told me it was going to be a two hour drive. But I went anyway. My 

brother Dave and I climbed about the tombs while my mother and father went with a 

guide. Then we went to have dinner. My father wanted to get by a guard house so we 

would be right in the harbor. My father can really speak Italian quite well but he played 

like a dumb American tourist. Finally the guard became fed up and just let us pass. We all 

laughed. A lot. 

 

It's just a snapshot in time, but so many things about it remind me of those essential parts of my 

father that I experienced a thousand times over, and that now live prominently in my mind. 
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Pretending he couldn’t speak italian was hilarious to my 11 year old brain precisely because he 

was so amazing at language.  He loved speaking in Spanish, Italian and Portuguese.  It wasn’t 

just words though, he thought in these languages.  He loved describing things in the language 

that had just the right word - and those words became part of our shared vocabulary.  Food was 

sometimes hot, other times piccante, and other times caliente, This extended vocabulary of 

thought and expression was a big part of being with him and a big part of what I admired about 

him. 

 

The mental picture painted of Dave and me romping around on top of ancient etruscan tombs 

while our parents toured out of sight reminded me of how much encouragement and freedom 

dad granted us to explore things when we were growing up.  Dad of course thought it was 

perfectly normal to leave his young sons exploring on their own in a foreign city, in a foreign 

land.  Times may change of course but years later I too had to decide when to hold on, or let go, 

as the father of Jack and Elizabeth.  Dad’s was always the “let go” voice on my shoulder.  

 

Now, as to the part about the driving from Rome to Civitavecchia...  If it was a 20 minute ride to 

get to where we were going, dad would invariably take the 60 minute “scenic route.”  Sometimes 

we would spot an abandoned castle, or ruin and he would just pull the car over so we could 

explore it.  Another image is dad’s motorhome pulled off the road at a scenic overlook - the 

awning immediately cranked out with chairs placed underneath so the view could be properly 

appreciated. Dad was definitely a “scenic route” kind of guy.  

 

The diary entry also reminded me of how Dad related to people of all walks of life. Even the 

grouchy Italian guard in Civitavecchia couldn’t help but like him enough to let him pass. No 
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matter if you were a doctor,  or a server in a restaurant, if you were from latin america, Spain or 

Italy you had your accent deciphered down to the city you were born in - which of course made 

for many instant and sometimes lifelong friends. 

 

The mention of dinner in the diary made me think about the thousands of dinners I’ve had with 

dad and what they were like. Like our trips, dinner itself was like taking the scenic route.  There 

was rarely a quick meal.  To dad the road between an empty stomach and full was just one 

wonderful part of a bigger journey that consisted of cocktails before, lessons on how to grill, 

dessert, after dinner stories, conversation, perhaps a nip of “the good stuff” with the 

accompanying “salud y pesetas”, to your “health and fortune” and maybe even a game of dudo. 

Even in his 80’s dad seemed to have endless energy for these gastronomic scenic routes, and 

he never wanted them to end.  

 

It was also during one of these after dinner sessions that Dad showed me a letter from his own 

father. He received it while attending boarding school in Connecticut at age 15.  WWII was still 

raging on, there was no way to know at the time, but the Germans would surrender in three 

months, and the Japanese in six. Dad kept this letter for 70 odd years.  It contained a little 

fatherly advice in response to what must have been a few complaints from dad about the other 

students, the quality of the food, and other such important things to a 15 year old.  I’m sure he 

won’t mind if I pass along some parts of it to you now. 

Buenos Aires, Feb 15, 1945 

My Dear Spencer, ….. 

There comes a time in everyone’s life when one begins to realize that things are not 

really either completely black, or completely white and that, on the contrary the truly 
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black and truly white things are the exception rather than the rule…..  for instance 

Churchill, President Roosevelt and General MacArthur, [from a distance might be 

considered] entirely white, while others such as Hitler, Laval and similar characters 

[might be] considered as entirely black.  

 

Now, I daresay that even a sterling character such as Churchill must have some  traits 

that, to his intimates, detract a little from the pure whiteness; perhaps he is rough and 

impatient with his servants, so that to them, he looks only light grey.  On the other hand, 

such a pitch black character like Laval may, at one time, have helped an orphan through 

College, and therefore, may only be a dark grey.  

 

What I have been trying to convey is that nothing in this word is either 100% perfect 

(that, as you well know, is a redundance) or 100% bad, and that holds particularly true of 

humans and human institutions.  After all, the expression “only human” is based on the 

recognition of the fact that whatever is human is imperfect. 

 

Dad must have taken this advice to heart, because I think he truly saw everyone, especially 

those of us close to him, as having a few flaws - and that was just fine with him.  I truly admired 

that part of his personality. 

 

In closing I’d like to quote the end of another diary entry to you. This one by my brother Dave a 

few weeks ago as he was out cruising in Canada on our boat called the Nellie D. 

“September 5, 2017 - Nellie lost a good crew member today:  John Spencer Howell, born 

29 May 1929 aged 88 years.  Fair winds and following seas Dad. “ 
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