November 7, 2001

THEODORE KASTAR 

“Let’s go bumming,” was Theodore (Ted) Kastar’s frequent way of inviting/commanding family and friends to join him in the car and on foot for rest, relaxation, exploration, and learning.  Ted (“Theo” to loved ones) died peacefully at home early Tuesday morning at age 77.  The cause of death was kidney cancer.  “Bumming” was just one of many activities fueled by Ted’s extraordinary vitality, a hallmark quality that made him seem always in motion, even when relaxing.

Born in Chicago, Ted loved his native city, knew its history, and communicated both to his sons, Larry and Gregory.  The son of Greek immigrants, he fully embraced the American Dream and assimilated to Chicago’s South Suburbs, most notably Park Forest, where he resided nearly forty years and ran for Village President.  Even while assimilating he remained connected to and proud of his Greek roots, and readily embraced immigrants of all origins.  For many years he assisted Ugandan immigrants in resettling in the United States, efforts that richly rewarded him with many Ugandan friends and a position as Honorary Consul of that nation.  

Ted was a resourceful survivor of the Great Depression and a quietly proud veteran of World War II (European Theater).   Though his formal education ended with high school, he was fond of saying that “knowledge is power” and remained until the end of his life a close observer of current affairs who liked to read several newspapers a day.  He kept abreast, too, of information technology.  His sons teased that Ted had more computing power in his home office than the Pentagon and NASA combined.

The owner, most recently, of Kastar’s Prestige Hair Styling in Richton Park, Ted made his living 

as a hairdresser principally, though he was also involved in the film business and other ventures.  He thought of himself as an artist and businessman, and saw no contradiction between the two.  From in front of his various stylers over the years he styled many thousands of heads while listening and offering advice to those in his chair.  He was devoted to his clients and staff alike, and his salons were always attractive, inviting places where community and relationships were affirmed in countless informal ways.

If his gregarious, extroverted nature was beloved by all who knew him, fewer people knew of his introspective, philosophical, poetic self, revealed in private writings and especially, when circumstances were right, in conversation.  “Have you ever thought about what season you would like to die in?” he asked a companion a few days ago.

An extraordinarily loving, warm, and generous man, Ted was married nearly fifty years to Jean (nee Lawrence), who preceded him in death a few years ago.  He considered himself blessed to have married again to Mercedes (“Mickey”) Kozla, his loving spouse who survives him and to whom he was devoted.  Ted gathered around him many “adopted” loving daughters and sons, including Jackie, Judy, and Pam (natural daughters of Mercedes), and son Jerry (“Mitch”) Mitchell, who was with him when he died.  In addition to his natural sons Larry and Gregory, Ted is survived by their wives and his loving daughters-in-law, Elizabeth and Kate, and by his loving grandson Jacob (son of Larry and Elizabeth). 

To Larry and Gregory, Theo gave many precious gifts—constant, open love and affection; self-respect; space and support for their own passions; the value of family and friends; compassion for and generosity toward others; the value of moxie when combined with integrity; a work ethic; a commitment to intellect and critical thought; an awareness and appreciation of history; rejection of pretense and elitism; the joy of laughter and humor (especially when aimed at oneself); an appreciation of beauty in both the everyday and the grand; and a love of life in all its manifold aspects (including, for example, the simple pleasures of rising early and sitting in one’s favorite breakfast haunt with the rising sun, the morning papers, a cup of coffee, a fresh bear claw, and good company).  In short, he gave his sons the tools to crave and sustain a passion for striving to do one’s best, not more, not less—a passion for life and living.

To all, he gave generously of himself, asking nothing in return.  He leaves behind dear friends and acquaintances too numerous to count.

An active volunteer for the American Cancer Society and devoted parishioner of St. Agnes Church in Chicago Heights, Ted requested that in lieu of flowers donations be made to the Society or St. Agnes.  A service will be held Friday, November 9, 10:00 a.m., at St. Agnes Church, 1515 Chicago Road, Chicago Heights, Illinois.

