Real Fathers

How to ahead of the household
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Foreword

My father never saw the inside of my primary school. He came home late each night from work and on weekends he took naps in front of the TV. He cursed whenever we woke him. He couldn’t cook and - if you weren’t vigilant - he ate the potatoes off your plate. But during vacations he came alive. When a snake came crawling into the tent he would trap it with a lawn chair, and when it rained he dug a gutter around our tent. To this very day the money he earned feels like a safety net in which I can still land in cases of emergency.

He was never a true caregiver but I can’t complain. He’s my father. If you tell me that he didn’t do it right, I will come after you. But I’ve done it differently. I was there for the birth of all my children, cut the umbilical cords, changed the diapers and sung lullabies. I even know the names of my children’s friends. But we are living in a smaller house than the one I grew up in, and there are times when the bank machine refuses me money. I’m certainly much less of a hero when it comes to camping. So am I actually doing it any better?

Research seems to say that I am. Children with caregiver fathers do better at school, have a more positive self-image, make intimate relationships easier, and have a larger vocabulary. Girls with fathers who spend more time at home tend to enter puberty later and run less of a risk of becoming pregnant teens. And according to other research, mothers are also much happier when they share the care with their partner, as opposed to having a true bread winner who’s only there to carve the turkey.

I still have my doubts. Research is all about averages and statistics and not about me. And it’s certainly not about Ray Charles, a father of 12 children from nine different mothers. He didn’t watch his children grow up - and not because he was blind. He was on the road. In 2002 he called all his kids together for a cozy family reunion and gave them each a million dollars. Later that night he was back on the podium playing another concert and taking sips from his mug of coffee and gin. Was Ray Charles a bad father?

Ray Charles probably asked himself that question many times. Maybe that’s why he gave his children all that money. But I’m still scratching my head trying to figure it out. Does my partner sometimes wish deep in her heart, that instead of me she had a ‘real man’ with a Marc Jacobs suit and a string of lady admirers?

Every father asks himself this on occasion. And every father wonders if he is indeed doing a good job at raising his children. That’s why I went in search of the nature of fatherhood. How did fatherhood evolve? Where does fatherhood come from? Does fatherhood have a greater goal? I got help answering these questions by interviewing anthropologists, biologists and sociologists. The results you can now read in this book full of articles, interviews, silly lists, Taoists asides and ridiculous graphics. After all, a book about real fathers wouldn’t be real if it didn’t include the ridiculous.

Gerard Janssen, May 2010

Chapter 1

In which the real father wakes up

Fathers have to work hard: earning money, finding food and establishing their territory. For a good start to their day they need a sharp razor, a fogged-up mirror, cold water, an intelligent breakfast, a cup of coffee, a slick suit and one hunting expedition in search of that second sock.

Morning Checklist

Before going outside in the morning, it’s always good to go over the following checklist:

Remove pajamas, sing under shower

Beat chest like ape

Flex, and then relax, buttocks 

Spray neutral-smelling deodorant under armpits


Stand on scale

Brush teeth

Trim ear hair

Trim nose hair

Comb hair

Remove naval fluff

Smell freshness of underwear, and then pick them up again

Admire muscles in mirror

Relax stomach and profile before sucking it all back in

Shave

Sculpt eyebrows into shape

Find two socks of same color

Put on suit

Tie your tie

Ready to go!

Coffee

The first cup of coffee in the morning is a special moment for a father. The quality of the coffee is less important than the meta-effect of the cup of coffee. It’s about you and the coffee being there together.

Experiencing oneness with coffee involves more than just having beans and a coffeemaker. It’s a ritualized moment of fatherness.

Ah, a nice cup of Joe. Mmmm nice. Now that’s some quality black gold! A perfect mug of mud. I could swim in this stuff. It’s medicine for the mind. A taste sensation. I’m crying with happiness. Ah, the creamy darkness of my soul. Ah, the richness of night in a cup. My friend. There’s nothing like a sweet cup of licorice sweat.

5 WAYS to wake up

A father is the first to get up in the morning

A father can often be slow or distant. On his free days, he might easily drop off into a nap or exhibit in some other way how he is just a lazy slob deep down. But a Real Father can wake up. While the rest of the family turns in their bed to continue their snoozing, the father of the household should already be busy in the bathroom gargling the national anthem.

How does a Real Father do this?

The answer is: practice, practice, practice.

If you want to get good at something you must train. And training means doing it slightly more than once a day. By definition, getting up in the morning is done once a day. But a Real Father can think outside of the box. If you want to get good at waking up, you have to wake up more often. So try to fit in some awakening training sessions during the evenings and/or weekends. Take off your glasses and/or hat and be sure to remove that pipe from your mouth. Put on your pajamas and brush your teeth. Draw the curtains and set your alarm to go off in a couple of minutes. Go lie in your bed as if there isn’t anything going on, and that in fact nothing will be going on for another hundred years. Take full advantage of this moment. Stretch out your arms and legs as far apart as they go. Or take on a cheering position - but then horizontally instead of vertically. Now just take on your favorite sleeping position and imagine that it is night and you are lost in dreams of faraway places and exciting adventures. And then - oh crap, is it that late already? - the alarm goes off. Jump immediately out of bed, do knee crunches, sing a fighting song, iron your nation’s flag, or take on any other positive ritual for beginning your day (see Shaving Workshop, page 24). Repeat this awakening exercise a few times in a row, and then do this whole process two or three times a week. Eventually it might feel normal and natural.

5 TIPS to make waking up easier

1. Make sure there’s something nice waiting for you in the morning. If you like chess, find a buddy in Shanghai or Australia who likes to play late at night. Meanwhile for you it’s still bright and early!

2. Place a glass of water on your bedside table to drink in the morning before you turning off your alarm. Apparently this makes waking up easier after a night spent dehydrating.

3. Install a wake-up call application for your iPhone and program it to play some inspiring marching tunes. You will feel like you are staying in a hotel and being awakened for a desperately important meeting.

4. Sit on the side of your bed and lean forward until your head is between your knees. Rub your hands hard over your head in the growth direction of your hair. This is good for blood circulation.

5. Make sure you have a TV and DVD player in your room. Upon waking, watch the funniest clips you know of. Laughing is good for one’s mood. And it’s also good for blood circulation.

Clothing

From Father to Son

The traditional Real Father wears a suit. Not only to work, but also in his spare time. A good suit is made from natural fibers and fits just fine. A suit should become your friend, one made complete with a fountain pen, a pack of chewing gum and a wallet that slides into the inside pocket.

With men, it’s easy to tell if their wives dress them. They look a bit too floral and a tad too contemporary. If he was a few pounds lighter and had less of a slouch, he would appear as if he came from the pages of a Sears’ catalogue or Oprah magazine. Clearly this is no Real Father. A Real Father buys his own clothes. He chooses his own path: the way of the Real Father. It’s not the shortest path, smartest path or the most modern path. But it’s the father’s path. No one can take an accidental detour with so much pride and dignity as a Real Father.

The path of the Real Father never goes through downtown. A Real Father never walks - with a shopping bag in each hand - from shop to shop. A Real Father takes the long way around to his special ‘guy’ who has hidden his shop in a no-man’s land where the urban turns suburban. This guy is a trustworthy salesman who doesn’t have time for fancy words or small talk. He may be insensitive to the latest fashions but he does know about quality. He is quick to pick a suit from the racks that both fits and the father approves of. This is not a shop that the father happened to walk into, but one that he was introduced to by his own father. One day he will take his own son there.

The Rules

‘Real men’ are a dying breed. But throughout the world there are still quality shops where a father can take his son. One example is the male fashion store Oger in Amsterdam. Friso Kramer works there and is the perfect person to explain the ‘basics’ of what a father should pass down to his son.

The basics:

A Suit

‘Buy one grey suit and one dark blue one. These two basic colors allow one to be presentable in any situation. With a colorful tie, you can wear either suit to a wedding. And if you choose for a more restrained tie, you can go with either to a funeral. The blue blazer of your suit can be combined with the grey pants or with other items. There are now also microsphere suits with the wool enhanced by a very fine structure that makes it much easier to clean up spilled wine or oatmeal.’

A Suit Jacket

‘With jackets it’s important that they fit nicely on the shoulders, and that the material under the armpits is not too snug. The length of the sleeve is also important. A good length is when the sleeve reaches the first knuckle of your thumb. From the bottom of your thumb that’s about 11-12 cm.’

A couple of good sweaters

‘A sweater should never be too tight or small. A sweater is too small when it crawls up your belly.’

A pair of pants

‘A pair of pants must also be of the right length: with just the smallest of gaps above the front of the shoe. Make sure the pants are not too short or wide - people call those flood pants.’

A couple of shirts

‘A good shirt is the right size when you can fit two fingers between the collar and your neck. Also check the length of the sleeve. The shirt should hang 1-2 cm below the jacket when it’s not tucked in. If your shirt hangs over your thumb it’s too long.’

Cufflinks

‘Rings, bracelets and necklaces are not really father jewelry. It’s more about a watch, a wedding ring, and for special occasions: cufflinks.’

That faraway look… 

Human fathers come in a huge variety, but they all share one certain look: the glazed staring-faraway-into-nothingness look. Whether it’s a softie father who just wants to be pals with his kids, or an authoritarian father who rules with an iron fist, every father has these magical moments of lucid non-presence. It’s as if the alpha-, beta- and whatever-waves have suddenly decided to wave goodbye to his brain. But it’s also the moment when he is truly who he is: that fresh-faced 7-year-old boy unwrapping a fresh box of Lego, the young man who enters the café and gets distracted by a group of fine looking ladies, the adolescent who suddenly sees a bright future ahead of him after getting a compliment from the boss. It’s the look of a dumb boy, an egocentric boy, a dreaming boy, an over-sexed boy, and a boy who can’t help himself but be naughty; but also the look of a nice boy who knows what it feels like when his brain is on fire and aspiring to do great things. No one can stare into the void as well as a man who once thought he was unique and now sees himself reflected in his children. A Real Father.

The Razor’s Edge

A Real Father might be a bit clumsy and somewhat harsh at times, but he always keeps his cool. He exudes inner peace. He looks upon every situation, no matter how much injustice is involved, with humor and distance. With every setback he doesn’t whine, complain or scream but rather shrugs and makes a joke. With larger setbacks he might emit a heartfelt ‘goddammit!’ But then with a light heart he refocuses on the changing circumstances and decides on a new direction. As if he was a true wise man from the East…

While a wise man from the East might meditate to keep his spirit calm, a Real Father shaves. And we are not talking about shaving with some quadruple-bladed turbo razor that stays sharp for months for such wimps as Tiger Woods, Peter Federer or Thierry Henry. And we’re not talking about those razors that look as if they were especially designed to get clogged up with stubble. Nor are we even talking about those old-fashioned scab-makers that used those iconic razor blades of yesteryear. No, we are talking about those classic foldable straight razors which are made from the same steel as samurai swords and are sharpened on the best honing stones in the world like the ‘coticula’ from Belgium. Yes, those blades.

Shaving Workshop

What do you need?

1. A good straight razor from a brand such as Dovo, Boker, Puma or Thiers-Issard.

2. A leather shaving belt with leather on one side and canvas on the other.

3. A shaving brush made from the neck hairs of badgers. Brands: Omega, Vulfix, Simpsons or Muhle.

4. Shaving soap with lanoline, made up of 75% of sheep’s wool grease. It makes your stubble suppler and easier to shave.

Classic English shaving soups are produced by:

• Trumper

• Taylor of Old Bond Street

• Truefit & Hill

• Mitchell’s

• Crabtree & Evelyn

The ingredients used are still the same as back in the 19th century, with natural scents such as lavender, violet, sandalwood, almond and lemon.

Proraso is an Italian brand that is also popular with classically-oriented shavers.

5. A block of alum.

6. Aftershave

7. A honing stone

Sharpening the straight blade

1. Sharpening

You only have to sharpen your blade on a honing stone every half year. The more often you sharpen, the less blade there is leftover. The best honing stones are made from ‘coticula’ stone from Belgium.

2. Setting

After sharpening you have to ‘set’ the knife by stroking it across the leather side of the belt.

With every shave

1. Powering

The ‘powering’ of the knife is done by placing the blade flat, with the back forward, on the canvas side of the belt and rubbing it back and forth.

2. Polishing

It’s the same as powering but then using the greased leather side of the belt. Twenty up and down movements should be enough to get the blade sharp. With both powering and polishing it’s very important you don’t put the belt under any pressure. Make sure while changing direction that the blade’s back keeps touching the belt. Continue with the powering and polishing until the blade is sharp enough. Pull a hair out of your head and if it ‘falls’ into two with the blade, you have arrived to that special place. 

3. Lathering

The most important part of shaving is the lathering. Non-lathered beard hair is as hard as copper wiring, and you will damage your razor if you shave without lathering.

Make the brush wet with warm water. Shake the water from the brush and wipe it in the shaving soup dish. If you use a shaving paste put some in an earthenware container and beat it into foam with your brush. Paint your cheeks and chin as if you are indeed using paint. The foam should be thick enough to hide your skin completely. Keep soaping up your face for at least a couple minutes to ensure that the soap works its magic.

4. Shaving

Hold the straight razor with thumb, index and middle finger, just behind the cutting surface and place your ring finger on the ‘angle’. 

Reach over your head with your left hand to pull up the skin of your right cheek. Let the knife, placed at 30 degrees, slide across your cheek. You can do the same for the left side of your face, whereby you take the knife in your left hand. If you find this unhandy, you can also use your right hand to shave your left cheek and tighten your skin with your left hand. For your chin and upper lip you should be a bit more careful and use shorter strokes. For your upper lip you will not be able to maintain the 30 degree angle because there is not enough room.

For a perfectly smooth face, you can ‘shave up’: shaving from bottom to top against the growth direction of your hair. In this case you should hold the blade somewhat flatter, on an angle less than 30 degrees. 

5. Finishing up

After shaving, rinse your face with water: first with warm water so your pores open up, and then with cold water to make them close down fast. 

Stroke the alum block over your face to help close any small wounds. Then splash your face with aftershave. A good aftershave works to both disinfect and clot blood. By now all of your wounds should have closed together nicely. Tip: a good book about shaving is Smooth Boys and the Art of Shaving by Leo de Brouwer and Peter van Lierop.

Breakfast

Fathers are often slow in getting going. Just like all strong and fast animals, they save their energy for important moments when they really need to excel. The strongest and fastest animals do their best work when they are hungry. A cheetah running at top speed after a gazelle is a hungry cheetah. On the other hand, hungry fathers are often grumpy fathers and that’s not really what we’re after. So then, what is the optimum breakfast for cheetahs, sea lions and fathers?

It seems simple: the brain and muscles use glucose as fuel. Therefore to have your brain working well you need enough glucose. And to get this you need to eat carbohydrates. But if your glucose levels rise too quickly, your body will start producing insulin which makes your glucose levels plummet again - the so-called sugar rush and crash. That’s why it’s good to eat fiber-rich carbohydrates which take longer to convert to glucose and thereby gives the body more time to react and not go into this rollercoaster cycle of rushes and crashes. According to health professionals, a good breakfast is a fiber-rich meal (muesli with fruit) fortified with protein and calcium (yogurt) and perhaps an occasional egg.

But this isn’t the whole story. In 2007, the bio-psychologist Leigh Gibson wrote an article based on 25 years of research into the effects of glucose on the brain. He discovered that glucose levels do not fluctuate as much as people thought. It turns out the sugar rush and crash is not that much of a rollercoaster after all. 

It’s also not true that your brain starts working better if you eat easily digestible carbohydrates (fast sugars) to pump up your glucose levels - or so according to research done on three groups of test subjects. For breakfast, the first group got muesli (slow sugars), the second got cornflakes (fast sugars) and the third got nothing (no sugars). 

The researchers assumed that it would be best to eat cornflakes right before the test, but instead the muesli munchers got the best results. The explanation was that fast sugars are also the basic component for the stress hormone cortisol. A small amount of cortisol can actually be good for a test because it improves memory, but too much has the opposite effect. Slow carbohydrates make for a better balance between glucose and cortisol. If the test subjects had to play table tennis or a computer game, the results were again different. Those who did not eat breakfast did best because an empty stomach produces the hormone ghreline which not only cause those familiar hunger pangs but also promotes alertness. It’s the same stuff that helps cheetahs perform at their peak when hungry. Fat and proteins have no influence on gherline production, while carbohydrates suppress their production. 

Therefore it can sometimes be a good idea to begin your day with an empty stomach, or with a lot of eggs and little bread. This is especially true for when you need optimum motor skills or have to be as alert as a cheetah or sea lion.

The Smell of Father

A father does not smell like flowers, Pantone Pro-Vitamin shampoo, flat screens, keyboards or Axe Pheromone. A Real Father smells like a real father. It’s a smell that is not only difficult to describe but also ultimately different deep down in everyone’s hearts. For example, millions of children and grandchildren are reminded of their fathers and grandfathers whenever they are confronted with such twinned scents as Old Spice and freshly mowed grass, oak and cognac, or leather and ship rope. And then there is the smell of the tears shed during the learning of a skill, or the scent of blood that sometimes comes with wanting something too much. For a father’s smell to be authentic it must reflect something from the long line of forefathers that came before and the mighty deeds they performed. It must also tell the story of a path that has not been walked by anyone else before. It should reek of detours and originality.

There are millions of cookbooks that give instructions on how to prepare an artichoke. There are thousands, maybe millions, of recipes for homebrewed beer. And somewhere locked away in a safe, lies the recipe for Chanel No.5. But nowhere will you find the recipe for L’eau de Papa.

Smelling like a Father Workshop

1. Put talcum powder on your hands and lift weights for 30 minutes.

2. Fiddle with a scale model, car, motor, scooter or bike. Splash your hands with motor oil or turpentine.

3. Start a fire and stand in the smoke.

4. Take a bath in nails and sawdust.

5. Jump in a shrub

6. Mow the lawn. Massage scalp with some cut grass.

7. Tackle a lawbreaker and deliver him to the police.

8.  Splatter aftershave on your face (preferably Old Spice, Tabac or an Italian brand like Proraso). Throw some Pinaud hair tonic in your hair.

9. Sign a dozen documents with a goose feather pen filled with rare East Indian ink.

10. Fall asleep in a big chair made of natural materials such as wood, leather and/or wool.

History of Fatherhood

A Dutch father often walks around in a daze. It’s as if his wife and kids are the boss. So whatever happened to the old-fashioned patriarchal Dutch father? Well, um, he never actually existed. A short history:

Fatherhood in Ancient Rome and Greece (until 500 AD)

With the ancient Romans, the pater familias was the owner and boss of his wife, kids and slaves. He could even decide over life and death. A young father only became a real father when his own father died. Only then did he get complete control over the fate of his own children. There is less known about the family life of the ancient Germanic tribes than that of the Romans. But we do know that women had a more prominent role with the Germans. Men and women were more equal and lived as a family unit. Many historians suspect that the typical modern Dutch family has the same roots.

Middle Ages (500 – 1500)

Originally, farming businesses were self-sufficient and had big households in which different family members lived together. In the late Middle Ages, a ‘market economy’ developed and villages and towns filled with hundreds of different trades. Households became smaller and more individual. People no longer baked their own bread but bought it from a baker. One characteristic feature was the high number of family businesses that were run together by a husband and wife. In agriculture, there were also many small family businesses, and families formed tightly knit units both in the city and the countryside. Families were often closer and more isolated in the Netherlands than in surrounding countries. Fathers were the formal head of the family, but women often took care of the finances. Foreigners visiting the Netherlands often expressed surprised about the relative freedom and influence enjoyed by Dutch women. 

De Gouden Eeuw (1600 – 1750)

During the Golden Age, from the end of the 16th century to halfway the 18th century, the family unit very much resembled those of today, with many small and broken families. The families were small because people married late (often, after they were 30) and child mortality was high. Families often remained incomplete because one of the parents died young. Fathers had relatively a lot free time. From diverse sources, it appears that many Dutch fathers during the Golden Age took their families on trips and spent a lot of time with their kids. But no one was out to promote that idea. A popular print from the time depicts Jan de Wasser doing all of the housework and childcare while his bossy wife Griet ‘wears the pants’. 

The Enlightenment (1700 – 1850)

Around 1800, the Enlightenment’s influence brought new insights into child rearing. It came to be believed that children did not receive a God-given character but rather were formed from a blank sheet. Raising children and education become more important. Parents (and that included fathers) had to share the responsibility when it came to building their child’s character.

Industrial Revolution (1850 – present)

Until the end of the 19th century, one in five children died before their first birthday due to bad nutrition and hygiene. In the 20th century the survival chances of a baby increased significantly which made it easier for people to ‘invest’ in a small child. Families got bigger. And the influence of the psychoanalytical theories of Dr Freud resulted with fathers getting an even larger role when it came to the emotional and sexual development of their children.

Work was already moving away from the home and towards wage work, but after World War II this process sped up. Earning money occurred less at home. A chasm developed between the public world of men and the private world of women. Men spend less time with their families. 

The breadwinner-mentality of the Dutch father proved particularly strong. He wanted to earn the money and enough of it so that his wife wouldn’t have to work. To this day, the (full) working participation of women in the Netherlands remains less than in neighboring countries. The Dutch man was the boss of the family, but then to a less extent than in France or England. However it was more about cooperation when it came to maintaining the family’s economy. The man earned the money and the ‘happy housewife’ was in charge of the children, household and her husband’s physical and mental state. In the 1960s and 70s with the influences of the pill, technology and feminism, families became smaller and household chores took less time, and therefore the roles had to be re-divided again. Many 21st century men began working a day less a week so that their partners could also work or have the opportunity to develop in another way. And just as before, there are many small, broken and one-parent families. With the influence from immigrants, other forms of communities evolved whereby it became more common that extended families, that included grandparents and other relatives, lived together in the same house or nearby in the neighborhood.

Morning Statistics

43% of fathers begin their day by studying statistics.

90% of fathers skip over these statistics.

99% of boring, non-relevant statistics are never printed.

77% of fathers don’t see the fun in funny statistics.

13% of fathers enjoy statistics more when viewed on a screen.

30% of the letters in ‘statistics’ is an ‘s’

88% of fathers think ‘what bullshit’ when reading this statistic.

0.2% of fathers can burp the alphabet.

0.1% of fathers have a vocal range of more than three octaves.

0.3% of fathers sing Nancy Sinatra songs in the shower.

78% of fathers don’t like bars of soap

76% of fathers study their nose hair.

Silly silly

Oh yes

