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We are pleased to publish another of Anne Fulper’s personal essays from her collection
of memoir vignettes called SHARDS, giving us a rare inside look at the people behind
the scenes at Fulper Pottery and the ceramic pieces they produced.

BY ANNE

FULPER

Still Life With Kugie
On my mother’s desk in a corner of the living room,
nestled among the picture frames, gold metal stamp
dispenser and a lamp, sat a mottled blue/green crystalline vase with a braided handle that might be called a
“ewer” in crossword puzzle-ese. What was interesting about this “Norman Jug” as it was known, was
that it had been designed by a young Fulper Pottery employee, who then later, as an old man, became an integral part of my family - like a great
uncle, really.
John Ogden Winner Kugler was the last remaining link to the artisan side of my father’s
father’s business, where he was called Jack and designed shapes for the pots and graphic artwork for
promotional materials. Later, when I knew him, he was
just Kugie, who painted watercolors, drew cartoons and
helped highlight the satire of our lives.
I loved the gaunt tweed look of him, sitting next to me on the couch, the feel of
his rough sports coat against my cheek - wool or linen with a whiff of Lucky Strikes
woven into the fabric, while he drew pictures of goony characters whom we would
then name - Hortense or Oswald.
I was proud to be in on his jokes.
So, when he chided me in front of the whole family for my endless, cyclical
watching of the movie Heidi with Shirley Temple, I felt wounded. I mean where
else would you ever find the grandfather played with more desperate intensity?
Or anyone as wonderful as Shirley Temple for that matter?
Shirley was my girl.
Kugie’s mocking wit had been one of the things that I admired and tried to
emulate and now he was turning that sword on me. So, when our libertine, marmalade cat, Arnold bit him on the finger and it swelled up and stayed that way for
weeks, I felt a little justice had been served. But at the next few Sunday dinners I
was amazed to see how he could still draw so expertly, his swollen finger bobbing
like a sausage, above the fast-moving pencil, Arnold eyeing it hungrily.
Kugie was relied upon to play so many parts in our family - substitute grandfather, interior decorator, lone audience member. He also was a trusted party planner and then the life of said party - the invitations to which were hand drawn
cartoons showing himself as the cheerful host, cocktail tray in hand, looking on at
the Rabelaisian chaos of guests hanging from chandeliers, climbing up bookcases,
Norman Jug designed by Kugler circa 1915, collection of Anne E. Hill

Portrait of J.O.W. Kugler, circa 1935

Potter at the Wheel logo, a Kugler
design circa 1909

Birthday card for Wm. Fulper III, spoofing his
purchase of a shark-like Cadillac, circa 1960
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called “Bring Flowers to Sez” (Sez was
his nickname). He sat above us on the
terrace steps as we laid flowers at his
feet like Aphrodite’s retinue, twirling
and cooing and curtseying. He kind
of liked it, but mostly seemed embarrassed for us, which only proved his
discerning taste in the performing arts.
With their droopy ears, expressive
eyebrows and humble stature, no dog
can look as chagrined as a dachshund.
When he got his first haircut one very
hot summer, it was several days before
he got up the nerve to visit the neighbors. Mary Dwelley peered down at
The real housewives of Yardley with Kugie circa 1945 Agnes Fulper (author’s mother) 3rd from left, Willette
Fulper Muti (author’s aunt) first on right

a feather boa dangling in someone’s drink. There was always the expectation of
hilarity when he was around. Even his car, a two-tone blue Edsel sedan, given to us
after he stopped driving, would randomly honk its horn, like a Marx brother was
hidden under the hood - guess which one.
But for me, the greatest thing about Kugie was his dog, a black and tan, long
haired dachshund named Feathers. The hovering, hoovering, do-gooder wives of
Yardley, had dragged “Kug” to a local dachshund breeder called “Get a Long Little
Doggie”. Here they fussed and cajoled until he picked out his anodyne companion.
Feathers was chosen because he was the shyest and most awkwardly soulful, the last
to emerge from the squirming huddle of pups.
Maybe “Kug” thought such a misfit would fare well in his safe, quiet apartment.
He was right, Not only did the dog flourish, but became fiercely devoted.
When Kugie tripped down his back steps and briefly knocked himself out,
Feathers raced down after him as fast as his little wispy haired legs could carry him,
sniffed and fretted helplessly around until he lifted one of those little legs and peed
right on his face - reviving him instantly.
I loved Feathers and asked if I could have him after Kugie died.
He agreed immediately. And then later, probably to avoid having me wish him
dead or worse, just gave me the dog, who arrived sporting a red and black plaid
doggie coat with “Feathers”, hand-painted in gold script on the neckband, with a
red leather collar and matching leash. And in this outfit, he helped raise me, becoming the stoic recipient of my need to lord it over someone.
As the one family member younger than me, he did my bidding gratefully and
gracefully. Pretending to be the pony I never had, he achieved remarkable clearance, jumping over the obstacle course of wooden crates I’d set up in the backyard.
He stood, wind in his ears at the helm of my rowboat as we traveled the canal - cutting a swath through the algae, leaving a disruption of ducks and a torpor of turtles
in our wake.
My father called him “a hairy hotdog” “the poorest excuse for an animal”, “not
a man’s dog at all”. But the women of the family recognized Feathers as a poetic
soul and we treated him accordingly. One time I even participated in a ritual dance
in his honor a la Isadora Duncan, that Julie and her friend Debbie had concocted,

“Oswald” quick sketch by Kugie circa 1956

Kugie outside Fulper home White Oaks, 1940s
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Detail from a sketch for another Fulper Christmas
Card by Kugie, circa 1959

Hand painted invitation to one of Kugie’s parties in Trenton, NJ. (date unknown)

him over her gardening shears in surprise, “Feathers is that you?!” which made him
cower even more, as he skulked off in search of the unconditional, butt-sniffing
love of his companions- Daisy, Dimpy and Debbie...Dwelley.
He was devoted to me, but never forgot Kugie and would go into paroxysms
of joy at the mere mention of his name. There was always a dog treat when Kugie
came to visit, and at Christmas - a beautifully wrapped gift. One year, it was a kind
of autoharp called a zither because a dachshund, playing a zither just tickled his
imagination. He even mailed greeting cards to Feathers, supposedly from a neighbor’s dog by the name of Edith Zigenfoos, whose love was unrequited because
Feathers was just too busy posing for the hand painted family greeting cards that
depicted us skating on the canal or birdwatching in Tyrolean outfits - my parents
in high caricature relief, skating towards disaster, with the rest of us as decorative
extras.
In many of these cartoons, my mother looks like she could have been played
by an ungainly Edna May Oliver (Aunt March in the Katherine Hepburn version
of Little Women) with odd Dr. Seuss style hats and cat eye glasses - perhaps an affectionate homage to her own self-deprecation. I think Kugie loved her almost as
much as he loved my father. His position at the pottery as chief designer and frequent consultant to my grandfather must have made the friendship so compelling
for my dad who lost the father he adored, when he was only 19.
Not sure when we realized that Kugie was gay. It was definitely well after he

died in 1965. It never would have occurred to me before then. Gay? What
was that? Did I even know? Perhaps to
refute the possibility, my parents often
referred to a trip to Samoa Kugie had
taken with a friend in the 1930s, where
they were both given “wives” by a tribal
chief. There was much joking about the
little Kugies he may have left behind sallow-chested in grass skirts. Here was
the undeniable proof of his straight
bachelorhood. I guess that’s why the
real housewives of Yardley loved him
so. It was like having all the benefits of a
gay boyfriend without any of the social
stigma of the time - declawed.
And yet, as he aged, my sister Julie
commented on a bitterness that had
crept in - an impatience with youth
and a disdain for the future. An attitude
of “Oh, it was so much better back in
my day”, surprising for a gay man to say
back then. This all eluded me because
it’s easy to fool baby in the corner and
I managed to stay unformed enough to
remain his ally. When he died at age 76,
peacefully sitting in a chair in his own
apartment, I was distraught, having
had little experience with the loss of a
loved one. Then I overheard someone
announce the exact time of his death
like Joe Friday on Dragnet; “3:47pm”.
My mind spooled back to what I had
been doing at that very second. Apparently, he had died without me feeling
any significant pain or fear or sadness!
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Fulper family Christmas card by Kugie, circa 1958

I was so relieved and naively comforted
by the certainty that I would have felt
something if his passing had been difficult.
A couple of years later, I had a perverse curiosity to see if Feathers would
still remember Kugie. So, I called out
in that excited, high-pitched voice we
use on dogs and babies - “Kugie’s here!
Kugie’s here! Where’s Kugie!” only to
watch horrified as he rushed to the
door and sat expectantly, tail atwitter,
his tongue hanging out like a piece of
ham. It was at this moment I knew I
had a cruel streak.
I opened the door and watched as
he scouted the driveway, his ears perked
and expression hopeful, then puzzled. I

was maybe not going to Hell, but there
would be a brief stopover in Purgatory.
There was no funeral for Kugie.
If he’d wanted to be cremated, we
could have put his ashes appropriately inside the Norman Jug. But he’d
requested that his body be donated to
science, conjuring up other disturbing
images ...thank you, Rembrandt’s The
Anatomy Lesson!
Now instead, I envision that jug
as kind of Aladdin’s lamp, rubbing its
wide belly until a cartoon pours out of
the spout, Max Fleischer style, showing
a bemused Kugie on a cloud, wearing
ill-fitting angel wings and a lopsided
halo, Feathers next to him, strumming
a zither.

Anne Fulper is the youngest granddaughter of William Hill Fulper II, the “master
craftsman” of an award-winning, art pottery,
now in the permanent collection of major
museums across the U.S.
After their father‘s death in 1983, Anne
and her three sisters found six notebooks hidden under the eaves in the attic of their family
home in Bucks County, PA. There, handwritten in their grandfather’s large, fluid scrawl
were the secret formulas for the glazes that
made Fulper Pottery unique.
As a way of connecting to a vanished
past and because they knew the look of those
glazes down to their bones, they turned those
handwritten recipes into the Fulper Tile
Company (1985 - 2000).
Still Life with Kugie is from Shards – a
collection of stories synthesized from the trifecta of Anne’s personal experience:
- writing and performing scathing satire
in NYC with The Sleazebuckets and Noh
Radio,
- working with the chemistry of the glazes
at Fulper Tile.
- and a childhood growing up surrounded
by vases, ewers, jugs, planters, lamps,
powder boxes, perfume burners, bookends, candlesticks, flower frogs, ashtrays,
and crocks.
Now these pieces of pottery launch several memoir vignettes, about a mid-20th
century American family, whose forebear had
owned a pottery in New Jersey.
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Feathers in Winter

Detail of Feathers from hand
painted card
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