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Introduction

WHERE Have ALL
the MEN Gone?

Everywhere I turn today I see men who refuse to grow up—husbands
of thirty-five who enjoy playing the same video games that obsess
twelve-year olds; boyfriends who will not commit to marriage or
family; and fathers who fight with umpires or coaches at their son’s
little league games. We all know men in their thirties or forties who
would rather tinker with their cars than interact with their families,
fathers who want to share in their children’s fads, and even bosses
and political leaders who act like impulsive teenagers. Many are frus-
trated and confused about what maturity is and whether they can or
want to achieve it. I call them boy-men. I've noticed how men deep in
their twenties or even thirties, when their parents and grandparents
had themselves been parents and homeowners, have not yet settled
down. Some haven't even left home. The singles culture celebrated in
situation comedies like Friends is a world apart from the experience
of young adults in previous generations. A common query (really a
complaint) today, especially from women, is, where have all the men
gone? What they seem to imply is that perfectly normal men who
in previous generations would have been expected to be grown-ups
continue to act, look, and think like teenagers.

But, of course, the problem goes much deeper—from the failure
of millions of husbands and fathers to commit to the financial and
personal duties of marriage and family to a culture that seems increas-
ingly ignorant of the past and unwilling to assume fiscal or environ-
mental responsibilities for the future. Boy-men are the cause of much
of the cynicism in the culture and the coarsening of conversation



2
where have all the men gonae?

and social rituals. Although there are many manifestations of this phe-
nomenon in social relations, economic life, and even politics, it is most
often expressed in the culture of men, in the films and TV they watch
and the activities of their leisure hours.

The issue of modern immaturity goes beyond the jeremiads of
the left or the right. It goes to our embrace of a commercial culture
that feeds on stunted human growth and to our society, which is fixed
narrowly on living for today. Such behavior is undeniably part of a
larger cultural trend. Boy-men across the country have their own sto-
ries, and many factors produce this resistance to “growing up,” such
as economic constraints and anxieties about the mating mistakes of
parents. But any way you look at it, the boy-man has become a central
character in our culture and, even if men do find ways of meeting
their economic and even social obligations, the culture of immaturity
has become the norm rather than the exception.

As a sixty-year old father of two sons (and a daughter), I find my-
self thinking a very uncool yet all so predictable thought: Whatever is
this generation coming to? Inevitably the subject of boy-men comes
up in conversations with other fathers in the same situation. One,
whose twenty-six-year old son recently returned home to finish col-
lege, calls them “basement boys.” These young men find not only free
lodging, meals, and security at home but also the freedom to come
and go at will and, in the privacy of their converted subterranean lairs
where no one will tell them to make their beds, to play endlessly on
their Playstation consoles. As a history professor from a typical state
university, I have seen the same thing in thirty-five-year-old profes-
sionals who fill their great rooms with the latest and most expensive
video game hardware and who would have a pool table in the dining
room if their wives would let them. I see male college students who
play, alone or with pals, the latest version of Grand Theft Auto on
Friday night rather than going out on dates.

“Honestly, I associate maturity with not having any fun. People
use maturity like youre not going out and partying on a Saturday
night,” explains Steve from New Jersey, who, at twenty-nine, still lives
with his mother. “I'm gonna be thirty years old. When I'm thirty-one
or thirty-two, I'll have children. And in the meantime so, maybe, I got
to have a little bit of fun in my twenties.” Steve, who has an MBA, still
loves to play video games. His favorite in 2006: TrueCrime New York
City, “T could play up to six hours a day” He admits to enjoying the
cyber-play of “beating up hookers and shooting cops in the head.
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It would be easy to dismiss the basement boys as slackers, a char-
acterization given these Generation X males when the term was first
invented in the late 1980s. But I think that it is more complex than
that. Obviously, they are settling down later. Young men, once con-
sidered ineffectual or of “doubtful” sexuality if they were unmarried
at twenty-five, now go deep into their twenties and thirties single and
remain unattached longer between marriages. Once the key mark-
er of maturity, marriage has declined sharply in the United States,
dropping from 70 percent of households in 1970 to just 53 percent
in 2000. There are many reasons for adults being unmarried (from
widowhood, poverty, and women’s reduced dependency on men, to
a commitment to the playboy life). Yet of the growing percentage of
single-person householders, a quarter in 2000 were under thirty-
five. While in 1980 only 6 percent of men reached their early forties
without marrying (compared to 5 percent of women), by 2004, that
percentage had increased to 16.5 for men (and 12.5 for women). Liv-
ing outside marriage, either alone or in cohabitation, has increased
enormously, from 38 million American adults in 1970 to 82 million
in 2000. Cohabiting couples now number 5.5 million (up from 3.1
million in 1990), or 9 percent of all couples living together. Perhaps
the most telling statistics are these: in a recent study, 55 percent of
American men aged eighteen to twenty-four were found to be living
at home with their parents, and 13 percent between twenty-five and
thirty-four years of age still live at home, compared to only 8 percent
of women. Today, men spend less of their lives in the self-denying set-
tings of family and marriage. And this is hardly unique to Americans.
Up to half of Italian men between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-
five still live with their parents.?

As singles, ensconced within male or youth peer cultures, men
today have plenty of time and opportunity to live the life of the boy-
man. No longer marrying at twenty-two or twenty-three as did many
of their boomer fathers, but often not until their thirties (twenty-sev-
en on average), they have a long time to nurture the boy-man’s life
and to develop habits of thought and practice that few “good women”
can break even when it becomes time to “settle down.” Sitcoms like
Seinfeld or Friends may not accurately reflect the reality of the single’s
life (and certain Sex and the City does not), but they do mirror the
dreams of many singles, especially men.

In some ways this rejection of maturity is quite irrational, for im-
maturity is often anything but life-enhancing. If being unmarried is a
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measure of “adultescence,” single American men are seven times more
likely to go to prison than married men, four times more likely to be
victims of violent crime, and twice as likely to be in an accident than
the married. Bachelors are much less likely to hold a full time job (62
vs. 75 percent). It is also true that single American men tend to be
less well off than married ones (only 21 percent earning more than
$50,000, compared with 49 percent of their married counterparts).
Bachelors’ lower income may be one of the reasons why they are bach-
elors, but the single life may leave men without the emotional stability
and ambition to earn more. And, despite legend, single American men
seem to have less sex: only 26 percent claim to have it twice a week
compared to 43 percent of married men. Yet despite all this, more and
more men are avoiding the benefits of the “responsible life”*

How do we understand the decision of men to delay or avoid
marriage? A biological explanation is certainly tempting. As scien-
tists tell us, the longing of young adult men for competitive gang life
is shared with other primates as they wait for the opportunity to mate.
This may explain the violence sometimes associated with single men
in same-sex groups. By nature, it seems that men want to both spread
their seed and protect their offspring, and this makes them uncertain
and confused providers. Moreover, the fact that women today are of-
ten delaying marriage and child rearing to establish careers makes
the choice of seed spreading outside the “pair bond” more common.
In sum, men remain longer in the gang, that is, the irresponsible life.
They are allowed, almost obliged, to cling to their teenage mindsets.
Some cynics (or evolutionary anthropologists) might just say that men
have always been boys—oversexed, irresponsible, self-indulgent, and
prone to violent competitiveness. This ignores, however, centuries of
culture, especially the civilizing efforts of our Victorian predecessors
that created models of maturity in men. And, while these efforts were
not always successful and often were tainted with hypocrisy, they did
produce many men who were not boys. Something has changed.

If you ask a single man of thirty or older why he is still unattached,
he will probably say that he simply cannot do as his father or grand-
father did: provide for a wife and family at his age.® “A lot of men my
age feel pretty off stride because economically many of us are not in a
position to be a sole provider,” said Martin, a forty-six-year-old jour-
nalist, who has never been married and has no children. This abiding
sense of failure is sometimes exacerbated by persistent resentment of
the rise of women’s economic and social equality. “I got slapped in
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1980,” continues Martin, “when I was in college because I opened a
door for a woman. . .. Women within 5 year range of my age either
way will carry on that they want men to be sensitive and go to baby
showers and all that crap, but they also feel kind of short changed
when the guy kind of doesn’t take total control. The mutual expecta-
tions are very distorted.””

Still, when I hear these complaints, I cannot help but think, are
times that bad for men starting out? Weren't economic conditions
worse in the 1970s when I was their age? And, the women’s move-
ment has been as good for many men as it has for women, economi-
cally and socially. I wonder if something else was at work. Maybe for
many, not settling down was a choice, and that decision may reflect a
profound cultural change.

Today, in some circles there is a veritable rejection of maturity
in all of its meanings. Living for today, disdainful of pretense and
formality, ever open to new thrills and experiences, but also mocking
convention in celebrations of amoral violent fantasy, crude vulgarity,
and unrestrained appetite, the boy-man makes a fetish of the “cool”
He turns maturity into a joke, a pitiful loss to be avoided at almost all
costs. Men spend billions to retain the bodies and hair of their youth,
going well beyond the rationale of “good health,” ordinary vanity, or
even the practical requirements of being competitive in the sex mar-
ket. Narcissism, traditionally seen as a feminine trait, is now associ-
ated with perpetuating male youth.

The culture of the boy-men today is less a life stage than a lifestyle,
less a transition from childhood to adulthood than a choice to live like
a teen “forever” What sort of youth may they be trying to perpetu-
ate? Certainly not the goody-two-shoes lad anxious to please or the
youth hell-bent on making his mark on the world. Rather, basement
boys long to be the fun-loving chap, “naughty” but nice enough to
be indulged by women, and free, at least in fantasy or leisure, from
the responsibilities of career and family. And they obsess about ad-
venture. Of course, this quest for excitement has been true of youth
from time immemorial. But recently the male quest for adventure
has tended to lose its “civilized trappings”—with goals of service and
sacrifice to a greater good—and become instead the pursuit of the
pleasure of the adrenaline flow. Even more obviously, adventure no
longer is about initiation into manhood. It is play and it never ends.
Modern male adventure embraces the purity of excitement in ac-
tion-figure movies, video games, and fantasy weekends of paint-ball
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warfare. This unalloyed pursuit of sensual intensity has transformed
old mostly male pleasures. Who hasn’t noticed the blinking lights,
ubiquitous video screens, and fireworks that ring the modern baseball
stadium, making them look more like game arcades than the ball-
parks of the past?

These themes dominate popular commercial culture today, oc-
cupying hours of night-time television, worming their way into the
scripts of movies and the lyrics of popular songs, and becoming the
hooks of more and more sales pitches. No generation has been more
shaped by that culture than young men today. Trapped on a seemingly
endless treadmill, the boy-man finds quick satisfaction in a string of
relationships, fads, and other thrills, easily exploited by advertisers and
merchandisers. Anyone who has seen a beer commercial on Monday
Night Football or recalls the antics of sitcom character Al Bundy (the
shoe salesman whose lifetime highlight was making four touchdowns
in one high school football game) knows the meaning of the phrase
“men will be boys!” Some of us may snicker at an eighty-year-old Hugh
Hefner surrounded by twenty-year-old blonds at his Playboy Man-
sion, but many men secretly (and openly) admire his “achievement.
Probably more people are appalled by shock jock Howard Stern. His
popularity rose to the point that Sirius Satellite Radio paid him about
$220 million in stock to move to their stations from regular radio in
2006. He decided to make the change after repeated fines from the
government’s watchdog agency, the FCC, for his lewd comments on
his daily radio and TV shows. So Stern is now free to organize such
programs off their radar as “The Crack Whore View,” where real-life
prostitutes discuss their lifestyles. Earlier, Stern’s TV show consisted
mostly of his leering at and taunting women to reveal blurred breasts
and buttocks to him and his cronies in the indulgent company of
female sidekick Robin Quivers, who somehow made their boorish
behavior OK. Though in his forties, Sterns seems like the high school
student who loudly jokes about girls’ bra sizes as they pass in the halls.
Stern himself went further, admitting that “I am perpetually a nine-
year-old child” and “that is probably why I am still successful.™

But the causes and consequences of men trying and often suc-
ceeding in perpetuating adolescent boyhood go way beyond the ab-
surdities of Hefner or Stern. Boy-men are the tastemakers who cause
profit-seeking Hollywood executives to stuff the multiplexes with
endlessly repetitious action films and amazingly dumb comedies full
of potty humor.
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Just recall the endlessly sophomoric antics of the frenetic, wildly
self-indulgent, but extremely popular comics whose excesses on the
screen reflected their real lives. Remember John Belushi and Chris
Farley? Both were part of an old tradition of the fat man jester, per-
petuated in film (and TV) figures like Fatty Arbuckle, Oliver Hardy,
and Jackie Gleason, who give us permission to laugh at their physi-
cal awkwardness and indulgences. But Belushi and Farley went fur-
ther than their processors. In films like Animal House and The Blues
Brothers, Belushi exuded a boyish rebellion. He was, as his friend Dan
Aykroyd sadly said in 1982 at the time of Belushi’s death from a drug
overdose, “a good man, but a bad boy,” someone who needed “an ad-
ditional illicit thrill to make it all worthwhile.” Farley in his string of
B-movies appealed to teen and college males with his total lack of
restraint. He played the childlike loser in the body of a self-indulgent
man. Like his idol, John Belushi, and to no one’s surprise, he, too,
died at the age of thirty-three in 1997, in Farley’s case of a heart attack
caused by excesses in food, drink, and drugs. It seems that he was un-
able in reality, as in his movie roles, to live a balanced, adult life.’

These tragedies make brief morality tales in the news and may
seem far from the lives of regular people. The fact, however, that such
movies and similar TV shows draw millions of adults with endless
comedic celebrations of the taste of fourteen-year-old boys suggests
that there is more than fantasy and fun at work here. We find boy-
men appealing.

A few years ago, such immature characters served mostly as
comic relief, checked by the seriousness of a sidekick. Boy-man Jimmy
Kimmel played opposite the brainy and much older Ben Stein in a
quiz show, Win Ben Stein’s Money (1997). Adam Carolla was the with-
it jokester, making the serious advice of addiction physician Dr. Drew
Pinski palatable on Loveline (1997), an MTV call-in show about sex
for youth. By 1999, that pairing of maturity and immaturity was no
longer necessary. Kimmel and Carolla teamed up to host the Comedy
Channel’s Man Show, built on the right of all boy-men, no matter
their age, size (the show featured a midget), race, or class, to leer at
women jumping on trampolines. The Man Show made into reality the
laughable make-believe NO MAM club of sitcom loser Al Bundy in
Married with Children, which ran on the Fox TV network from 1987
to 1997. At that club, members endlessly whined about their wives in
Al’s garage and got endless joy out of gawking at the “babes” working
at the “Nudie Bar”
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All of this, you might say, is just fantasy, fun, and, for a very few
like Hefner, a lucrative game that has little to do with the way Ameri-
can men really live today. Some of my examples may seem extreme,
such as Chris Farley, and it is possible that those who enjoy Howard
Stern simply can’t get dates. But these media characters reflect every-
day life in the early twenty-first century. And they give men permis-
sion to linger in the world of teenagers.

How do we explain the media’s celebration of the puerile and its
apparent embrace by many adult men? Part of the answer may lie
in the fact that the number of teenagers has surged since 1990 (ex-
pected to rise from 24.6 to 30 million by 2010). Merchandisers always
target such growth groups, especially if they spend as young single
men have long done. New technology may also play a role. While as
Michiko Kakutani of the New York Times noted (in 1997), the Internet
“was once touted as a resource for scholars [it] is rapidly becoming a
playground for sophomoric nerds, a place to exchange dirty pictures,
sick jokes and narcissistic pleas for attention”—and this was written
before the Internet really took off.® Male teens and youths dominate
this and other new technologies in this “information age,” coloring
the whole culture.

Similarly, the behavior and dress of contemporary black sports
celebrities such as Dennis Rodman and the lyrics of rap and hip-hop
music show a new rebellion against paternal authority and a quest for
preserving the intensities of youth. Rodman’s notorious “look” on the
basketball court, with his tattoos and dyed hair, as well as his display
of flamboyant clothing and “bling” jewelry off the court, is an almost
cartoonish rejection of the old expectation of the respectable and re-
spectful black athletic. Rodman is making very clear that he is no Joe
Lewis, the famous boxer of the 1930s who “knew his place” and tried
not to antagonize his white fans or his elders. Even while African
American hip-hop entrepreneurs were in person hardly boy-men,
often their songs appealed to a “live fast, die young” mentality. Songs
like Sean Combs’s 1997 hit “It's All About the Benjamins” (i.e., hun-
dred-dollar bills) and “Bad Boy for Life” celebrate a get-yours-while-
you-can philosophy. In ways, this is a black version of James Dean,
as hip-hop artists reject the father in their critique of the civil rights
movement and its leaders as irrelevant today. It is as if there were no
past and no certain future, just the here and now. The boy-man may
be especially evident in the culture of middle-class white men, but it
extends across race and class."
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As a baby boomer (in fact, a member of its “senior class”), I have
to admit that my first impulse was to think what “elders” from time
immemorial have thought: “The young today have lost their bearings,
succumbed to the easy life, and lack sufficient appreciation of the ac-
complishments of those who came before” Well, maybe the lament
would be a bit more sophisticated than that. After all, I am a historian
by trade and know better. But I have to admit that I have joined those
dinner party conversations of aging boomers who complain that young
men have too much “screen time” with all of today’s electronic gadgets.
We go on to proclaim self-righteously that the young today lack the ex-
perience of a challenging and ennobling historical crisis (like Vietnam
and the civil rights movement, not to mention World War II) to steel
them for goals beyond the cheap thrill and go-with-the-flow culture
that surround them. Maybe someone at the dinner party would add
in the spirit of generosity that we haven’t always provided models of
maturity. Then there would be laughter and a change of subject.

Not so fast! Let’s consider two other members of that senior class
of boomers, our last two presidents.

“I am struck by the immaturity of this administration, whatever
the ages of the officials involved,” writes Bob Herbert in the New York
Times (2004), in reference to President George W. Bush.

It’s as if the children have taken over and sent the adults packing.
The counsel of wiser heads, like George H. W. Bush, or Brent
Scowcroft, or Colin Powell, is not needed and not wanted. Some
of the world’s most important decisions—often decisions of life
and death—have been left to those who are less competent and
less experienced, to men and women who are deficient in such
qualities as risk perception and comprehension of future conse-
quences, who are reckless and dangerously susceptible to magical
thinking and the ideological pressure of their peers.

Of course, this could be written off as the rant of a Democrat. But it is
interesting that the author notes the indifference of Bush the younger
to the views of the experience of Bush the elder. Is this ideological or
generational? Probably both, but Herbert believed the Bush II ad-
ministration deliberately rejected “wisdom” because it was the voice
of elders. A perhaps telling remark suggesting the depth of Bush the
Younger’s boyish rebellion was captured by journalist Bob Woodward.
When he asked George W. Bush if he had consulted his father before
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invading Iraq, the son replied, “He is the wrong father to appeal to in
terms of strength. There is a higher father that I appeal to

A different sort of immaturity was evident in the behavior of
Bush’s predecessor. President Bill Clinton once even admitted about
himself and his wife: “I was born at sixteen and I'll always feel I'm
sixteen. And Hillary was born at age forty” This reflects his early re-
sponsibilities as a child, but also the fact that he never overcame those
adolescent traits. According to Rich Lowry of the National Review,
Clinton, as president, revealed a “death-driven addictive personal-
ity with a strong streak of immaturity, an eagerness to please, and a
tendency to live in his own, private world.” This, too, may be merely
a partisan right-wing attack. But many with no ideological axe to
grind have said the same thing, like British journalist E. Jane Dick-
son, who claims that Clinton was the “Ur-adultescent, the naughty
boy repressed and excited by controlling women?” Of course, not all
of our leaders are boy-men, but we seem to elect more than a few of
them. That may be because they, more than we fellow boomers would
readily admit, represent their generation.”

Looking back on my youth, I certainly would not have predicted
this for the opening decade of the twenty-first century. Yes, we were
rebels in the 1960s, but we thought we were going to build a better
world. Along with the grown-up Billy Gray, who as a child played
“Bud,” the son of Jim Anderson in the 1950s sitcom Father Knows Best,
we mocked the phoniness of the perfect family presumably portrayed
in such programs. Still, we thought that we would build more honest
families, where men related to and didn’t merely lecture at their chil-
dren and recognized equality between husbands and wives. Without
necessarily using these terms, we thought we would improve on the
maturity of our fathers, become “new men,” a damn sight better than
the stick-figure cowboys that played at manhood in silly showdowns
on the streets of Tombstone on 1950s TV. We had potluck banquets
on Thanksgiving where everyone, men and women, brought dishes,
and we reveled in the superiority of our events to the strained family
gatherings we knew as children, where women cooked and washed
up and men carved (maybe) and watched football. We took to heart
Bob Dylan’s words: “Come mothers and fathers / Throughout the
land / And don't criticize / What you can’t understand / Your sons
and your daughters / Are beyond your command / Your old road is
rapidly agin’ / Please get out of the new one / If you can't lend your
hand / For the times they are a-changin” This was hardly an anthem
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of permanent adolescence, but a confident (indeed arrogant) call for
a new model of growing up and leadership.

But as we have been lamenting for decades now; it did not happen
quite as we had expected. Not only did we become “the man” rather
than “new men” and sell out (a fact that is hardly surprising), but,
contrary to the oft-stated comment of the cynic, we did not become
our fathers. Instead, we reveled in our status as youth long after it was
gone. We remained in many ways the teenage sons of our fathers,
and some of us never gave up rebelling against our elders. Our joy in
rejecting our fathers trumped our vision for a new future.

In April of 1970, when I was an antiwar activist at Washington
State University, I wrote a leaflet “warning” students about a band of
“troublemakers” who were going to be stationed outside the student
union, where Senator Henry (Scoop) Jackson was going to speak on
the first Earth Day. Of course, those ruffians were we, a small group
opposed to Jackson’s support for the defoliation of Vietnam in the
raging war of that time. We had cleared the local grocery stores of
their marshmallow stocks and made them available to the crowd of
students as they entered the hall. Looking back, I can’t imagine why
we weren't arrested. I would never approve of such an act of disre-
spect for free speech today. At the time, we thought this was a clever
protest of the hypocrisy of our state’s senator, but I still recall being
surprised by one thing—the enthusiasm with which the students
pelted Jackson. Looking back now, I think what we really were do-
ing was throwing marshmallows at our fathers. And, Jackson acted
like the father too, bravely taking the “punishment” and telling us
we weren't so clever because others had tried the same trick before. I
think he threw some back at us.

I don't want to reduce 1960s radicalism to an oedipal crisis (it
certainly was much more about political and social change). Still, my
generation gained more pleasure from rejecting elders and reveling
in our youth than in creating a better meaning of maturity. Is it any
surprise that Madison Avenue and Hollywood picked up on our joy,
selling back our quest for timeless youth as the Pepsi Generation and
offering us (and some of our parents who secretly admired our free-
dom) “Youngmobiles” (a clever ad name for the stogy Oldsmobile)?
We made nostalgia for our youth a standard of fun and freedom. We
were still glorying in it in 2006 when the sixty-something Rolling
Stones sang their anthem song “Satisfaction” at the fortieth Superbowl
halftime show. As the group’s leader, Mick Jagger, noted, the song was
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older than the Superbowl itself. But my boomer friends and I didn’t
care. It reminded us that our youth was still alive (and Jagger proved
it in his amazingly spry performance).

Looking back, the problem has been that my generation, despite
its fairly normal economic successes, has not produced many paragons
of maturity. “I do not see any particularly viable model (of the modern
man) being forged to accommodate the expectations of females. Or
expectations males have for themselves,” said Martin, the forty-six-
year-old journalist quoted earlier. “There is not a clear path towards the
kind of indisputable maturity that my fathers” generation could feel.™*

Is it any surprise that when we rejected the models of our fathers
we left our sons with few images of what it meant to be a grown, ma-
ture man? While we baby boomers discarded the traditional markers
of maturity and tried to recover our boyhood in our leisure hours,
our sons generation made youth a permanent way of life, at least in
their leisure. In the 1960s, youth felt like liberation, but today it is
often a burden.

It is not that we are unaware of the problem. Recent films like
Sideways portray middle-aged men who haven’t grown up and don’t
know how. And contemporary sitcoms built around the peer culture
of basement boys (like Two and a Half Men) are as much humorous
put-downs of that culture as they are cynical celebrations of it. Since
the 1970s, there has been a steady stream of books like The Peter Pan
Syndrome lamenting the emotional straitjacketing of men fixated on
puerile dreams of male heroism and toughness, frightened of their
own feelings, or incapable of rising above a teenager’s narcissism to
find lasting relationships. Baby boomer men in their youth may have
hoped to improve on their fathers, becoming more engaged parents
and partners. Some may have done so, but the dream of a more sen-
sitive manhood has longed turned sour, and today few offspring of
baby boomers share that idealism. Instead, today’s young have often
embraced the boomers’ rejection of their elders without much vision
of the future. The cultures of peers, media, and consumption all con-
spire to keep men prisoners of their own immaturity no matter the
insights and efforts of loved ones, mental health professionals, social
reformers, or church leaders. Beyond the narrow and often stultify-
ing environs of “life-transforming” cults (like the Promise Keepers
or Iron Man retreats), today’s culture has not provided a compelling
image of the “grown-up.” My generation has indeed failed to provide
models of maturity even for the young to rebel against.
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This led me to think that I needed to revisit the generation of my
father, the people whose maturity made us reject maturity. The ironic
fact is that, even though in 1970 we threw marshmallows at the fa-
ther (at least metaphorically), many of us eventually came around to
see him as part of Tom Brokaw’s “Greatest Generation.” We admired
his adventurous initiation into manhood—World War II—as many
of us came to see that experience. We recognized his sacrifice and
envied the power and prestige that this seemed to give him after the
war—parades for the heroic return of veterans, the GI Bill, and the
opportunity to build businesses, careers, and families. We admired
especially the seriousness of his life—seen in everything from his
growing up during the depression and war to his assuming responsi-
bility for his family (often large) afterward. He was the model of male
maturity. When we were children, we saw him in Hopalong Cassidy,
Gene Autry, Sky King, and Matt Dillon in the westerns. We saw him
also in leading men like Cary Grant, Humphrey Bogart, and Spen-
cer Tracy, middle-aged men in our childhoods who seemed to accept
graciously their graying hair, widening girths, and adult roles even
after exciting youths playing physical, sexy parts. We cannot help but
notice the difference between Hugh and Cary Grant.

But there were more subtle “fathers,” such as Don Herbert, the sci-
ence teacher whose Watch Mr. Wizard on Saturday afternoons in the
1950s featured Herbert leading bright teen boys (seldom girls) through
experiments, gently correcting their misjudgments while showing
them the mysteries of light or explosives. Conductor Leonard Bern-
stein, whose Young People’s Concerts combined symphonies and les-
sons in music history and form, was also a model of maturity. And the
audience of kids showed respect by all appearing in their Sunday best.

“I looked at my dad and he was my model for being a man and
as I got older I wasn’t becoming that person,” said Jorge, a fifty-seven-
year-old professor in Pennsylvania. “I carried forward into adulthood
interests I had developed in childhood like my interest in World War
IT history and in model airplanes but those weren’t things my dad did.
So Ihad a hard time convincing myself I was an adult. I saw elements
of childhood in myself as an adult, so it seemed to me I wasn’t a fully
formed adult””

Many of my generation would heartily agree. The so-called Great-
est Generation is tacitly the model of manhood that boomer men
clearly cannot live up to and their sons scarcely know. And that sense
of “inadequacy” is surely part of the problem of the boy-man today.
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But thinking more about my father’s generation made me quite
naturally recall my father. He hardly fit the image of the Cary Grant
of the movies. Few did. Even Cary Grant once said that he wished he
could be “Cary Grant.” Although my father (born in 1922) was drafted
in the army during the war, as a twenty-one-year old he worked in
the typing pool at Fort George Wright in Spokane and saw no com-
bat. There he met my seventeen-year-old mother at a roller-skating
rink. As a couple, they won trophies for their dancing, but their glory
times were short-lived. Marriage came early and so did four children
while my father (and mother) studied at the local teacher’s college,
where my father eventually got a job as a biology instructor. When
the youngest child was barely five, my father “ran oft” with his lab
assistant. In many ways, he was the rebel that Barbara Ehrenreich
writes about in Hearts of Men, who engaged in a “flight from commit-
ment.” He went on to teach biology at a California community college
and ten years later “ran away” with a second lab assistant. He aban-
doned a middle-class, middle-age life to go back to graduate school
as a forty-three-year-old. But soon he grew restless and, caught up in
the counterculture of the late 1960s, he quit his Ph.D. program. He
moved into a commune of “geodesic domes” north of San Francisco
only to have his third companion move out, leaving him proprietor of
a natural-food store. Bored with a life of waiting for people to come
to him, in 1975 he threw all of his meager savings into hiring an ex-
clusive matchmaker to get him (as he told me) a “rich and beautiful
woman” when he was about fifty-three years old. He succeeded in still
another adventure—linking up with a rich (and lovely) woman. The
last time I saw him was in 1979 when he was preparing for a round-
the-world boat tour. Well, it didn’t happen (I'm not quite sure why),
and he abandoned his benefactor, moving on again. In 1988, he died
more or less alone at the age of sixty-six at a “residence hotel” in San
Francisco. Nothing so Greatest Generation about this life. He was no
war hero, avoided responsibility, and in a lot of ways refused to grow
up. Of course, it was more complicated: He was dutiful about child
support, very supportive of me, and his “rich and beautiful” compan-
ion met me to spread his ashes. Though he was a rolling stone, in his
few personal effects, he included a card in his wallet showing that he
was a docent at the San Francisco zoo.

An unusual story, but, as a historian, I know that his restlessness
was hardly unique. My father was one of the rebels and outcasts of his
generation. There were different kinds: the Jack Kerouacs on the road
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and the Allen Ginsbergs howling in San Francisco rejected the provid-
er’s role in the suburban world of houses shaped like “little [cracker]
boxes” (I lived in one before my father left). Hugh Hefner is the most
obvious example still around. While Hefner has long relished his role
as an icon of carefree sexuality, his real achievement is remaining a
boy all his life. “Hef” lives on his own playground, complete with fla-
mingos, monkeys, peacocks, and the famous “grotto,” a cave with a
Jacuzzi and places for sex play. This bacchanalian scene is many a boy’s
dream of easy sex and careless delight, devoid of the traditional adult
realities of family and monogamy. In fact, Hefner and his three live-in
ladies of the moment, starred in the E! Network reality hit The Girls
Next Door in 2007. In this show, the girls spend their time playing
slipn’slide, modeling bunny costumes, and attending parties, while
Hef shuffles around in his PJ’s with a grin on his face.

This more or less has been Hefner’s life since founding Playboy
back in 1953. He built a publishing empire based on the lifestyle of
unrealistic and childish male wish fulfillment. Despite his magazine’s
long interest in avant-garde arts and literature, Hefner freely admits
that his tastes haven't changed since he was a teenager—beginning
with the peanut butter sandwiches and cold chicken that stuff his
handy refrigerators. He has never lost his attraction for the blonds,
who look eerily like the showgirls in the Busby Berkeley movies of
the late 1930s, when Hefner was an impressible boy. He never had to
give up those carefree years of chasing girls for maturity in marriage,
instead insisting on remaining throughout most of his life the model
of the boy-man.

Yes, Hefner did take a brief respite from perpetual adolescence
when in July 1989 he married again, at the age of sixty-three, a twenty-
six-year-old former Playmate, Kimberley Conrad. But in 1998 they
separated, and Hefner returned to his beloved playboy life, moving
Kimberly to a house “next door” with their sons. Why couldn't he
give it up? “Maybe experience in life is not what is appealing to me,”
Hefner confessed in a 2003 interview; “maybe it’s the unsophisticated
enthusiasm that comes with youth” that worked for him. He dated the
very young, because, although “chronologically, 'm 77, but in reality
I'm a very young man.” At the mansion, “Life here is a grownup ado-
lescent dream.” In fact, Hefner prided himself on his never having to
grow up. He refused to take on the role of the elder, reflecting back
on both his accomplishments and mistakes, and instead insisted on
remaining throughout his entire life the model of the boy-man.'®
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Hefner was not the only icon of boy-man-hood. Less well known
was Ed (Big Daddy) Roth. When other men were settling down rais-
ing families, this proud boy-man won local fame in southern Califor-
nia as a maker of flamboyant hot rods. In the early 1960s, he designed
a popular line of in-your-face T-shirts featuring Rat Fink, a scrufty
and cynical reverse of the cute and loveable Mickey Mouse. Dis-
dainful of authority and responsibility for most of his life, Roth rep-
resented those men coming out of World War II who could not settle
down and, even if they did not always live hard and die young, certainty
did not grow up as they grew old.”

I see in my father’s generation not only tough models to live up
to but harbingers of the rebellion of my generation and the refusal of
my sons’ generation to embrace maturity. In truth, of course, this dis-
sidence goes back even further. But it is important to stress that the
ideal grown-up of the 1950s and 1960s was hard for even men of that
era to live up to. Not only were they supposed to be heroes in war and
in work, but experts exhorted them to be modern fathers (and hus-
bands). By the 1940s, the father had very little role in raising or train-
ing children, yet he was expected to be “more” than a provider. He
was to be a pal to his children as well as a model of responsibility to
family and society. Looking back on shows like Father Knows Best, 1
see not the Olympian patriarch “fixing” the problems of his ordinary
family but a weekly course in the fine points of progressive parenting.
The father, Jim Anderson, played by Robert Young, let the kids learn
from their own mistakes, knew just when to be strong, and could tell
the difference between the big and little things even if the kids (and
wife) did not. This was a tough and bewildering act to follow for men
of that era. And, beginning in the 1950s, some men consciously re-
fused to play the part. Some slipped out the back, Jack. Others found
solace in being one of the “boys” at the bar or on the hunting trip. Still
others found pleasure in the retreat to the basement workshop. They
became the first basement boys.

But the rebels of the Greatest Generation did more than take
flight. They took pleasure in the romantic quest for intense and var-
ied experience as well as in a cynical disdain for genteel sensibili-
ties. They were the first generation to be “cool,” fascinated with the
transgressive and exciting culture of the street and played the role
of rebels against bourgeois competition and providership. The “cool,”
emerging first in the teenage and youth years of my father with comic
books, swing and jazz bands, and film noir, responded to longings
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and feelings that the censors like Hollywood’s Hays Office had long
smothered. More subtly, my father’s generation was the first to react
openly and massively to the emotional and sexual repression of gen-
teel American society. They were also the first generation to reject as
teens the “cute” culture of modern American childhood with its focus
on the youngster’s innocent delight and the appreciative if sometimes
bemused adult. This nexus, so familiar in the modern rites of fam-
ily holidays (like the Christmas-morning unwrapping ritual or the
obligatory Disneyland trip), was at the heart of the 1950s sitcom and
survived in many ways up to The Cosby Show of the late 1980s. But
the rebels of my father’s generation saw all this as phony, hypocriti-
cal, and sappy. Their rebellion became a lifelong cause. Ed Roth and
Hugh Hefner never grew up, and they were proud of it. We see their
legacy everywhere in today’s popular culture, from the over-the-top
smart-ass cynicism of The Family Guy to the twenty-something self-
absorption of Friends.

The making of modern immaturity spans across my, my sons,
and my father’s generations. In different ways, each age group con-
tributed to this shift of men to boys. Yet beyond these variations were
three trends that encompassed all three generations (and beyond):

1. Our age has systematically rejected the Victorian patriarch with-
out finding an adequate alternative. The decline of deference, the rise of
feminism, and the growth of technological innovation has meant that
there is much less of a “payoft” for male maturity in families and on
the job. Much of this is for the good, but in the process some men have
abandoned the traditional ideals of paternal responsibility to family,
community, and culture without replacing them with new models of
“grown-up” behavior.

2. Over time, being a kid has become much more satisfying than
it was in the past when the young submitted to their elders and did
without while the aged had distinct privileges. Of course, youth has
and continues to have its traumas: work and school, subordination
to elders, and the uncertainties of the future that may be even greater
today than in the past—and I don’t mean to discount their impor-
tance. But these anxieties and frustrations in a context of greater free-
dom of cultural and consumer expression—in ever expanding venues
of youth-oriented movies, TV shows, video games, and amusement
parks, for example—produced a longing for and the possibility of ex-
periencing the rich but escapist culture of the boy-man. Even after
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men assume adult roles, they increasingly become nostalgic for the
play of their childhood and youth as they age. And, today men are
able to extend the pleasures of the cool teen deep into their twenties
and beyond because they spend less of their lives in the self-denying
settings of family and marriage.

3. Makers of modern consumer and media culture have gradu-
ally learned to feed on this rejection of past models of maturity and
the desire to return to or retain childhood. In turn, they have figured
out how to sell back to men this longed-for image of perpetual youth.
Over time, this makes youth, once a life stage, into a permanent and
highly desirable lifestyle. The result is that men and boys play with
the same toys and are attracted to the same novelties and celebrities
in a culture of intensity.

Of course, all this can be overstated. Not everyone experienced
this change or realized it the same way. Racial minorities and working
class and rural men often did not fit easily into the story that I have
sketched here. And I must admit that I am emphasizing the experi-
ence of the white middle-class American male, even though I will re-
fer to differences (as well as similarities) with other men. Sometimes
it is hard to tell the difference between fun-loving men and boy-men.
Extending youth, its freedoms, and its delay of life-defining choices
can be an opportunity, a beneficial by-product of modern affluence.
Certainly I am not advocating a return to Victorian patriarchy. The
rejection of traditional markers of maturity has freed men from the
obligation to become stuffy or overly serious as they grow older. It
has made possible the choice to be open to change and new experi-
ences for a lifetime. Why should men be expected to embrace the
traditional markers of maturity and become self-consciously serious?
Why not wear a baseball cap and jeans at fifty and drive a Jeep instead
of a Buick sedan at sixty? I wear such caps, even if I don't drive a Jeep.
Maturity has always been a burden on the chronologically advanced,
and not just in physical terms. It has limited what oldsters can say, do,
and be. Typical images of maturity can be painful stereotypes. No one
wants to be an “old fogy” The admonition to “act your age” has killed
a lot of life. The modern bias toward youth has encouraged an open-
ness to change and embrace new experiences. It helped eliminate
Victorian standards of emotional and intellectual rigidity. Most of all,
the “young at heart” can connect easily with the truly young because
of a willingness to discard the authoritarian ways of the past.
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As disturbing and foolish as many boy-men may appear, most
American males grow up to be productive citizens and more or less
caring husbands and responsible fathers. In a lot of ways, the boy-man
is merely playing—indulging himself in a game, donning a costume
and mask, acting a role. And this play reveals the frustrations and
stultifications of enforced responsibility. The games of the boy-man
let the adult man protest (usually gently) the rules of family and work
without disrupting either. All this playing around may mean nothing
more. The boy-man may be, when it really counts, a real man.

But is it all play? If so, a lot of it isn't making people very happy.
For years, magazine articles and books have reminded us of the frus-
tration experienced by women in pursuit of these Hugh Grant want-
to-bes, skilled at romance but unwilling to commit and incapable of
love. Typical is Barbara Dafoe Whitehead’s Why There Are No Good
Men Left: The Romantic Plight of the New Single Woman (2003). The
title says it all. The oft-repeated dilemma is that men can have “the
benefits of a wife without shouldering the reciprocal obligations of a
husband,” as Whitehead explains. Why should single men accept the
responsibilities of their fathers when the costs of avoiding marriage
are so low and the benefits are so high, especially when there is often
no penalty for breaking up with a girlfriend? They can get sex without
commitment, perhaps avoid an early divorce and its costs, and face
few pressures to get married. The costs of such relationships, how-
ever, are obvious to women, children, . .. and boy-men."

In their closely protected hours of leisure and fantasy free from
work and family cares, male culture has often become a strangely un-
real quest for perpetuating boyhood, of endlessly repeating the nov-
elty of youth. The ideal of the boy-man denies the virtues of age and
often the responsibilities of the older to the younger generation. It has
obscured the possibility of being a grown-up who keeps growing up,
in other words, becoming mature.

I emphatically am not making an essentialist argument about
“maturity” I am not saying that there are some basic criteria that
define “true” maturity and that the last half century has been about
a decline of those characteristics. I am arguing instead that the stan-
dards of maturity that were so strongly expressed in the postwar
popular culture have declined. Moreover, these markers were always
ambiguous and riddled with contradiction and confusion, and many
from the World War II generation could not or would not adopt
them. I claim that those criteria (ranging from family providership
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and an ideal of maturing taste and refinement to formality in dress
and manner) have diminished over the course of the last half century
in the popular culture. In some degree, this decline was an expres-
sion of historical adaptation to new times and the abandonment of
characteristics that restrained the expressiveness of men. But I also
argue that these markers of maturity have not been replaced by new
ones more appropriate for our times and that this has led to the phe-
nomenon of the “boy-man” and its correlative culture of cynicism
and thrill seeking. I am not blaming this on the current generation
of young men, but instead I am arguing that that the “boy-man” is
a part of a much longer process with roots in both the boomer and
World War II generations and in the historical change in the roles of
men. At the same time, I insist that the modern culture of the “boy-
man” has created serious but not insuperable problems than need to
be addressed by all.

In this book, I address these and related issues by exploring the
emergence of today’s boy-man. I will show the comedy and tragedy
as well as the confusions and struggles of boy-men and how and why
they emerged in recent years. I will do so by taking the reader back
across the experience of three generations of American men’s culture.
This will be a personal as well as a historian’s take on the phenom-
enon of the boy-man. As such, at points I will emphasize my expe-
rience—my part of the boomer generation, my recollections of and
revised opinions about the past, and my views of the present. This
will inevitably tell the story from the angle of white middle-class so-
ciety (though I came from an odd corner of it). Even so, this will not
be an autobiography. I am not vain enough to think that would hold
readers. Rather it will be a personal reflection as informed in detail
by the historical record.

Without being overly formulaic, I root my argument in the re-
lationship between cultural change (as expressed in a wide range of
popular and commercial forms) and the emergence of three com-
monly identified generational cohorts. These consist of men like my
father who came to maturity during or close to World War II, boomer
males like me who entered adulthood in the mid-1960s, and men like
my sons who grew up in the 1980s and 1990s. Demographic charac-
teristics, parents styles of childrearing, and formative political, social,
and economic experiences identify these cohorts in successive chap-
ters. I will focus, however, on how popular culture both shaped and
reflected the childhood, youth, and adult lives of each cohort. I also
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identify changes in that popular culture across the experiences of the
three generations. I am not claiming any direct relationship between
real behavior and popular cultural change but rather that culture in
its subtle change can reveal what social data and even psychological
observation may not. For example, I show how the change in the situ-
ation comedy from the late 1950s to the late 1960s and finally to the
late 1980s and 1990s reflects very different notions of growing up and
being mature for each of the three age groups. As a second example,
I show how the popular cultures of men and boys have gradually be-
come similar. I do this by contrasting the gap between children’s and
adult westerns in the 1950s with the closer links in content and style
between kids’ action-adventure cartoons and R-rated action-adven-
ture films in the 1980s and 1990s. As a third example, I show how
the Disney-style amusement park introduced to boomers and their
World War II-era parents in the 1950s became complexes of roller
coaster thrills in the 1980s and 1990s, reflecting the new aesthetic of
Generation X youth. This approach allows me to go beyond the com-
mon sociological arguments about the so-called Greatest Generation,
the baby boomers, and Generation X (and Y) to explore how these
age groups were linked to broad changes in the popular culture. In-
evitably, there will be some “slippage” in these categories given the
imperfect way that generation and culture line up, but I'll try to align
them. Two chapters will be devoted to each of the three generations.

Major themes of this book are taken from the experience of white
American men, and I certainly do not claim that this experience can
be attributed to all male Americans. At the same time, I will draw
also upon the distinct elements of the culture of minority men. For
example, I will consider the rebellion of boomer African American
males in the late 1960s against the nonviolent ethos of the early civil
rights generation as well as the emergence of a thrill culture in blax-
ploitation movies in the 1970s and later rap music.

In the course of the book, I will draw on a wide variety of sources—
from collections of movies and TV shows and advertisements to
popular magazine articles about fatherhood and male hobbies—all
in pursuit of changing images of male maturity and immaturity. Al-
though the book will focus on popular culture (both shaping and
reflecting changes in the markers of male maturity), I will also draw
upon the sociological literature to identify changing characteristics
of my three generations. This is definitely a work of humanistic re-
flection, rather than social science or media studies. In the broad
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tradition of history, this book finds significance and trends in relating
diverse evidence across time.

Obviously, a book that will cover such a vast array of themes and
culture will have to be selective, perhaps even at points idiosyncratic.
Others might treat in more detail popular music, sports, or men’s fic-
tion, for example, and I hope that some do in future studies, but I try
to cover this enormous topic with sufficient focus to make for clarity,
even if that requires compromise.

So why is this an age of boy-men? What happened to maturity
and its markers—the look, the behavior, the social and cultural recog-
nition of grown-ups? Why and how did men come to perpetuate boy-
hood, at least in their “real” lives of leisure? What does all of this say
about our culture? This book will attempt to answer these questions.



chapter 1.

When FATEERS Knew BEST
(or P1d They?)

I begin this story with a search for “grown-up” men in the past. Look-
ing back I found them in some of the classic images of maturity as I
remember them from 1950s TV and especially old movies that I saw
at ten years old in the cool of our basement on hot summer after-
noons and on the late show on weekends. Of course, I'm thinking
of leading men like Cary Grant, Spencer Tracy, Gary Cooper, and
Clark Gable. I admired the decisiveness, seriousness, and dignity that
they projected. They even looked older and more serious than their
successors today. The postwar grown-up was more than a style or
look. He was a man who came back from the war and adapted to
civilian life. And, no one thought that this was to be easy. The Best
Years of Our Lives (the most popular film of 1946 and indeed of the
late 1940s) tells this story in the experience of three vets meeting on
a B-17 bomber that carries them back to their typical hometown of
Boonville and their trials of coping with civilian life and family again.
The eldest, an army sergeant, has to reacquaint himself with his now
teenage son, his wife of twenty years, and his grown-up daughter as
well as with a desk job in a bank. The highest ranked (air force cap-
tain) has to face a war-bride wife who turns out to be unfaithful and a
bleak future going back to his old job as a “soda jerk” The youngest, a
sailor, fears that his family and girlfriend will reject him or feel sorry
for him, having lost both hands in the war. In the end, all make hon-
orable, if uncertain decisions. The sergeant adapts despite a drinking
problem; the sailor marries his girl and learns to accept his disability;
the captain gets into the salvage business after his wife leaves him and
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makes himself acceptable for marrying the sergeant’s daughter. We
are left with a happy ending but also with a feeling that all three have
their work cut out for them. The Best Years is about real people who
have to make serious choices and will have to make adjustments.

When I saw these movies for the first time, I may have missed
their maturity. There were certainly many men to look up to on rainy
and cold Saturdays in front the set: Hopalong Cassidy, Gene Autry,
Roy Rogers, and Sky King from the westerns each offered something
a little different. Don Herbert, a science teacher, on Watch Mr. Wiz-
ard actually taught someone very much like us the mysteries of elec-
tricity and vacuums. And it was popular enough (or TV executives
were supportive enough) to stay on the air from 1951 to 1965. Con-
ductor Leonard Bernstein taught boomers music history and compo-
sition on his equally long running Young People’s Concerts from 1958
to 1972. Both shows presented models of maturity. They were there
for us kids, and early TV programmers were eager for our parents to
know that the new gadget offered us models to aspire to.

I also watched adult clowns—from reruns of the Three Stooges
with their very physical humor to the childlike incompetence of the
pudgy Lou Costello, who was always manipulated by his sidekick Bud
Abbott, and Jerry Lewis, whose high-pitched voice and awkward an-
gularity seemed to disguise his real age. On TV, there was Pinky Lee,
a frenetic fool dressed in a silly pink-striped suit, whose looks and
manner Pee Wee Herman copied in the 1980s. Even the host on The
Howdy Doody Show, Buffalo Bob Smith, though separate from the
kids in the “Peanut Gallery” and the marionette “stars” of the show,
was more like a member of the gang than a father figure. That was
surely true of Jimmy and Roy on the Mickey Mouse Club. They were
really just part of the revue of the kids singing and dancing, likewise
festooned with those ridiculous mouse-ears caps, rather than pater-
nal leaders. The grandfatherly Roy gave no advice that I recall; in-
stead, he gently displayed his amateur skill in drawing cartoons. But
these comic or childlike figures had a different role than did Hoppy
and Mr. Wizard. They were there to make us kids comfortable in our
childhood because they were as, and often more childish than we
were. This was an appeal that was passed down through the years
(today in the childish enthusiasm of the cartoon figure SpongeBob
SquarePants and his sidekick, the innocent Patrick, who so much re-
mind me of Howdy Doody characters). The difference was that in my
1950s youth there were lots of father figures on the screen as well.
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Gunslingers for Kids

The most common grown-up man on the little screen, however, was
generally not a father but the solitary figure of the cowboy. Still, the
western had the biggest impact on both my and my father’s genera-
tions’ idea of the grown-up man. I have long regretted all the hours
that I spent in front of the set watching the shootouts and gallop-
ing horses without being able now to recall a single plot, but I could
have hardly avoided them at the time. By 1959, there were twenty-
seven westerns on prime-time TV, not to mention the kiddy west-
erns on the weekends and after school.! Looking back as a historian,
I find this very strange. Why would an increasingly suburbanized
American male, who spent five days a week in an office, often went
to church on Sunday, and took the kids to Little League games and
dancing classes on Saturdays, want to spend two or three hours every
night watching men his own age largely without family responsibili-
ties engage in shootouts on dusty streets? Why would boys brought
up surrounded by the glories of new cars, the space program, and
the promise of the “push-button” age spend endless hours practicing
their “draw” with their Roy Rogers six-shooter and playing with their
Fort Apache playsets?

To make a bit of sense of this, we need to recall that the western
had long defined masculinity in America for men as well as boys.
In the 1900s and through the 1920s, the western became popular
across the generations, elevating it far above its early popularity in
the cheap dime novel. It captured the imaginations of Americans of
all ages through Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West shows and the serials
of the silent movies. Western writers like Zane Grey even published
in such middle-class magazines as Colliers and Harpers’ Monthly. Be-
tween 1930 and 1955, Hollywood produced 2,772 western movies, of-
ten filmed at company-owned ranches and featuring the best-known
stars and directors.> Westerns reached adult male audiences across
social classes. Such men were attracted to a nostalgic “return” to the
simplicity, excitement, and virtue of an age before cities, factories,
and offices. The genre reflected and reinforced myths about rugged
and unadorned Americans in heroic struggle with evil (far from the
tawdry commercialism of the twentieth century) and destined to con-
quer a continent from wild men and unruly nature. The western hero
was independent and daring. He challenged the greed of the empire
builders on the frontier, but he also stood for law and order. “Though
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he lives intensely, he has a calm self-assurance, a knowledge that he
can handle anything,” noted historian David Davis.> A century ago,
adult men whose real lives were increasingly regimented by factory
or office work and who labored under the heel of the time-motion
boss or fickle customer could identify with the rough, tough figures
portrayed in the silent movies by William Hart. His Broadway role in
The Squaw Man (1905) led to a twenty-year career playing unglamor-
ous, hard-fighting, hard-drinking, and even melancholic cowboys in
silent movies. These westerns showed a man’s world where women
were childlike and mostly dependent, upholders of religious values,
shunned or used as heroic props by death-obsessed gunslingers.*

But there were also more playful cowboy characters who were
more suitable models for kids. Tom Mix, who came from the Wild
West shows and the circus, appealed to boys with his roping and
shooting skills and offered far less somber images of the western he-
ros life. In the 1910s, parents associated the western with their own
youth (having been raised on western dime novels and stories in pulp
magazines), and they nostalgically passed this genre onto their own
children in the form of cowboy suits and toy “six-shooters.” By the
1930s, westerns had become in large part a boy’s genre. These includ-
ed afternoon radio programs like Tom Mix and His Ralston Straight
Shooters as well as western serials shown during children’s Saturday
matinees. Republic Studios made a hero of Gene Autry in 1935 and,
when he demanded too high a salary in 1939, added Roy Rogers to
their roster. Gene and Roy (along with Tex Ritter) sang love songs to
girls but also crooned to the wide open spaces as they rode into town
to rescue hard-working farmers and wimpy storekeepers, as well as,
of course, their pretty daughters from the torments of greedy land
grabbers or gangs of killers.”

The singing and rhinestone cowboy had an appeal across age
and sex. But there was not much doubt as to who admired Hopalong
Cassidy. Played by William Boyd, an aging leading man from the
silent era, Hopalong of the Bar 20 Ranch clearly reached a juvenile
audience with his clean-cut heroism in a series of sixty-six movies.
Boyd’s “Hoppy” had little in common with the grizzled, hard-drink-
ing character (with a namesake limp) from Clarence Mulford’s novel.
On the screen, Boyd turned Hoppy into a black-and-white image (he
in black and his horse Topper in white) who bristled with moral cer-
tainty. Made from 1935 and 1948, the movie series offered a formulaic
appeal, complete with a young sidekick (with whom kids could iden-
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tify) and “old” comical sidekicks like Gabby Hayes (who sometimes
worked without his false teeth to appear older than he was and who
seemed to be afraid of women). Stirring orchestral music enlivened
the frequent chases on galloping horses when Hoppy vanquished
sundry bad guys. Boyd was lean and powerful (unlike the grizzled
sidekicks), but he didn't hide his silver hair and grown-up bearing.
Boyd prudently bought the movie series and transferred it to TV in
1949, cutting down the feature-length films for a weekly series that
aired until 1955 with additional made-for-TV episodes. Boyd natu-
rally cashed in on his appeal to early baby boomer lads, peddling his
name and image on lunchboxes and gun and holster sets and play-
ing before sellout crowds on national tours. But he also founded
“Hoppy’s Troopers,” kids clubs with a code of conduct demanding
that members be kind to the weak, be loyal to nation and friends, and
work hard. Each TV episode ended with a little homily. I remember
watching him in about 1954, not long after our family got its first TV
set, admonishing us eight-year-olds to respect policemen and never
to call them “coppers”®

Hoppy’s success on TV paralleled others. In fact, early TV west-
erns were usually copies of the (mostly juvenile) cowboy B movies
from the 1930s and 1940s. Roy and Gene both had TV shows in the
early 1950s, and others such as The Lone Ranger (1949-1957) and
The Cisco Kid came “over” from radio.” Each offered a child-friendly
version of the Old West. One interesting exception was Sky King
(1951-62), set in modern Arizona and replacing the horse with Song
Bird, a small airplane. It featured Sky, a pilot and owner of the Flying
Crown Ranch, his niece, Penny, and for a time his nephew, Clipper,
both in their teens. The adventures revolved around the plane, which
came in handy when Sky rescued the kids after they were captured by
smugglers or enemy agents who took them to remote cabins. In ad-
dition to the excitement, there was almost always a gentle moral: the
possibility, for example, for a bad boy who had escaped from reform
school to be redeemed through the understanding and strength of
Sky and his “family” at the Flying Crown and his learning to make
the “right choice” in turning on his “evil family” of crooks. Sky taught
Penny and Clipper that the “law of cooperation” between the Kings
prevailed over the “law of the jungle” of selfish gang members. One
episode that featured Penny even made the point that the woman’s
place is not necessarily in the home (as the chauvinist Clipper be-
lieved) but “where she is needed.”® All of these characters and their
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stories were fun and often thrilling, but they also told us much about
how our elders expected us to grow up.

Cowboy Loners and Suburban Dads

While these westerns presumably taught us kids to be responsible
and courageous (as well as to be quick on the draw), there were
other westerns, especially prominent after the war, that were more
for adults, especially men. Though they were more realistic, they, too,
had their moral lessons about being a grown-up man. While the B
western migrated from the Saturday matinee to Saturday TV, the se-
rious western saw something of a revival at the movie house after
World War II. Carrying on the old tradition of William Hart was The
Gunfighter (1950), where an aging hero faces the futility of his life
of killing. John Wayne’s formula westerns in the 1930s became seri-
ous psychological tales, as, for example, in The Searchers of 1956 and
even more in his westerns of the 1960s and 1970s, such as True Grit
and The Shootist. These westerns were not about good guys rescuing
the helpless; nor were they mere confrontations between good and
evil. Not the freedom of the frontier but its bareness and limitations
dominated these films. Not daring choice but the pressures of obliga-
tion appealed to adult men who had long outgrown the romance of
singing cowboys and the thrill of Tom Mix’s rope tricks.’

More mature westerns came to the tube, moving the genre from
the child’s Saturday morning to the adult’s prime time. Among the
first was Death Valley Days (1952-1975), an anthology series of sto-
ries and fables of prospectors, gamblers, and other characters of the
Old West that made this the third longest running TV program ever,
with 452 episodes. Ronald Reagan served as host for several years
before launching his political career as California governor. The lon-
gest running TV program was Gunsmoke (with an astonishing 633
episodes) seen for twenty years after its premier in 1955. It was the
most popular program between 1957 and 1961 and near the top for
years thereafter.’

Watching these westerns after decades of disparaging them made
me see them in a new light and understand why adult men might
have watched them a half century ago. If Hoppy and Roy gave boys
heroes and adventure, Gunsmoke’s Marshal Matt Dillon of Dodge
City gave our fathers something, too. Dillon was more than the stolid
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six-foot, seven-inch figure played by James Arness gunning down the
weekly villain in the ritual duel on the dusty street in front of Miss
Kitty’s saloon. This show didn’t last for twenty years on such a child-
ish principle. Rather than being about male bravado and the thrill of
the final confrontation, Gunsmoke usually featured complex charac-
ters and plots. Dillon himself was flawed but only because the sin of
pride sometimes distorted his virtue of courage and responsibility.
In the first episode, he refused help from others in his multiround
match with Dan the quick-drawing gunman, but he finally found
Dan’s weakness (he was a quick draw but a bad aimer), giving Matt
the decisive advantage when he refused Dan’s demand that they duel
at close range. But Matt’s prevailing strength was not mere steadfast-
ness but moral maturity. He was able to see the difference between
the law and justice when he protected a reformed man and commu-
nity leader accused of being a former member of a murderous gang.
Gunsmoke was as often about redemption as retribution. Although
the show included unheroic characters (who contrasted with Matt),
especially “Doc” and the deputy (the lame Chester followed by the
hillbilly Festus), even this old gimmick (in the tradition of Gabby
Hayes) was subtler than I had recalled it. Doc, even without a gun,
could be courageous, as in his efforts to find a home for newborn
triplet sons of a murderer. Despite fears of the townspeople that these
boys had “bad blood,” Doc refused to give in to the demand that they
be sent to an orphanage. With Matt, he knew that “nobody is a born
criminal” While the ending was certainly maudlin (a couple with ten
children took in the triplets), the story elevates the “unmasculine”
Doc, making him a hero by defending the infants in front of a judge
who would have otherwise (and quite correctly) sent them to an in-
stitution. One of the most subtle episodes aired in 1973. In “Matt’s
Love Story, a gambler wanted for murder ambushes the marshal,
leaving him for dead. Though stricken with amnesia, Matt is nursed
back to health by a very tough and independent widow rancher. This
could have been a conventional story of Matt’s recovery of strength
and memory ending with the gambler’s death and Matt’s dutiful re-
turn to Dodge City (which, of course, happens). Still, the “love af-
fair” with the tough widow, “Mike,” and the eventual confrontation
with the gambler is amazingly subtle (not to mention its dialogue,
saturated in similes and metaphors). The gambler, being taken back
to be tried for murder, helps Matt confront truly bad guys (a gang
who tried to seize Mike’s land) and, when shot, the gambler dies in
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a philosophical exchange that a Shakespeare want-to-be would have
been proud of. This is a far sight better than the old time shoot-outs.
More that this, Gunsmoke was about responsible decision making in
complex, even ambiguous situations. It was hard for Matt to go back
to Dodge City, and the gambler made a choice that belied his past
sociopathic behavior. But these weren't cynical tales of moral relativ-
ism; the moral lesson was seldom far from view. In another episode,
the rational and mature Doc prevailed over the impetuous Festus,
who wanted to call an inexperienced posse to chase down a gang that
had shot Matt. Later Matt teaches a young man, who was quick on
the draw but unwilling to kill even in defense, the need to protect the
weak with deadly force. In both cases, age and wisdom won out. Doc
knew that many would be killed in a poorly planned attack on the
gang, and Matt offered the lad the hard but experienced truth: “think-
ing the worst is a good way to stay alive.™

Dillon was always the grown-up, killing reluctantly and with a
sense of responsibility. He was there for the nurturing if practical and
seasoned Miss Kitty, but he always had his priorities straight, never
giving in to lust, ever mindful of his duty. Of course, this was all ro-
manticized and pretty unrealistic. Are we really to believe Matt and
Kitty never had an affair? Are we to suppose that Kitty didn’t have
whores upstairs in the saloon? Today, all this would have been part of
the story, but the Gunsmoke of 1955 to 1975 did not need any of that
and still it was “adult”

Other adult westerns were less mature as understood at the time
(and did not last so long). The Life and Legend of Wyatt Earp (1955-
1961) opened with a ballad celebrating the savior sheriff of Wichita,
Kansas, and later Tombstone, Arizona, who reluctantly gave up a
“normal” life as a settler to be “brave, courageous, and bold” in pur-
suit of justice. We are told in the theme song: “He cleaned up the
country, the old Wild West country / and made law and order prevail
/ and none can deny it, the legend of Wyatt / forever will live on the
trail” In the premier episode, he fights a corrupt judge and avenges
the death of the old sherift as he is “forced” to take on the duties of the
law. In another episode, he reforms a corrupt sheriff and rebuffs an
attractive woman and her appeal to follow her to San Francisco and
take a soft, lucrative job. Instead, he goes back to the thankless task of
protecting the dusty town of Tombstone. Pretty classic western stuff,
but even Earp had its subtlety, as in the story of China Mary, whose
“wet-nosed son” rebels against her accommodation to white society
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and tragically has to die. Have Gun Will Travel (1957-1963) featured
the preposterous theme of Paladin, a hired gun who was willing to
travel all over the west in defense of the little guy. His clients were
somehow able to pay Paladin’s fee of $1,000 allowing him to live in
style in an elegant hotel in San Francisco when not working. Still, the
traditional format—outside hero saving the besieged western town or
ranch from local predators—took greater sophistication from Rich-
ard Boone’s plain looks (hardly the fresh-faced cowboy) combined
with his elegant allusions to Aristotle and Shakespeare and his witty,
often sarcastic speech. Paladin was no hick cowboy, but a West Point
graduate (a fact that I admit was lost on me when I saw Have Gun Will
Travel as a twelve-year-old but probably not on grown-ups), naming
himself after a legendary officer in Charlemagne’s court, a western
knight-errant. And the adult western did not even have to be about
gunslingers and lawmen. Cheyenne (1955-1962) featured the adven-
tures of a former army scout who wandered across the west after the
Civil War. In a typically complex story involving issues of trust and
courage, Cheyenne Bodie wounds a gold prospector who, thinking
Bodie wanted to steal his gold, had tried to shoot him. Cheyenne goes
on to help the man’s wife nurse him back to health, confronts a gang
of real robbers, and faces Indians who, seeking to prevent a white in-
vasion of their land, set out to wipe out the prospectors and evidence
of the discovery of gold.”

Rawhide, remembered today mostly for the amusing rendition
of its theme song in the film The Blues Brothers, was one of the most
grown-up of the adult westerns. It opened with a documentary-style
voice-over explaining the cattleman’s work and life (the travails of
driving herds 1,000 miles north to market from the grazing land
in southern Texas or the origins of the feuds between cowboys and
farmers, e.g.). The hero, trail boss Gil Favor, is anything but a gun-
man. In one episode, he recognizes the limits of his men “half of them
green, half of them rusty;” but, even though he must control them
(banning their drinking in towns), he insists that they are “all good
men to start with.” He is the model of the modern leader, and, as
such, he has to assume responsibility. He talks his men into returning
to the herd after they were seduced by gold fever and gives himself
up to a lynching party of angry farmers seeking a scapegoat for the
accidental death caused by his cattle men. And, the fight between the
cowboys and the plowboys is treated as a tragedy rather than an op-
portunity for exciting gunplay, as Favor makes tough choices to avoid
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bloodshed and the farmers see the personal bitterness of the wife of
the dead man and reject her demand that Favor be killed. These are
stories moral dilemmas and choices. In fact, their moral vision is sur-
prisingly liberal for the time (as Favor saves a Hispanic worker from
attack by Anglo farmers, for example).”

Wagon Train (1957-1965) and The Virginian (1962-1971) shared
the same quality: grown men being responsible. Of course, with the
western so ubiquitous in the 1950s, a spoof was inevitable. It came in
Maverick (1957-1960), James Garner’s breakthrough role as a cow-
ardly gambler who uses deceit and charm to get out of scrapes. While
he didn’t always escape gunplay and fistfights, he surely tried to avoid
them. But once again, this show avoided the temptation to make this
character into a rogue or the evil ones into silly simpletons. But good
inevitably prevails, as when Maverick, in the first episode, tricks a
greedy mine owner into raising his miners’ wages and helping the
small operators.™

Most prime-time westerns met adult tastes (even while kids
watched most of them). They seldom included children in the
regular cast and rarely took the perspective of youth. The Rifle-
man (1958-1963) was a curious exception. Many my age will recall
mostly the opening sequence, when the steely eyed, square-jawed
Lucas McCain, played by Chuck Connors, a six-foot-five former
baseball player, with rolled up sleeves showing his muscular arms,
fires his modified lever-action Winchester in rapid succession at an
inadequately armed six-gun-shooting bad guy. But looking back,
The Rifleman was as much about the growing up of his subteen son,
Mark (played by former Mickey Mouse Club star Johnny Crawford),
and his learning the hard life of a rancher in New Mexico as this
gimmicky variation on the usual shoot-out show. In one episode,
Mark learns that he is too young to fall in love with the new girl in
town and to buy his dad’s surplus land in order to marry her. Lucas
treats his son’s childish delusion with respect and Mark discovers
in the process how to treat a lady when the girl goes for a self-cen-
tered older guy. In other episodes, Mark learns about telling the
truth and the difference between “Old World” and modern Ameri-
can ways of treating women. More familiar today through reruns is
the family western Bonanza (1959-1973), built around a patriarchal
widowed rancher and his three sons, Adam, Hoss, and Little Joe.
Despite lots of family scrapes, the Cartwrights bond to protect their
property from thieving outsiders in Virginia City, Nevada, during
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the Civil War period. The political undertone is certainly conserva-
tive, but Bonanza is also about the moral ambiguities of character
and relationships.”

These “adult westerns” were about escape from the humdrum
and feminized world of the 1950s, a fantasy of rugged individual-
ism, courage, and grit in an emerging world of station wagons full
of kids. But they were also about idealizing the man who squarely
faced responsibility and served as a model for growing up and being
a grown-up in the 1950s. They were told at a right angle to reality, as
in the conversations of boys in sandboxes and men at bars, never face
to face. But men and boys probably got the point.

Westerns dominated the imagination of postwar men, but there
were also the doctor shows, Dr. Kildare (1961-1966), Ben Casey
(1961-1966), and Marcus Welby, MD (1969-1976). Like so much tele-
vision programming of this era, this genre drew from the movies of
the 1930s, especially the melodrama of the Dr. Kildare series (with
Lew Ayres in the title lead and Lionel Barrymore as the elder Dr.
Gillespie). Emergency-room histrionics and tear-jerking exchanges
between caring doctors and dying patients dominated these weekly
series. Because I found these shows sappy as a boy, I never saw what
they were also about—the contrast between the experience, caution,
and wisdom of the old doctor and the impetuous but energetic devo-
tion of the young doctor. Ben Casey, a young, muscular resident sur-
geon with especially hairy arms and chest, brooked no incompetence
from nurses, less-devoted doctors, or meddling relatives of patients
in his drive to save lives. He didn't even have much time for female
doctors who he believed were too emotional. Naturally, all this got
him into trouble with his superiors. Regularly Casey had to be bailed
out by his mentor Dr. Zorba—but not before Zorba gave him a lot of
fatherly advice about the need for patience, understanding the other
guy’s point of view, and rational forethought. As Zorba said in the
premiere, Casey was a “fresh boy” School had “taught him all about
medicine, but nothing about life” Dr. James Kildare was a less mus-
cular personality, but in his opening show, his father figure and men-
tor, Dr. Leonard Gillespie, had to tell him how to let a sick patient be
herself as she died from a rare disease.'

While the elder doctors were often cautious and even had lost
some of the vital idealism of the young Kildare and Casey, the main
lesson of these shows was the wisdom of the mature and the need
for the growing up of the young. In these medical shows, as in the
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westerns, I saw daily models of manhood and of the lessons of learn-
ing from experience and one’s elders. So did the men of my father’s
generation. They were repeatedly admonished to follow these ideals
when they served as soldiers in World War II and Korea, learning,
perhaps from the sergeant, to become a band of brothers. They be-
came providers to large families when they returned and served as
responsible members of their communities throughout their lives in
civil organizations.

The Things of the Grown-up

The movies and TV told men and boys how to act. They also told them
how to look. The scene of Cary Grant dressed in a natty suit while in
the middle of farmland and being attacked by a villainous crop-dust-
ing plane in North by Northwest (1959) sticks in my mind as a lesson
in how a gentleman should be well dressed no matter the occasion.
Reading an obscure but probably representative Men’s Clothing Sur-
vey conducted by the Chicago Tribune in 1958 brought home to me
just how men of my father’s generation took this to heart. The survey
found that men (especially from the middle class) were entirely pre-
dictable. They were ignorant (even disdainful) of technical details of
fabric, cut, and fashion and wanted clothes that offered physical com-
fort and made a man feel “unconcern about his clothing,” meaning
that his garb neither made him feel conspicuously faddish nor stodgy.
Although men wanted to feel “like somebody” in their clothes, they
were wary of novelty, especially radical style changes. Instead, they
would gradually adapt to sartorial evolution. While the 1958 survey
found a trend toward the acceptance of casual clothing for leisure,
63 percent still believed that men should wear ties to go out to most
places.” Anything less would have been immature. Little had changed
for decades, in fact, since the early nineteenth century invention of
the sober bourgeois suit. An ad for Hart, Schaffner and Marx suits
in 1912 would have appealed to the man of 1958 as well: “you fellows
who know and like the smart distinction of style” also want a “style
that stays stylish.” Others chimed in offering “nothing extreme” and
“impressive individuality without sacrifice of dignity” Another ad for
suits bragged: “they will give you the spell of power that a strong per-
sonality always casts”™® The suit promised a dash of individuality on a
solid foundation of social acceptability.



35
when fathers knew best (or did they?)

This was true even in the slightly racy Esquire. A 1949 issue, for
example, featured “tasteful” cheesecake pictures of young women and
cartoons warning of the perils of too many children and of gold dig-
gers. Still, Esquire upheld the traditional standard of male sartorial
dignity in features and ads displaying coordinated ties, shirts, and
suits topped off with appropriate accessories like Kaywoodie pipes.
Even ads for summer casual clothing offered only slight deviations—
“feather-light ventilators” in otherwise strictly formal shirts, some
with French cuffs. Men smiled even with the top button buttoned in
the heat of the day. Esquire’s idea of cute informality was a dad and his
young son dressed in matching suits with fedoras. The persistence of
the hat strikes us today as the most curious marker of maturity, espe-
cially the “banded” fedora that clearly marked the man from the boy
(and, which is to say almost the same thing, the middle-class man
from the cap-wearing workman).”

In the 1950s and early 1960s, of course, we do see some conces-
sions to informality, but they were subtle, even hidden: Bermuda
shorts, claimed Look Magazine in 1949, were being worn by “all” men
in the trendy winter resorts. The Stetsen “Falcon” hat of 1963 featured
a “pinch front that will appeal to the wide awake” and Jockey offered
patterned boxers. But, for the most part, being mature meant be-
ing formal and adapting very slowly to fashion change. Even for the
young man, the ideal was to deviate only slightly from his elders. An
ad scene (1956) featuring a middle-aged executive shaking hands with
a fresh college graduate showed a modest contrast: the elder wore a
black and the younger a grey suit. As late as 1965, Esquire’s Spring
Term collection featured college men in yellow, blue, and checked
blazers, even striped sport shirts, but they were still in suits even if
the fedora had finally disappeared. Until the late 1960s, even rockers
(like the Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show in 1964) still wore suits and
ties on stage.”

Of course, for men, appearance was always supposed to be sec-
ondary. In the 1950s (as earlier), the real mark of maturity in men
was competence, often technical. Since the beginning, car makers
sold mostly to men, and their ads flattered male egos with amaz-
ingly detailed lists of technological innovation with very little expla-
nation. Their buyers in 1950 would know (or pretend to know) the
importance of new weight distributions, cam design, an improved
turning gear, and super-fitted pistons, as well as sound-conditioned
roof, doors, and body panels. Naturally, the 1953 Oldsmobile Rocket
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featured a higher compression engine with 165 horsepower. TV ads
for vehicles sometimes played up to male fantasies of cowboy rug-
gedness, independence, and adventure. A commercial for the 1957
Ford Ranchero called this half-ton car-truck a “pack horse,” and a
cowboy on a horse lassoed the Ford Fairlane because he wanted a
“long lean car with lots of punch?” Still, appeals to male car buyers
mostly concerned grown-up technical issues about power, stability,
and even safety—not fantasy, thrills, or even power for its own sake.
In the early 1950s, Fibber McGee of radio comedy fame pitched AC
oil filters to men but also gently advised them that they could be real
men and still let their dealers replace their oil filters. Many men, even
professionals, resisted this, insisting on their “rights” as the sex of
technical competence. In the late 1960s, when I got my first car, my
male peers shamed me into changing my own oil (despite the lack
of a “mechanical” father in the house to teach me how), and I nearly
destroyed my engine for my trouble when I didn’t put the drain plug
back on correctly.”

That voice of male technical authority prevailed also in ads for
women’s domestic and cleaning goods. On TV, men, often in labora-
tory dress, introduced women to automatic washing machines and
dishwashers. As silly as they look today, 1950s ads showed an image
of a knight selling Ajax cleanser with the promise of being “stron-
ger than dirty” and the genielike image of Mr. Clean magically and
powerfully whisking bathtubs into sparkling cleanliness (at a time, of
course, when few men ever took a sponge to a bathroom).* Curious,
really, but no one saw the contradiction at the time. The presumption
was that men, real men, brought the tools into the house, even if they
did not always use them.

Of course, images of men and their goods sometimes stressed
status and success. TV ads for Cadillacs displayed men in tuxedos
(with their befurred wives) climbing into their luxury cars in front of
the country club with “admiring eyes” following. Lincoln ads bragged
about their fine leather interiors, and even the sporty 1956 Ford Thun-
derbird was backset with “classic” Greek columns. Cars, even more
than clothes, were about achievement, but not about mere showing
off. Even the ads for the cars with the wild fins, exotic chromed grills,
and playful two-tone paint jobs (famously on the 1957 Edsel) claimed
that their styling was in fact conservative and that it was bound to
stay. Cars separated the men from the boys (or, to say the same thing,
from men who remained boys in their lack of success and who drove
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last year’s car). That was the point of the upward incline of automo-
bile brands best illustrated by General Motors’s full line of cars, rising
from the Chevrolet for the plebs up the long slope beginning with the
Pontiac, on to the Oldsmobile, Buick, and finally the pinnacle, the
Caddy. The car that men owned marked success, but also maturity.”

Maturity and economic success or power had long been linked.
This is why subordinate males, no matter their age, and, most point-
edly, black slaves (and black men in the South until the civil rights
revolution) had been called “boys” But there was also a culture of
masculine maturity that sometimes muted class and privilege. Most
obviously we see this in beer and liquor ads. Sometimes these sale
scenes were set in bars, but in the 1950s these ads also reveled in the
fraternity of men gathering for beers before Thanksgiving dinner or
in a garage conclave of neighborhood men celebrating an afternoon
of raking leaves or woodworking. The drink, of course, separated the
men from the kids, but it also suggested “beverages of moderation,”
as a Collier’s ad in 1948 called beer drunk in and around the home. It
wasn't the “kick” of the alcohol or the ecstasy of the drinking crowd
that was supposed to be the appeal. Rather, it was the “gusto” of fellow
feeling that the glass of Schlitz offered or even the comforting thought
that by drinking a Blatz one was enjoying a “flavor [that] runs deep”
in American history, dating back to the western frontier days when
men were men. Included in this, of course, was an idea of mascu-
linity that rejected refinement or finery. Ads assured men that Aqua
Velva aftershave wasn't perfume in fancy bottles that made men smell
like women but a product that simply left men feeling “cool and re-
freshed.” Contrast this with an ad for Body Shot, an aerosol fragrance
offered in 2006 that young men were told to shoot on themselves
when feeling the need to attract women. In the 1950s, that would have
been what women did, not men. As with clothing, most male goods
were sold by reassuring men of their difference from women. And
being a grown-up didn’t change that.**

Still, there was a lot more to men in the 1950s than “dignity,” com-
petence, and gender difference. Trolling through magazine ads and
TV commercials that appeared in the 1950s while looking for clues
about the stuff of grown-up men, I was struck that a lot of what these
messages sold to men wasn’t for them but for their families. In so
many ways, this provider’s role defined male maturity. Men learned
this in the 1940s, when the theme was hammered into them (and
women) while they were at war, far from being able to “provide.”
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Wartime ads offered soldiers (and the families they left behind) the
tantalizing dream of a “Ford . . . in your Future” and the promise of a
happy world of both traditional white picket fences and brand-new
white enameled refrigerators that soldiers could offer their adoring
wives and children when they returned.” For celebrating the first
Christmas back with the family, a Coca Cola ad pictured a soldier laid
out on his coach, throwing his baby in the air with his wife and Coke
beside him. Another ad for Christmas in 1945 showed a dad pointing
out to his wife and kids a sign he had put on his garage: “Reserved for
our new Plymouth.” Yes, dad was back, and he was going to provide,
even if the family would have to wait for postwar production to gear
up before he could provide the family a new car.®

If the lesson was not learned during and right after the war, it
was continuously taught in ads and in the themes of TV sitcoms for
a generation thereafter. A sales pitch made by Ozzie and Harriet Nel-
son on their sitcom in the mid-1950s was common: buy a Hotpoint
dishwasher for the harried wife for Valentine’s Day. Another ad from
1959 showed perhaps a plausible scene. A dad out for a drive with
his family, seeing that the car door won't close, drops in at a Chevy
showroom and dazzles the wife and kids as he cavalierly buys a new
car on the spot and they happily drive off. For decades men had been
told: prove your responsibility and provider’s role with life insurance
to make sure (even if you aren’t there) that your kids can “go far” in
life. A new twist from Farmer’s Insurance came in 1965: quit smoking
so that you'll live longer and see that boy you're playing football with
today grow up. In many subtle and obvious ways, men were told their
role in the new consumer economy was quite simply to provide and
to enjoy it.”” Few would miss the Federal Housing Administration’s
appeal in 1959 to the male’s duty to buy a home: “As President Dwight
Eisenhower said recently, except for a wedding ring there is no more
valuable purchase that any man can make than a home. . . . You have
taken on new responsibilities and obligations. As a property owner

you have a new standing in the community.”*®

Remembering Andy Hardy

In ways the ads on the TV sets of World War II vets were truer to life
that the programs. The bachelor Marshal Dillon certainly didn’t have
much to say about the real workaday world of the 1950s family man
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and had nothing to do with the provider’ role seen in the ads that of-
ten paid for his show. Of course, for men of the 1950s Dillon’s persona
may have been wish fulfillment or nostalgia for those “carefree days”
before they were tied down. Even this most domesticated of genera-
tions still looked for their heroes beyond the family. But no one was
deluded. They knew that the grown-up man, as Barbara Ehrenreich
showed in Hearts of Men, was supposed to be a provider, and that
meant being a dad, not a heroic loner.”

So of course there were a lot of stories about men in fatherlike
roles that I saw as a child, even though many of these were old mov-
ies from the 1930s seen on TV. I was touched by watching Spencer
Tracy in Captains Courageous (1937) on the tube, playing Manuel the
fisherman, who makes a spoiled brat into a caring person. Tracy also
assumed the role of Father Flanagan in Boys Town (1938), transform-
ing the street-tough boy with the right blend of love and expectation.
I was particularly struck by the famous “Andy Hardy” movies. There
were fourteen in the series from 1938 to 1946, winning a special Oscar
for “representing the American Way of Life” in 1943.

I don’t know how many “Andy Hardys” I saw on TV. They were
all about the same, really, anticipating the sitcoms of the 1950s. I
recall especially those extraordinary exchanges between Mickey
Rooney, who plays the exuberant if often naive teenager Andy, and
Lewis Stone in the role of his father, a white-haired local judge. In the
picket-fenced small town of Carvel, Andy’s success in puppy love and
occasional triumphs as a “big man on campus” at the prom is dwarfed
by his laughable if loveable antics. Shorter than both his father and
even his on-again-off-again girl friend Polly Benedict, Rooney looks
the boy perpetually trying to be a man. Over and over, his bluster is
betrayed by his awkwardness, naiveté, and inexperience. In the end,
he is obliged to seek his father’s gentle but wizened counsel.*

In Love Finds Andy Hardy, he pines for an “older woman” he met
as a freshman at college, who instead of responding to his infatuation
gets engaged to a successful thirty-six-year-old man. Andy decides
not to go back to college and instead wants to “make good” in a busi-
ness venture to prove his mettle to the girl. As happened in virtually
every film in the series, his father (often at the request of his mother)
has a man-to-man talk with Andy. The Judge recalls how he wanted
to run away to South America when he was young but realized,
“There is no short cut for success” In Andy Meets the Debutante, a
seventeen-year-old Andy falls for magazine celebrity Daphne Fowler
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and goes to New York City to meet her. His father admits that he
“understands” Andy’s interest in “Cleopatra” but warns him that she
brought disaster to “Mark Anthony” In another version of the trip
to New York (Life Begins for Andy Hardy), Andy decides to defer go-
ing to college and try his luck at getting a job. He tells his dad that
he doesn’t want to spend ten years studying so he can follow his dad
into law and instead “wants to be retired by middle age” His under-
standing, if worried parents let him test the waters and watch him as
he drives off for the big city, yelling, “I'm never going to make any
more mistakes.” Of course, he has trouble finding a job and lands in
the clutches of a manipulative older woman at the office where he
finally gets work as an office boy. Inevitably, the Judge offers still an-
other lecture—this time about the need to stay away from premarital
affairs and the “habits” that they bring. Still, he lets Andy carry on,
but when the “older woman” calls his dad “holier than thou,” Andy
defends the old man and discovers that she is a gold digger. Of course,
in the end, Andy returns to Carvel, ready for still another lesson in
growing up.

Watching these corny old movies again made me think about
whether there are modern equivalents of these father and son roles.
There were few obvious candidates. The recent trend has been the
portrayal of men who fear growing up to be “judges.” Recall Hugh
Grant’s portrayal in Nine Months (1995) of the self-centered boyfriend
who is so fearful of losing his freedom and youth in fatherhood that he
breaks up with his pregnant live-in girlfriend. Only when he discov-
ers that the baby will give him his fading youth back does he change
his mind, give up his Porsche, buy a family car, and marry the mother
of his child. Another theme is fathers who are obsessed with pleasing
their offspring (Jingle All the Way of 1996 and Mrs. Doubtfire of 1994,
for example). Still other films feature fathers who are “brought up”
by their children. In Jack the Bear (1993), Danny DeVito, the single
dad who plays the host on a horror movie program on local TV com-
petes with his nine-year-old son Jack for the attention of the neigh-
borhood kids. When they come over to Jack’s house they ask, “Can
your dad come out and play?” Only when a real horror show invades
his home in the form of a deranged neighbor intent on killing his
son does the dad begin to grow up. Even more extreme is Big Daddy
(2000). Adam Sandler plays the thirty-two-year-old Sonny Koufax, a
lawyer who lives off a $200,000 lawsuit and works one day a week at
a New York tunnel tollbooth. Only after his dissolute life is shattered
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when his live-in girlfriend moves out does Sonny make the slightest
gesture at growing up. He tries to win her back by “adopting” a five-
year-old boy (the son of a friend who unexpectedly arrives on the
scene). Even though the film has the expected ending when Sonny
accepts responsibility and raises his own family, the story hangs on
the comedy of Sonny’s outrageous “fathering”” This includes teaching
the child to throw branches in the path of in-line skaters in Central
Park and the two relieving themselves on a building wall. In the end,
as Sonny realizes that the boy needs more than a boy-man to play
with, he grows up through the child. Still, the schmaltzy resolution
hardly overcomes the adolescent humor (a Sandler trademark) based
on the proposition that a man can relate to a boy only by accentuating
his own immaturity.

Of course, all of these modern stories of fatherhood are com-
edies, hardly to be taken as models of behavior. But we are supposed
to be as sympathetic toward the leading characters as we were toward
Andy. We are to root for them and feel empathy for their predica-
ments, even as we enjoy their dilemmas. We see them in ourselves.
The critical difference today is that the joke is on the father and not
the son. Today, the father has the unsettled role.

Another difference that struck me is that in the Hardy series the
Judge looks and acts, well, like a judge, wizened, often kindly, but
firm. He even looks old. Yet Lewis Stone was only fifty-eight when
he opened the series in 1937; Steve Martin was already sixty when he
played the father of twelve kids in the remake of Cheaper by the Dozen
in 2005. Though both are grey, Martin plays an energetic football
coach and had none of the Judge’s bemused sobriety. In the “Hardy
years,” Americans were comfortable with (and even demanded) ma-
turity; today they are (and do) not.

Both the old and new stories are ultimately about growing up.
In this similarity lies the key difference. Whereas the Andy Hardy
series is about the foibles and missteps of a teenage son hell-bent on
becoming a man, our modern heroes are not sons of guiding fathers
but much older, without dads, and much less certain about the vir-
tues of maturity. In fact, they want to avoid it at almost all costs. Andy
Hardy’s future is certain; he may not marry Polly (that’s OK, because
that “love” is just child’s play), but he will follow in his father’s foot-
steps and become a lawyer and maybe even a judge. In Andy Hardy,
the knowing smile of the Judge lets the viewers in on just how far his
son has to go to see the world through a man’s eyes. With the Judge’s
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gentle advice, Andy learns that lesson, eventually admits his errors of
youth, and so continues his march to maturity.

The guiding hand of the father is absent in our latter-day heroes,
and so is the clarity about the ultimate triumph of the hero in re-
sponsible manhood. Instead, the dilemma (and humor) lies in the
fact that these modern heroes are so poorly prepared for fatherhood.
Alternatively, they resist the transition to adult responsibility, seek to
win their children’s love through obsessive gift-giving, or simply find
it difficult to play the role of the grown-up in caring for the child. No
Judge Hardys here, not even in the making!

Looking today at the Hardy movies, we are amused by their ap-
parent naiveté or even dishonesty. We see immediately that Andy is
an invention of adults, absurd in his innocence and obedience, even
in the setting of late-1930s small-town America and the movie theater
audiences of that era. Andy certainly reassured parents who saw their
own offspring drift into a world of bobby socks and swing music and
even gain freedom in the uncharted world of cheap old jalopies and
high school dances. Andy’s antics in his own innocent and charming
world of cars and proms told fretful adults that their kids would turn
out all right. Today, most parents would find that concern naive or
quaint and, even more, the portrayal of Andy’s adventures as ideal-
ized and improbable. Since the 1950s, Americans (or at least Holly-
wood producers) have demanded greater “realism” in how the mov-
ies portray family life. Perhaps, the teens in Rebel Without a Cause
(1955) were really more true to life. Probably fewer parents today re-
ally expect their offspring to be Andys, and I doubt that any teenage
boy today would find Andy to be anything but ridiculous and utterly
uncool. The old models of father and son have gone.

As “phony” as the Hardy series was, audiences in the 1930s saw
the Judge as an ideal modern father. Even if exaggerated in his stature
and steadiness, the Judge was not an old-fashioned patriarch, distant
or self-centered. Rather, he was a “modern” reassuring presence, a fa-
ther who knew the difference between little and big things. As impor-
tant, Andy was the ideal son on his way to manhood. Despite Andy’s
bluster, he was not a rebel or smart-ass. Although he was more up-
to-date than his dad in his know-how of cars and ham radios, he was
still a boy fumbling his way into responsibility, a mature perspective,
and a true and certain future. Today we have rebelled against both of
these idealized roles without replacing them with new ideals, and this
says a lot about why we have boy-men today.
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To make sense of the appeal (and ultimate rejection) of the model
of growing up in Andy and maturity in the Judge, we need to delve a
bit deeper into their respective parts. Behind the assured but gentle
fagade, Judge Hardy was actually a role full of ambiguity and con-
tradiction. The Judge certainly reflected the traditional authority of
fathers, especially successful middle-class fathers, who took advan-
tage of their accumulated wealth, a legacy of deference to male family
heads, and access to law and public resources to make major decisions
affecting their wives and children. But for over a century that author-
ity had been in decline even while the financial power of fathers over
the family may have increased. In the nineteenth century, many men
abandoned the home-based family farm, store, or craft shop for sala-
ried jobs in factories and offices, making the father’s role primarily
that of the breadwinner. As he left each morning, not to return for
ten or more hours, wives and mothers became the effective heads of
households in their nurturing and physical caring roles. Gone was
hands-on fathering in everything from early child care and discipline
to character building and job training of (especially) male offspring.
Whatever parental roles were not assumed by women were taken over
by public education, impersonal forms of child labor, and eventually
youth organizations like the scouts. The historian Stephen Frank ar-
gues that fatherhood in the nineteenth century shifted from direct
and daily male authority to a more institutional patriarchy, built on
the father’s near monopoly of household earnings. His need to play a
formal, distant role was reinforced by the demands of the man’s world
of career-ladder climbing, hard-working self-control, and dark-suit-
wearing sobriety (at least in the middle class). Sons learned how to
become men less from the father in the home than by separating from
parent and home in schools and sports, anticipating the public roles
that they would play as adults. Men found comradeship, escape, and a
confirmation of male superiority in a separate world of clubs, taverns,
and, especially, fraternal organizations. This conformed, of course,
with what the westerns taught both men and boys. A man’s world was
a world largely without women and families.”

To be sure, some middle-class Victorian fathers replaced their
old day-to-day authority in the home with a new, more playful role as
“daddy” When free from work at home, especially on rare holidays,
these fathers enjoyed frolicking with their young children. This is an
image that is romanticized in Dickens’s image of Bob Cratchit and
his family in A Christmas Carol. By cultivating a sentimental view of
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parenting, middle-class fathers could separate themselves from the
working-class men who continued to send their offspring oft to work
at a tender age. Still, fathers inevitably became more distant from
their families in the century before Judge Hardy.

In the years after World War II, Americans mostly treated this loss
as natural, and even with bemusement. The longest running (nonmu-
sical) Broadway play up to its time, Life with Father, was based on a
memoir about a boy growing up in the New York City household of
Clarence Day in the 1880s. It was made into a hit movie in 1947 with
William Powell in the lead. The story celebrates a lost world of Vic-
torian patriarchy, even as it recognizes signs of its inevitable decline.
Audiences took delight in the elder Day’s dated self-assurance. When
the author/son of the memoir said he wanted to grow up to be a cow-
boy, his father simply said: “No I didn’t. He said I might as well be a
tramp.” His provider’s role gave him privileges (a well-cooked steak
and the ability to force his boys to learn musical instruments while
he was away, for example). Still, the mother and kids got around the
father’s wishes, and, despite a committed disdain for religion, he ulti-
mately submits to being baptized on the demand of his wife.?

This was an appealing image of the patriarch in 1947, even if ev-
eryone knew Day’s Victorian values were no more. They knew, too,
that the provider’s role had a tragic face. Willy Loman’s failure in the
play Death of a Salesman (1949) is the most obvious example of this.
For years before, Americans had realized that the provider father was
not an easy part to play, and everyone knew that the personal and
direct authority of fathers had eroded. By the 1920s the role of the
father was so undermined that sociologists and moralists (at this time
often the same people) called for a renewal of the fatherly role. Ernest
Mowrer, Ernest Burgess, and, after World War II, O. S. English led this
charge. Few had hopes of “returning” to the preindustrial father (long
hours away from home made this impossible). Still, these authori-
ties admonished men to pay attention to their offspring. “Modern”
men were to become male role models for sons to protect them from
feminization by excessive mothering at home. As Freudian thought
spread, psychologists insisted also that fathers serve as “love” objects
to their daughters (to give them an ideal to look forward to in future
marriage choices). According to these experts, modern fathers were
to be pals to their children, at least, in the hope of understanding
them and gaining their confidence. In playful settings, fathers could
also pass down virtues that no longer were learned in milking cows or
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shoeing horses. “What better way,” noted historian Robert Griswold,
for children “to learn patience, control, courage, and humility than at
the end of a fishing pole?”*

Samuel Drury, writing in 1930 to the “man who wants to be a
better father,” recognized that women, not men, are “the heaviest in-
vestor in the family concern” The dad had been relegated to the role
of “chancellor of the exchequer, curator of grounds and buildings,
or ... big policeman.” Yet, for Drury and his generation, the father
still had to resemble figures like Judge Hardy. In a book devoted to
bridging the gap between fathers and sons, he insisted that “the nat-
ural barriers that divide the generations will stand. They should, for
they produce respect for middle life and the veneration for old age.
A father is not getting close to his son by disregarding the facts of
age or the prestige of parenthood.” But, because the father no longer
worked with or trained his son, he had a special need to get to know
his boy’s interests and aspirations in and through the child’s own
world of play and sport. The goal was not for the father to regress
into a sharing of the joys of boyhood with his son, but to “use” play
to teach “sportsmanship.” The key for Drury was to understand that
the child is important “not for what it is, or does, or thinks, but for
what it may be, and achieve and decide tomorrow” And the father
was to get the boy there.*

These ideals hardly changed the fact that fathers remained pri-
marily providers, without the time or presence to shape their sons in
the way that Drury advocated. And as families became increasingly
dependent on the market for food and wedded to an escalating cul-
ture of consumption, with its cars, fashions, and plug-in appliances,
the father had little choice but to spend long hours away from the
home earning the money that made the consuming family possible.
Thus, fathers, according to Griswold, became curious figures, “com-
bination playmates and bankers” to the kids. Given the fact that they
often had more time and even talent at serving the role of provider
than the pal, it should be unsurprising that nine-year-old children
favored mothers over fathers by 72 percent to 12 percent in a 1936 sur-
vey.” It seems that the Judge was admired, respected, but not loved in
the way that Mrs. Hardy was.

All this puts Judge Hardy in a special light. What made him an at-
tractive character was that he was a model, doing what was so difficult
to do in real life. He portrayed a modern father who guided rather
than dictated, who wondered at but still accepted the new. Most of all,
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his ability to understand his son’s longings, balanced by a perspective
from the past, gave him the tools to gently lead the impetuous Andy
toward a responsible future.

At the same time as most Americans (especially the middle class)
glorified the father in all his modern ambiguity, respectable society
disdained the self-centered playboy bachelor. Even more, it mocked
the incompetent and weak working-class father who could neither
lead nor provide for his family. American popular culture has long
ridiculed the bumbling father (contrasted with the savvy mother and
children). Through comedy, the buffoon dad reaffirmed the moral
superiority of the middle class and its familial ideal. George McMa-
nus’s 1904 comic strip The Newlyweds paired a doting but incompe-
tent father with an all-knowing and ever-tolerant mother who tried
to raise a willful and somehow “wise” Baby Snookums. This was but
the first in a long parade of bumbling dads featured in such comic
strips as Bringing up Father, The Nebbs, The Gumps, and Blondie. They
were followed on radio and TV with Fibber McGee and Molly, The
Life of Riley, The Flintstones, and, more recently, The Simpsons. Often
the dads are working-class or insecure ethnic strivers. A lot of these
comic situations revolved around the blustering would-be patriarch
who thinks he knows how to make a fortune (or diaper a baby) but
makes a fool of himself instead. Tellingly, the father is inept in both
the modern worlds of work and family and has yet to learn how to
adapt to change. This is no surprise because middle-class culture has
long identified the failure to be either a good provider or to adapt to
modernity (including new family roles) with the working classes and
their presumed inferiority. Even more, the bumbling dad breaks from
the “norm” because he is really a child with the emotional, narcissis-
tic, unrestrained characteristics of a boy. This means his family has
to assume the responsibility of “bringing up Father” The so-called
natural (i.e., middle-class) pattern was the opposite, fathers bringing
up children in all of the ambiguity of that task. These exceptions em-
phatically prove the rule.’

If the Judge represented the mature male and father in the 1930s,
Andy was part of a long tradition of plucky lads and sons on their way
to responsible manhood. For decades before, American boys had read
stories of youngsters rising from rags (or at least from jobs as office
boys) to riches (beginning with Horatio Alger’s Ragged Dick of 1867).
By 1906, Edward Stratemeyer, Alger’s protégé, mass-produced boys’
books, offering tales of character-forming challenges to the ultimate
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goal of growing up. Stratemeyer’s writers churned out the adventures
of the Rover Boys (first appearing in 1899), the Bobbsey Twins (1903),
Tom Swift (1910), the Hardy Boys (1927), and finally, almost as an af-
terthought, for girls the Nancy Drew mysteries (1930). His Tom Swift
was a typical character in the genre: this unflappable teenager was the
son of an inventor from upstate New York who followed his elder’s
path by exploring the modern world of technology and travel. Tom
entranced his young readers with his detailed accounts of building
and using motorcycles, motor boats, airships, televisions, and other
new devices. He offered them the fantasy of freedom from the con-
straints and boredom of small-town family life and school. At the
same time, his extraordinary adventures never led him too far or too
long from home, parents, and preparation for future success. In fact,
he grew up to be like his parents: Tom Swift married the girl next
door and had a son, Tom Swift Jr., who continued the series into the
1960s.” Just as we would expect of Andy.

In the first half of the twentieth century, this goody-two-shoes
ideal was reaffirmed in boy’s magazines like the Youths Companion
and St. Nicholas. They featured stories about the world and the men,
be they inventors, explorers, sports heroes, businessmen, or states-
men, who were changing and conquering the world.”® George Bai-
ley, the hero of Its a Wonderful Life, the perennial favorite Christmas
film first released in 1947, would certainly have read these stories and
magazines. He longed to escape Bedford Falls and become an engi-
neer but instead agreed to take over his father’s “broken down” build-
ing and loan company. He was a perfect Tom Swift.

Hero worship, adventure, and fascination with technology were
part of the quest for manhood early in the twentieth century. The
toy maker Albert C. Gilbert (1884-1961), inventor of the Erector Set
in 1913, sold a heroic dream along with his playsets of metal strips
bolted together to form miniature railroad and industrial equipment.
Through his promotions of the erector and science sets, he offered
boys a model of manly achievement as well as boyish adventure in
stories about his own life. A Tom Swift in the flesh, Gilbert was both
a descendant of a governor of the New Haven Colony and a child of
the frontier (born in Oregon with part of his youth spent in Idaho).
Gilbert was educated at Yale but he also was a champion pole-vaulter
and an Olympian in 1908. While he earned a medical degree, in-
stead of becoming a physician he manufactured magical tricks for
boys. By 1913, he empowered boys with the promise of growing up
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while playing with his construction toys, chemistry sets, and electric
trains.” Gilbert’s “Books for Real Boys” were juvenile versions of the
“how-to” articles that filled the pages of Popular Science and Popu-
lar Mechanics, which attracted adult males.*” Again, this was George
Bailey’s boyhood dream of adventure and building bridges far away
from Bedford Falls.

So powerful were these images that they could be the model even
for the boyhood of disadvantage. In the same year as Andy Hardy
Finds Love, Mickey Rooney appeared in Boys Town (1938) as Whitey
Marsh, a fatherless teen street tough saved from a life of crime and
prison by a substitute Judge Hardy, Father Flanagan. And if the stories
of gang boys (the Dead End Kids and the Bowery Boys, e.g.) did not
always have a savior father, these street urchins still found redemp-
tion when they had a “chance” to show their worth. Typical was the
Dead End Kids title Angels with Dirty Faces. Redemption in maturity
could come to all.

Fathers Knowing Best in 1950s-1960s TV

The amusing stories of the Judge’s assuring counsel and Andy’s clumsy
efforts to be the big man on campus prefigured the “cuteness” of the
1950s TV situation comedy. Of course, sitcoms were not all about
such themes, quite the opposite, especially in the early years of
TV. In fact, the genre was first developed for radio in the comedy of
errors Amos and Andy (1928). This popular program featured black
men (played by whites) struggling to make a living with their rick-
ety Fresh Air Taxi cabs and the often self-imposed predicaments of
Amos, Andy, and their scheming friend, Kingfish. I saw the TV ver-
sion (with black actors that lasted only briefly in the early 1950s) in
reruns in the early 1960s. Although long noted for its racist stereo-
types, the program’s emphasis upon the bumbling male, marred by
a childish lack of emotional self-control and an overwhelming self-
centeredness, would shape other sitcoms featuring ethnic or working-
class characters.* The Life of Riley (also a migrant from radio to TV)
focused on Chester A. Riley, originally from Flatbush but after the
war a well-paid assembly-line worker at an airplane factory near Los
Angeles. He was the classic working-class guy, now a comfortable
new suburbanite but limited by education and culture in coping with
the modern demands of family. Each week Chester showed another
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way to screw up. He jumps to the false conclusion that his wife was
having a nervous breakdown, meddles in his adult daughter’s plans
to buy a house, gets mixed up with crooks who offer him cheap gifts
for friends back home while he is on vacation, and interferes with
his son’s goals by trying to get him on the high school football team.
Regularly Chester is reduced to blurting out his trademark lament,
“What a revoltin’ development this is!” Chester succumbs over and
over to his emotional immaturity and to the schemes of his coworker
Gillis and neighbor Dudley. His wife, Peg, and his two children, Babs
and Junior, are his long-suffering victims. Junior in high school is stu-
dious, athletic, cool, and collected and has plenty of opportunity to
say “Oh, brother” when Chester messes up or makes a big deal out of
nothing. Chester Riley and his son are mirror opposites of the Judge
and Andy. In fact, that is the comedic point. The role reversal of the
incompetent/immature father and capable/emotionally stable child
is a not-too-subtle put-down of the working-class or ethnic man who
proves, in both his parental inadequacies and his professional failures
to be the inferior of the middle-class male WASP.**

Even the early middle-class sitcom Trouble with Father, which
featured Stu Erwin as the principal of Hamilton High, usually re-
volved around the trouble Erwin gets himself and his family into (like
his effort to make his own dishwasher to save money or his attempt
to spice up the high school newspaper by ghostwriting a gossip col-
umn).” As in the well-known sitcom The Honeymooners, adult men
were the butt of the joke. Of course, there was the popular I Love
Lucy (1951-1957) as well as the nearly forgotten Life with Elizabeth
(1952-1955) and the George Burns and Gracie Allen Show (1950-1958)
that featured women in the fool’s role. Gracie Allen’s harebrained an-
tics drove the Burns and Allen duo as George Burns stood aside from
the action and gave bemused knowing comments. Neither theme
contributed much to the “respect” of fathers or mothers, as many la-
mented at the time. But comedy in America mostly came from the
antiauthoritarian traditions of the comic strip and vaudeville. Among
the more popular stars of early TV shows was Milton Berle (on TV
from 1948 to 1956), whose bawdy humor included cross-dressing.
Similar, though somewhat less brash, were Sid Caesar, Jack Benny,
and Jackie Gleason.*

Soon, however, a more family- and middle-class-friendly com-
edy would begin to push the bumbling father and ditsy wife (as well
as bar-room humor) aside. A new kind of domestic sitcom emerged
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by the mid-1950s, shifting the joke from the adult to the child, cute
if continually confused and in need of the bemused and gentle guid-
ance of parents, especially the dad. We see the arrival of wholesome,
middle-class scenes—white picket fences, column-framed front
doors, small-town neighbors, and ideal families—in The Adventures
of Ozzie and Harriet, Father Knows Best, The Donna Reed Show, and
Leave It to Beaver, all appearing between 1952 and 1966. Ethnic hu-
mor, even in the loveable Goldbergs, which played on radio and TV
between 1929 and 1956, became passé. In the 1950s, network execu-
tives believed that Americans wanted to see happy, wholesome sub-
urbanites, what many took as their future, not their pasts. Even the
urbane and sophisticated New York Times praised Father Knows Best
in 1955 for “restoring parental prestige on TV.*

While the whole thing was a bit alien to me (being a part of the still
unusual world of the single-parent family), I certainly watched these
shows and found them not only entertaining but models of family
life, especially of the good dad. Maybe they were escapist and unreal-
istic, showing fathers who never seemed to work or at least had more
time to get involved with the family than most fathers actually had.
Perhaps journalist David Halberstam’s portrayal of Ozzie and Harriet
as “living in a wonderfully antiseptic world of idealized homes in an
idealized unflawed America” is fair. It is obvious that this show tried
to ease anxious parents into accepting their teenagers’ new world of
rock, wild dancing, and longer hair. As their impish younger son Rick
(referred to in the early 1950s as the “irrepressible” Ricky) gradually
deepened his voice and grew tall and good-looking and interested in
girls, he became suave and cool and yet always the respectful gentle-
man. He was certainly a good model for the grey suit or even the
colorful blazer in the collegiate clothing ads in Esquire. In perhaps the
best known episode of the program, aired in 1957, Rick’s rock career
is launched when he is allowed to sit in with the swing band at his
parent’s country club dance. After he sings his rock song, he happily
joins his parents (who in real life had met in Ozzie’s dance band in
the early 1930s) in harmonizing on “My Gal Sal.” In this brilliant piece
of generational reconciliation, the mixed-aged TV audience learned
that there was nothing to fear in the teens despite news of the racially
and sexually charged singing of Elvis and Little Richard.*

But looking back, I wonder if these shows didn’t offer more than
escape and comfort to anxious Americans of the 1950s. First, listening
to the early radio versions of Father Knows Best (aired from 1949 to
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1953) and then watching the TV version (shown from 1954 to 1963),
was surprised by the differences. While the only actor that appeared
in both versions, Robert Young, played the father, the fictional char-
acters were the same: parents Jim and Margaret Anderson and the
children, Betty, an older teen; Bud, about fifteen; and Kathy, the baby
of about nine or ten. But the stories changed. In the earlier radio ver-
sion, episodes certainly were built around some cute “dilemma” of
one of the kids (Bud quitting school or clumsily attempting to date a
girl or Betty’s demanding to be treated as an adult or her infatuation
with an over-aged crooner). Still, the radio version of Jim was often
anything but the father who knew best. He tried some “clever” par-
enting tricks (like letting Bud “quit” school and work for him around
the house or letting Betty dress as she pleased), but all these back-
fired. Frequently, he blustered about how when he was a child “we
were told to respect our elders” Comedic scenes were made of his
incompetence at fixing a clock.”

Yet, when the show went to TV, things changed. The stories were
still built around the foibles and immaturity of the kids: Betty’s over-
bearing confidence and snobbery, Bud’s lack of direction and his
wisecracks, and Kathy’s anxieties about being the baby of the fam-
ily, for example. But father really came to know best (most of the
time). When Bud wants to buy an outboard boat motor instead of
apply himself at school, Jim warns that by getting low grades “you’re
throwing away your future” He even teaches Bud why his sisters and
mother want to reenact the wedding vows of Bud’s parents. But his
most common advice was for the kids to be themselves and that he
and his wife should trust them. When Betty starts dating a “fast”
boy, Jim says to a worried Margaret, “we can’t keep her in a glass
case.” Even when the parents drag Betty to “State” to show her where
they went (and presumably Betty should go) to college, Jim eventu-
ally sees that “something is very wrong” He lets his daughter make
up her own mind about college when an old professor reads back to
him an essay he wrote there twenty years earlier: “education should
lead students down new paths”” If father knew best, he seems to have
learned it from progressive childrearing experts like Benjamin Spock,
who insisted parents should trust their children and give them sup-
port and, where necessary, structure. Over and over, the kids solve
their own problems: Betty learns not to project her needs on her baby
sister when she is Kathy’s summer camp counselor. And both Betty
and Bud realize that they don’t have to conform to the make-out
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culture even if they found it in romantic novels. Most of all, Jim
doesn’t have to lord over them, because the children were brought
up with wonderful models in the mature love of their parents. As Jim
watches Bud wait for the return of his lost homing pigeon, he and
Margaret fret about Betty moving into an apartment before she is
ready to leave home. While Jim reassures a worried Bud, he also tells
Margaret that they must “gamble on [Betty’s] common sense,” “trust
her,” and wait for the return of both the pigeon and Betty. While
issues of growing up and mutual understanding prevail, some epi-
sodes went beyond the home to acts of charity for those not blessed
with the Anderson household. The family takes in a boy who, it turns
out, is homeless and shows respect for an old, broken-down teacher
by holding a “banquet” for him. Corny, yes, but doubtless also re-
assuring and even educational to the millions of families who watched
it." Jim Anderson was not the all-knowing patriarch. Instead, he was
the model of a confident but also permissive parent whose maturity
rather than childish insecurity or indifference allowed him to “trust”
his kids.

The theme of the nurturing, permissive dad ran through the sit-
coms of the late 1950s. On the Donna Reed Show, the husband Alex
Stone was a pediatrician who worked out of the home. He had a very
gentle touch (helping his daughter cope with her crush on rock star
Buzz Berry or gently encouraging Donna to moderate her permis-
siveness with the kids after she gave a dogmatic speech to the PTA
about trusting the child).* Ozzie Nelson made a career out of playing
the role of the easy-going dad in the long-running Adventures of Ozzie
and Harriet. He occasionally slips into nostalgia for the good old days
or complains about the loss of patriarchal authority in the home but
soon shrugs this off. As historian James Gilbert notes, Ozzie oftered
the World War II generation a model for coping with the new world
of child-focused families and assertive wives (at least in the home).
Ozzie is helped in this task by a relaxed and indulgent wife and amaz-
ingly “normal” sons, David and Rick. When Ozzie thinks that David
is going to elope with a girl, he backs down and says, “It will prob-
ably all turn out for the best,” as it, of course, does when the parents
find out that it was all a misunderstanding. It is amazing that this
show lasted on TV from 1952 to 1966. It was slow paced, uneventful,
and predictable. But the secret of its success was its seeming banality.
When kids were young, they were cute; as they grew up, their prob-
lems were not so bad; and most of all, parents, especially dads, did
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best when they adjusted to their loss of authority and importance in
the whole process.™

A slight variation was My Three Sons, built around the mild-
mannered engineer and widower Steve Douglas, played by the ag-
ing movie star Fred MacMurray. His three sons (ranging from cute
kid, Chip, to the middle child, Robbie, and the cool teen, Mike) were
cared for by a mother substitute, a grandfatherly cook. He was brash,
traditional, and hostile, for example, to sex education, but oddly ma-
ternal and protective, especially when a woman entered the house
and threatened his domestic authority. The first cook, Bud, played
by William Frawley (1960-1964), and then the former sailor Char-
lie, played by William Demarest (1965-1972), with their gruff ways
and emotional responses to crises, are oddly reminiscent of the west-
ern sidekicks like Gabby Hayes. Their function was comic relief, of
course, but they also served as a foil to the calm father figure. Steve
Douglas intervened only to gently serve as the conscience of the boys,
reminding Mike, for example, “you just gave your word” to sing for
Charlie in one episode, or to mediate conflicts between the boys, with
the observation that life is an “endless series of slight adjustments.”'
As with the other sitcom dads, Steve was the model of the calm, toler-
ant, but self-assured grown-up.

Not all fathers in fantasy or fact coped so well. Certainly Riley
didn’t, but he was invented before this became popular or required.
Another exception was Danny Thomas on Make Room for Daddy
(1953-1965) who played a Lebanese nightclub performer living in a
New York apartment with his wife and three kids (Terry, Rusty, and
Linda). This scenario certainly didn't fit the suburban/small-town
mold of the Andersons, but Danny’s family problems were similar.
Still, Danny wasn't a permissive dad, and that was half the comedy
of the show. He lost control, and that got him into trouble. In one
episode, Danny gets rid of a boy interested in his teenage daughter
Terry only to “drive” her into an infatuation with his colleague, the
obviously much older Dean Martin. Yet behind his gruffness and tra-
ditionalism was commonsense parenting. He yells at Terry when she
begins to hang out with an urbane friend, “a Junior League Vampire,”
as he called her, and when Terry starts wearing tight dresses and go-
ing to restaurants with her friend. Yet, despite the fact that Danny
wants to keep his daughter like a “kangaroo in the pouch,” it turns
out that the worldly girl with the permissive jet-setting parents really
longs for the protection and love of a family like Danny’s. In the end,
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Danny’s way was the right way. In another episode, after Danny tries
to give up his yelling and controlling ways (on advice from his doc-
tor), his family wants the old Danny back because that is who he is
and how he loves them. Perhaps life with “Daddy” would be simpler
and easier if Danny was a modern father, but he is caring in his own
way, and that is all that matters.”

Of course, not all the sitcoms of the 1950s were about families and
the perils and promises of parenting. The Bob Cummings Show, fea-
turing a bachelor photographer in his thirties, was about the “wolf,”
who used his job to chase pretty women. Although there is a lot of
sexual innuendo with talk of “built” girls and “it's what’s up front that
counts,” compared to the grossness of contemporary sitcoms like Two
and a Half Men, Bob Cummings was pretty mild. Most interesting, the
joke was frequently Bob’s frustration at getting the girl rather than a
mockery of the family man. And Bob shows care for the upbringing
of his teenage nephew, with whom he shares a house, along with his
widowed sister, who is always trying to get Bob to “settle down.” Of
course, while Bob loves his home life with his sister (and opposes sell-
ing the house in one episode), he just can't give up his freedom even
when that freedom is often his worst enemy. As in a lot of comedy,
Cummings was the exception that proved the rule. He represents the
decadence of the Los Angeles playboy that confirms the virtue of the
middle-American father.”

The key to good fathering, however, was not just being a calm
and supportive presence but recognizing the needs and “stages” of
the child’s growing up. That theme ran through all the family sitcoms:
from Kathy’s childish preoccupations and Betty’s obsessions with sta-
tus and boys in Father Knows Best to Rusty’s resistance to playing with
his little sister and anxiety about becoming the quarterback on the
football team in Make Room for Daddy, the joke often took the form
of a bemused tolerance for immaturity, recognizing it for what it was.
These shows were “cute,” and, while this appealed especially to women,
there was also a link between the cute child and the model father.

Certainly the best example of this was Dennis the Menace (first
appearing in 1951 as a comic strip). Dennis was the culmination of
decades of evolution in the image of the impish boy as the naughty,
even malicious child, becomes progressively the innocent but cu-
rious “cutie” The Katzenjammer Kids (appearing at the beginning
of comic strips in 1897) featured two boys who tormented adults
(Mama, the Captain, and the school Inspector) with pranks. Al-
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though the adults sometimes got even and often thrashed the boys,
the Kids never learned any lesson, and the war between the genera-
tions just went on week by week. While part of an antiauthoritarian,
even anarchic tradition of popular comedy, this was still a pretty
rough way of seeing kids and, to accommodate more middle-class
tastes, successful cartoonists gradually toned it down. In Buster
Brown, a hit comic strip figure in 1902, a mischievous lad tormented
his dog and played tricks on his mother and others, which usually
led to a spanking. But unlike the Katzenjammer Kids, Buster ended
most strips with a little speech usually admitting the errors of his
ways. For the early twentieth century, he was the very image of the
“cute” boy. Others followed, such as Skippy, a popular comic strip
by Percy Crosby that appeared between 1926 and 1945. Although he
used his slingshot on other boys in the library, Skippy lacked the
Katzenjammer Kids™ nastiness and tried to be good, even though
like all real boys he failed much of the time. And he isn’t punished.
H. A. Rey’s storybook figure, Curious George (1940) completes the
transition. George, a monkey, is really a boy, and the Man in the
Yellow Hat is really his father, as every four-year-old for more than
a half century instinctively knew when read Curious George stories
before bedtime. There is not a hint of malice in the erring George.
He is merely “curious” when he gets into trouble by releasing ani-
mals at the circus, for example. All this makes him “cute” And, as
important, the “father” is no longer judgmental.*

Hank Ketcham’s Dennis the Menace of a decade later is merely
the culmination of this trend. Dennis is never punished because he
really isn’t at fault. All the trouble he gets into results from his natural
curiosity, imagination, and, especially, unconscious honesty. Often it
is only the adult’s fussiness (as in the encounters with the neighbor,
the overwrought Mr. Wilson) that gets him into trouble. In the TV
version (1959-1963), Dennis is forever upsetting domestic tranquil-
ity as, for example, when he “helps” Mr. Wilson wash his dog and
accidentally squirts him with a garden hose. Dennis, of course, is en-
tirely innocent. He is only being a “boy” when he refuses to play with
Margaret because he knows that she “can’t play catch” and complains
that “before you know it, we're playing house” Dennis doesn't under-
stand the often absurd and fussy ways of adulthood and innocently
wreaks havoc when he gives the neighborhood spinster a valentine
that she thinks came from a confirmed bachelor, setting off a pre-
dictable comedy of errors. Moreover, because of his naiveté, he can
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speak the truth that adults cannot say. While his dad shares his son’s
dislike for liver, Dennis will speak his mind when his dad can’t. There
is a curious bonding between dad and Dennis in sharing boyish likes
and dislikes that adds to the cuteness of the series.” The war between
generations is reduced to the adults’ bemused tolerance of the spunky
child, fumbling through growing up, but also sometimes wise or at
least honest in his naiveté.

Surely the crown jewel of the family sitcom is Leave It to Beaver
(1959-1963). The father, Ward Cleaver, is the epitome of the modern
dad: he is understanding and wary of following in the harsh and un-
feeling footsteps of his own father, forever calling to mind the stresses
(and pleasures) of his own youth and willing to see the world from his
sons viewpoint. Naturally, Ward and his wife June are frequently be-
mused by the antics and anxieties of their boys, Wally and the young
Beaver. The joke is forever on the child, learning by trial and error the
ways of growing up. Despite his sometimes stern “man to man” talks
with Beaver in his book-lined study because of some transgression,
the only real sin is when Beaver doesn't tell the truth. Far from being
traditional and patriarchal, these fathers who “knew best” were really
permissive and progressive, tolerant bemused guides of children who
would doubtless find their way.*®

1950s Fathers in Confusion

My generation later rejected and mocked these stories, but I see now
that often behind the all-too-perfect families and sometimes corny
moralisms were attempts to grapple with some of the real issues of
the era. These 1950s stories tell us that what Americans expected from
the “perfect” dad and the well-raised child had changed between the
Hardys and Dennis the Menace. The Judge was certainly quicker with
advice and Andy was faster to take it than was true even with the “pa-
triarchal” Jim Anderson and the good boy Bud. Probably Dennis’s dad
in the 1960s would have been more permissive than the Judge in cop-
ing with a teenage Dennis (who doubtless would have been more cool
than goody-two-shoes). More important, however, even if in the 1950s
fathers still knew best and sons recognized this fact (at least on TV),
there was already confusion, and that showed up in the sitcoms. The
World War II generation of young men faced a new dilemma. They
had to cope with both the continued erosion of patriarchal authority
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and the new expectation that they become playmates to their chil-
dren. This was reflected in the family sitcom. Its images of manhood
and good fathering were not merely models of behavior but, through
their comedy and pathos, provided solace and therapy to men who
faced the difficulties of living up to these confusing standards.

Both fathers and sons had become problematic. The “problem” of
the father was certainly not new to the postwar years, but it became
much more prominent because of the father’s absence during the war.
Again and again, popular magazines and childrearing experts asked
how children would adapt to the disappearance of the father’s disci-
pline and role modeling. Of even more concern was how children
(and mothers) would react to his return. Fathers were warned to ex-
pect young children to be distant at first. A childrens picture book
addressed this problem by encouraging the youngster to prepare
elaborately for dad’s return. And fathers were told to expect a long
adjustment to living again with the stresses of family life. As Ben-
jamin Spock observed, “the poor father is the complete outsider . ..
feeling useless and miserable” in the festival of baby birthing after
the war.”

The postwar years seemed to pose special problems for fathers.
Observers expected a boom of births as couples renewed their affec-
tions and made up for lost time in filling long-empty or half-filled
nests. Indeed, in 1946, 2.2 million couples married, a record for thir-
ty-three years, and 3.4 million babies were born, a fifth more than
in 1945, the last year of the war. Psychologists and educators hoped
that a renewal of family life that had been long neglected during the
war and the Depression would launch a modern and presumably bet-
ter society in which fathers (as well as mothers) learned how to be
better parents, rearing better “adjusted” children. Still others looked
to “restore” the authority of the male provider after the traumas of
the previous twenty years. The underlying question shared by many
was, what roles would men play in this new and expanded world of
parenting? All this heightened an abiding anxiety that fathers had
been edged out of the childrearing enterprise. Since at least the 1920s,
manuals and magazines devoted to child rearing had become holy
Scripture to many American mothers. The physicians and psycholo-
gists who wrote them quite consciously encouraged mothers to be-
come their agents in the home, sometimes driving a wedge between
husband and wife in the process. Not surprisingly, as the popular
press noted, some men felt that the smothering mother left the father
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with “no effective emotional authority” in the home, and this led to
“child centered anarchy” which allowed the young to “grow up in an
envelope of mush.”*®

The overprotective mother was a threat to the well-being of the
child (a theory reinforced with the popularity of the Freudian oe-
dipal complex at the time). The only solution was to get the dad
back into the game of child rearing. But how? He was seldom at
home, and when he was, what relevance did he have? All of his tra-
ditional roles had been taken away, or so it seemed. The only thing
left was something relatively new: play and spending. Father-child
leisure activities substituted for the bonding and educational func-
tion of work and job training, while consumption gave fathers sta-
tus and affection as providers of wonder and happiness to children.
As Robert Griswold notes, postwar fathers also adapted to a more
playful form of child rearing (especially with the very young) to
“fill the void” of dull and frustrating jobs and marriages. Father-
hood increasingly became a form of recreation rather than work. It
isn’t surprising then that in a 1957 survey, 63 percent of fathers were
positive about parenting as compared to only 54 percent of often
overworked mothers.”

Still, the leap from the “serious” role of fathers on the job to their
“unimportant” role in a home of children troubled many, and not
only the traditionalists. Frank Gilbreth Jr’s remembrance of his 1920s
upbringing by his father, a famous efficiency manager (recalled in
the 1948 book and later film Cheaper by the Dozen), was an attempt
to bridge the gap. This self-confident father of twelve brought home
his expertise in industrial efficiency: “it was just about impossible to
tell where his scientific management company ended and his family
life began” Indeed, he viewed his home and family as a laboratory to
try out new ideas, keeping his children on their toes, forcing them to
learn Esperanto and Morse code during vacations, and using meals to
teach manners. Still, he shared “recreation” with his children, enjoyed
their skits (even when they poked fun at him), and willingly accepted
the democracy of family councils. Although enchanting and amus-
ing to many, the Gilbreth approach was, to say the least, an improb-
able model. It was hardly adaptable to the postwar family. Gilbreth
was too much the authoritarian, and he would have had nothing but
scorn for those “expressive values”—advanced by the new child psy-
chologists—that were supposed to make children autonomous and
creative. His idea of transferring the engineer’s values to the home
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was entirely out of tune with the nurturing, playful domestic environ-
ment that postwar Americans expected.®

This curious nostalgia for an earlier mode of fathering pointed
to a much larger problem—the ambiguity and confusion about what
fathers were to do in the postwar home and, even more, about what
it meant to grow up male. The common but confusing alternative to
Gilbreth’s eccentric tradition was permissive parenting, inviting the
father to play the pal. Parents’ Magazine in 1945 told fathers to make
themselves “acceptable” to their offspring. To win their hearts, you
must “keep yourself huggable” and be kind and gentle if you expect
your children to be also. “Be the one to think up the nice things to do”
Don't yell at your son in front of “his gang”; instead, treat him with
the “respect” bestowed on a “business associate” to foster “comrade-
ship” Hygeia asked fathers not to toughen up their boys and instead
let them set the agenda for play and warned that love and respect for
the modern father came not from his asserting authority but from his
“pleasurable contacts with his children

In an article published in 1950 called “Pals Forever,” Parents’
Magazine recalls how a father made his six-year-old son into a “good
friend and companion” by joining the YMCA’s Father and Son Indian
Guides (started in 1925), which organized dads and boys into “In-
dian” tribes. The father was Black Hawk and the son Grey Hawk (like
the father and son suits). Decisions to take hikes or go to ball games
were made by equal vote of parents and kids. Fathers, the article con-
cludes, should not wait until their boys were adults to relate to them.
Instead, fathers had to get down to their level to establish a relation-
ship early or not expect one at all. All this could be seen as instru-
mental, as it often was—an alternative way of establishing parental
authority through playful father-child bonding. Yet, Marion Faegre’s
manual Children Are Our Teachers of 1953 insisted that we should un-
derstand our children as “a source of enrichment and knowledge,”
not, as claimed by Samuel Drury in 1930, merely potential adults.®*

Making dad into a “pal” was part of a broader progressive agenda
based on parental “teamwork” No longer were mothers to turn fa-
thers into bogeymen who could be used to threaten the kids with
punishment (“wait until your father comes home”), but both were
to adapt similar disciplinary styles. The family was to be a “coop-
erative democracy” where both parents would share physical care,
discipline, the planning of recreation and education, and manage-
ment of the household budget. Faegre’s childrearing manual offered
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advice, perspective, and workshop activities to help prepare parents
for their modern roles. Employing the latest trends in psychology,
Faegre stressed that couples needed to be aware of their own val-
ues and expectations from their family backgrounds (advice Ward
Cleaver surely took). They should discard dysfunctional behaviors,
be conscious of and adapt to their children’s personalities and play
patterns, and find ways to reduce family stresses with skillful plan-
ning and assigning all family members appropriate responsibilities.
These were thoughtful but time-consuming techniques, and they ob-
viously required both parents.®

This is one reason women’s magazines admonished husbands
and fathers to abandon the old attitude that men and domesticity did
not mix. No longer were men expected to slip away as did Jiggs in the
comic strip Bringing Up Father to drink and play cards with his old
pals nor to think of household chores as “beneath them?” Rather, in
the mid-1950s, a McCall’s article insisted that the modern man “put-
ters around the house” fixing and improving furnishings and even
reads to, bathes, and dresses the kids.®*

Certainly, much of this was wishful thinking. Still, there was a
subtle change in how men were to be mature and act as fathers. An
older view of maturity as rational, self-controlled, and ever willing to
sacrifice for the group gave way in the 1950s to the notion of being
“independent and liking it” and of being flexible and able to com-
promise and recognizing the uniqueness of others. This meant not a
rigid list of mature character traits but, according to a 1962 McCall’s
article, a certain willingness to accept one’s own and others’ frailties
and to embrace the child within from time to time. The goal was no
longer to be a hero but a “man of all seasons.”®

Of course, not everyone embraced this image of the easy-going
dad or this model of maturity. Given the context of the conservative
1950s, that image is surprisingly progressive. Inevitably, a backlash
came even as the permissive revolution was being launched. As early
as 1950, the childrearing authority O. Spurgeon English complained
that “permissive methods” of childrearing “have encouraged many
parents to allow their children to get out of hand and become nui-
sances in the home, as well as outside of it” He went so far as to say
that it was better occasionally to spank the young child rather than to
lecture or engage in a long battle of wills. Another writer worried that
“if we give them a get-something-for-nothing philosophy by granting
their every wish, we may end up with boys and girls who won’t grow
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up.” Another fretted that fathers who appeared weak and indulgent
would reap rebellion and crime in their boys. According to the popu-
lar belief of the time, these dads “made” homosexual sons.®

More important, in 1954, scarcely eight years after his first “per-
missive” edition of Baby and Child Care appeared, Benjamin Spock
was already suggesting a reversal of the “over permissiveness trend.”
He warned against the “tyrannical character” of eight-month-old ba-
bies who never sleep and affirmed the right of parents to expect “po-
liteness and cooperation” from their older children. In 1959, the often-
cited anthropologist Margaret Mead observed that postwar parents
may have rebelled against their own authoritarian upbringing and
even “secretly encouraged naughtiness,” but that was a brief phase
and now parents were looking for a more sensible happy medium.*’
Cultural conservatives like the Catholic Hilda Graef complained in
1960 that “fathers no longer dared to forbid their sons anything for
fear they would develop Oedipus complexes.” The role of the parent
and especially the father, she claimed, was not to encourage indepen-
dence, flexibility, and tolerance in children but to engage them in a
“constant struggle against self desires” and to resist “commercial en-
tertainment that plays on the instincts” Growing up was about con-
trolling the passions, and that meant fathers needed to exercise “firm,
but kind, insistence on what is good for” the child.*®

These contradictory exchanges among the experts (that straddled
both the left and right) surely must have confused parents, especially
fathers. What were they to think when they read in the New York
Times Magazine (1955) that the “democratic father” often became
angry at his disorderly children, but, instead of enforcing discipline,
he withdrew from child rearing and turned it over to the smother-
ing mother, producing the “neurotic child from a happy (permissive)
home.” So was he to “lower the boom” after he had been told to be a
pal for years? How was he to respond to the experts who chided fa-
thers for taking the pal role too seriously by invading their children’s
space? A 1959 article in Life insisted that dads “act their age” in play
and generally not take over their children’s play and fantasy worlds.
The pal dad was a complex, deeply confusing role.”

The pal dad was an answer to the reduced role of the father in
modern life, but did even the experts believe in it? After all, across
the childrearing bookshelves they all offered quite traditional advice.
From English and Sidonie Gruenberg in the early 1950s to Bruno
Bettelheim (1956), T. Berry Brazelton (1971) and Spock (1974), they
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insisted that fathers be models for their children but also that this did
not take a lot of time or emotional involvement. Bettelheim claimed
that fathers should not be measured by their skills as bottle feeders
and diaper changers. Their main role was to “represent the world”
to children and to embody “responsibility” and the male’s contribu-
tion to society. He went so far as to say, “Fulfillment of manhood
is not achieved through fatherhood,” but in becoming a father, the
man represents his role as a contributor to the next generation by
exuding a “quiet confidence” Not exactly the pal dad. Spock may not
be so old-fashioned in tone, but he, too, claimed that simply being
there was enough, that the “boy does 9/10 of the work” in his natural
tendency to imitate his father.”” A Good Housekeeping piece stressed
that the dad should be mostly a “Fix-it Man.” Over and over, quality
time and simply being there was stressed so that children would not
become “one-sided.””

In the face of all of this contradictory advice, what was a father to
think? The real situation of men, especially as fathers, was ambiguous
and confusing enough. And the demands of work and career cer-
tainly cut into their playing new roles as fathers. Despite all the strong
images of the mature man in the movies, on TV, and in the messages
of advertising, they were, after all, merely ideals, models that were
hard to live up to. No wonder men fled to the westerns. These fanta-
sies offered freedom from the “mush” of fathering, and they gave men
something to share with their boys (if not necessarily their daugh-
ters). No surprise that the sitcoms were also popular. These TV shows
not only reflected the ideology of the pal dad but helped him to cope
with its ambiguities with humor. Still, no matter how appealing the
image of the grown-up, no matter the prestige of the provider in the
postwar economic boom that made even goofballs like Chester A.
Riley tolerable to his family, fathers clearly did not know best. And at
least some men understood this and rebelled.



chapter 2.

Living FAST,
(Sometimaes) DYING Young

Despite all the images of men that I saw while growing up, many of my
father’s generation could not measure up. They could not cope with
the ambiguities of modern maturity and fatherhood or simply reject-
ed their virtues. My father’s story of multiple marriages and adven-
ture was certainly rare in my world. Ours was the only mother-led
family on our middle-class block in the “provincial” town of Spo-
kane, Washington. We were the bohemians (helped by the fact that
my mother was an art teacher and painted abstract pictures), and the
neighbors felt sorry for us. We had two fellow art teachers over for
holiday dinners. They were the Two Kens to us kids though later I
learned that they were gay partners. It was natural for our neighbors
to find our family odd. Divorce rates actually dropped in the 1950s
from 3.5 per thousand marriages in 1945 to 2.1 in 1958 (though they
were higher than in the 1930s or ever before). Men married young,
as early as a median age of 22.5 years in 1956. It seemed that almost
every man bought into the provider’s role—few sought to prolong
their independence or the playful self-indulgence of the teenager. Yet
there were rebels lurking in the shadows of suburbia.

We see glimpses of that rebellion on the screen. Alongside all
those movies with happy-family endings, such as The Best Years of Our
Lives, Father of the Bride, or Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House,
were some very different productions. Film noir movies (including
Detour, Dead on Arrival, Dark Passage, and Double Indemnity) of-
fered images of men with dark, uncertain passions facing unpredict-
able or hostile worlds. Set not in America’s Pleasantvilles but in the
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tough neighborhoods of cities or along lonely highways were stories
about grifters, con men, or just nobodies on the road, and few were
redeemed in the course of the story. Film noir, with sources in the
hard-boiled detective novels and magazines of the 1920s and 1930s,
offered a cynical view of human nature. Not only neurotic gangsters
(like James Cagney’s mother-obsessed psychopathic character in
White Heat of 1949) but also morally muddled cops (as in The Asphalt
Jungle) took center stage. Here was the underworld of urban crime,
violence, madness, but also a place of middle-class deception (like
the murderous duo of an insurance salesman and a businessman’s
wife in Double Indemnity). Drawing on stories of hard-boiled detec-
tives by Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, James Cain, and
Cornell Woolrich, film noir rejected the whodunit tradition of the
cool and rational Sherlock Holmes and Charlie Chan so common in
1930s movies.!

In The Maltese Falcon (based on Hammett’s book), Sam Spade,
according to writer John Leland, “was his own invention, . . . unmar-
ried, childless and motherless. He cowed neither to women nor to
work”? Another theme was returning vets who did not adjust psy-
chologically to life back home (victims of amnesia and homelessness,
for example) or even who refused to return to their roots, prefer-
ring army buddies or even drifting from town to town (Crossfire).
Many were stories of men who even when they wanted to come home
found their families destroyed or themselves unwanted (The Big Heat
or The Blue Dahlia). In the film noir, the war was not the backdrop
to a glorious return to domesticity and responsibility but a haunting
memory of a violent past that would not go away, reappearing in the
psyches or on the mean streets of American cities. Unlike The Best
Years of Our Lives, film noir men did not return to the embrace of
a loving woman but to a castrating wife or to a loneliness that made
the hero susceptible to sexual manipulation by the femme fatal (as
in The Woman in the Window, The Postman Always Rings Twice, or
Scarlet Street).

Film noir was the relatively respectable face of the dark side of
postwar American culture (slipping by the censors at the motion-
picture industry’s Hays Office). Other forms of it were not on the
marquees of Main Street but in pulp magazines sold from obscure
corners of city newsstands or in plain-paper-wrapped parcels. Crime
writers like Jim Thompson and Charles Willeford churned out violent
tough-guy thrillers. Scandal rags like Confidential spilled the dirt on
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celebrities, outing Liberace in 1957, for example. “Nudie-cutie” maga-
zines featured Mamie Van Doren and Jayne Mansfield. The now cult
figure of Bettie Page, with her trademark girl-next-door pout, shapely
body, and black bangs made a brief career (1950 through 1957) out of
posing in varying states of undress for “camera clubs” and appearing
in whimsical sado-masochistic photospreads that caught the eye and
ire of congressional investigators in 1955. While anyone who really
wanted this stuff could find it, it was in the shadows just as gambling
was confined to Nevada and the dark corners of American cities, not
on the Internet and in suburban shopping malls as it is today.*

Of course, no one should be surprised that the America that
flocked to see Spencer Tracy play the upper-middle-class Father of
the Bride would also be a market for sleaze and cynicism. How many
returning veterans could afford to fuss about an expensive wedding
and, more to the point, how many identified with bourgeois respect-
ability rather than the out-of-place loner? Nor should we be shocked
that the dark side would appeal only to a minority. In fact, postwar
Americans (presumably of all classes) preferred musical biopics
about the vaudeville star Al Jolson, biblical epics (Samson and Deli-
lah), and sentimental or comedic musicals (The Bells of St Mary’s and
Road to Utopia). These films were among the twenty most popular
in the years 1946 through 1950. Others included historical melodra-
mas (Forever Amber and Unconquered), along with profamily stories
(The Egg and Me, Life with Father, and, leading them all, The Best
Years of our Lives). The Postman Always Rings Twice earned barely
one-third as much as Best Years (3.9 to 11.5 million dollars).® Ameri-
cans certainly wanted to “return” to those days where endings were
happy and where paths to maturity were clear and fathers ruled with
bemused benevolence.

So then is there any reason to take seriously these signs of rebel-
lion? More to the point, was there really a crisis of masculinity or a
rejection of conventional maturity? The historian James Gilbert had
a point when he argued that this undercurrent of violent, even mi-
sogynist culture was marginal and that despite men’s anxieties about
change—from a loss of virile self-mastery in “other-directed corpo-
rate America” to their “displacement” in the family—much of this
macho stuff was merely fantasy. Gilbert shows that there were many
styles and attitudes of mature masculinity from which to chose in the
1950s: from Billy Graham’s emotionally intense, born-again Christi-
anity to the sophisticated hedonism of Hugh Heffner’s culture maven
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Auguste Spectorsky, and even Ozzie Nelson’s quizzical adjustment to
the new domesticity. All of these were, as Gilbert notes, “men in the
middle,” neither fathers who knew best nor cynical dropouts.®

Still, undercurrents of rebellion kept welling up in postwar
America, shaping a counterculture that continues to have an impact
today. Returning veterans, though publicly feted, were still seen as a
source of disruption. Time magazine warned of a coming crime wave,
and psychologists and others feared that soldiers still in their teens
had established a child-mother relationship with their officers and
would find it difficult to adjust to roles as fathers and husbands in
civilian life.”

If, to some, returning soldiers were barbarian boys, the larger
question was how they would adjust to a home life dominated by
women. Here we see one of the most extraordinary themes of post-
war male rebellion, expressed forcefully and absurdly by Philip Wy-
lie’s attack on “Momism,” published first in 1942. At a time when men
by the millions were away from and longed to return to their wives,
girlfriends, and mothers, Wylie issued a blistering attack on women,
especially the alluring beauty that became the domineering wife and
mother. “The pretty girl ... blindfolded her man so he would not
see that she was turning from a butterfly into a caterpillar. She told
him, too, that although caterpillars ate every demanded leaf in sight,
they were moms, hence sacred . . . thus the women of America raped
the men, not sexually, unfortunately, but morally, since neuters come
hard by morals” Like in the cartoons in Esquire and even the Satur-
day Evening Post, Wylie mocked the mom “for the money she spends
on perms and bon bons and the time she wastes at PTA meetings”
Wylie’s venom had no limits: “She is the bride at every funeral and the
corpse at every wedding.” Yet so strong a hold does she have over her
sons that “men live for her and die for her, dote upon her and whis-
per her name as they pass away.” The result is the permanent infan-
tilization of men: “Her ‘boy; having been ‘protected’ by her love, and
carefully, even shudderingly, shielded from his logical development
through his . .. childhood . .. is cushioned against any major step in
his progress toward maturity.”” She sees that the boy wins the oedipal
struggle: thus “the sixteen-year-old who tells his indignant dad that
he, not dad, is going to have the car that night and takes it—while
mom looks on, dewy-eyed and anxious—has sold his soul to mom
and made himself into a lifelong sucking-egg” He tops all of this off
with this amazingly bitter remark: “men weren’t fighting for freedom
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in the war, but for security. They had fought, not to save liberty, but
for hot dogs, the corner drugstore, ... and the girl next door, mom
briefly disguised as Cinderella.”®

Wylie’s rant was certainly meant to provoke, but it was echoed in
many corners, some unexpected. Wylie and his ideas were featured
in Playboy in 1956 and 1958, but similar views appeared in Look, Life,
and Cosmopolitan, warning that Momism was raising divorce rates
and making men culturally and even physically impotent.® A cartoon
appearing in the July 1959 issue of Cosmopolitan (then still a general
mass-circulation magazine) showed mom pushing dad like a plow
with the son on top with a whip and the daughter holding the money
bag. The absurdity of this joke reveals real fear and resentment of
male readers. No wonder some of them were hesitant to embrace the
duties of marriage, family, job, and self-repression in providership
and became rebels instead.

Rebels Seen from Afar

Rebels are usually outsiders, mocked or feared by the status quo. Ours
were no different, but they shared much with insiders and won secret
and sometimes open admiration from men who played by the rules.
By the 1950s there were such well known rebels as Jack Kerouac and
Allen Ginsberg, who, despite their radical rejection of middle-class
male maturity with its virtue of “settling down,” still won at least a
voyeur audience in the middle-class popular press with their Beat
writings. Just as familiar is Hugh Hefner, who showed that “real men”
could remain unmarried in maturity and yet be heterosexual and,
even more, hedonistic, and not providers (if it were done with “style”).
Less well known are another group of rebels, the hot-rodders, who as
young veterans returned home to the male comradeship and thrills
through building and racing souped-up castaway cars. What is espe-
cially interesting is that many of these young men continued to live
the hot-rod culture, at least in their leisure, long after they “should
have” given up this youthful “fling” Ed Big Daddy Roth and his life
in the hot-rod culture of southern California will illustrate this story,
though it was the Beats who provided a more public rebellion.

The Beat Generation began with the 1944 meeting of Allen Gins-
berg, Jack Kerouac, and William Burroughs at Columbia University
and was inspired by the unrestrained and sometimes criminal lives
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of their friends Neal Cassady and Herbert Huncke. The leading trio
had different backgrounds and temperaments: Ginsberg, of a leftist
New Jersey Jewish family whose mother suffered from mental ill-
ness, became an itinerant showman of philosophical bent. Kerouac,
a working-class Catholic from Lowell, Massachusetts, was a writer of
increasingly sober autobiography. And Burroughs, a scion of faded
wealth and power, who introduced the others to the edgy life of gay
and criminal Times Square, wrote opaquely, based on his often drug-
drenched life. All, however, rejected conventional manhood, making
youthful self-discovery a permanent way of life.”

In many ways, the Beats and their fellow travelers in jazz and art
were Peter Pans, perpetually running off to Neverland. Kerouac found
his on the road through the seedy sides of Chicago and Detroit or
the villages of Mexico, while Burroughs played Pan throughout his
peripatetic life as he wandered in a drug-hazed whirl through rural
Texas, Mexico City, Tangiers, and Paris. All lived fast, and many died
young to borrow James Dean’s rumored expression shortly before his
death at twenty-four: jazz performer Charles Parker dead at thirty-
four; painter Jackson Pollock at forty-four; Neal Cassady at forty-one,
from exposure beside a railroad track in Mexico; and Kerouac at
forty-seven, nearly alone and drinking himself to oblivion in the bars
of Lowell after having denounced his erstwhile Beat friends. Though
Burroughs and Ginsberg somehow survived until 1997 despite their
bouts with drugs and alcohol poisoning, dying at eighty-three and
seventy-one, none of the rebels had successful marriages or long-
time relationships (some were gay or bisexual)." But even more to
the point, as Ginsberg wrote in his journal (1954), “the social orga-
nization which is most true of itself to the artist is the boy gang”
They carried out a “quintessential male fantasy” of self-reinvention,
of “birth without a womb” in the words of Leland."” If the beats were
Peter Pans, or perhaps better the Lost Boys, they were so by choice.

Still, even if they were essentially following the twisting river of
Mark Twain’s Huck Finn and thought of themselves as descendants
of the ruggedly independent mountain men, the Beats were really
modern Americans with serious critiques of everyday life, especially
of the bureaucratic, other-directed America of the 1950s.” They were
not merely escaping from the fate of their peers: the demanding wife,
whiny kids, and driving boss; they were on a mission. The trio of
Burroughs, Ginsberg, and Kerouac embraced the French-inspired
“New Vision” of Lucien Carr (another undergraduate at Columbia),



69
1living fast, (sometimes) dying young

the notion that raw self-expression is creativity and can be found
only by avoiding conventionality and seeking the “derangement of
the senses.”™

Naturally, this quest for marginal experience led them to bouts
in mental hospitals (Ginsberg), addiction (Burroughs), and even en-
counters with crime and violence. They reveled in the free and chaotic
lives of petty criminals. In 1944, Burroughs was fascinated with Her-
bert Huncke, a hobo adventurer who taught him how to supplement
his $200 monthly subsidy from family by rolling drunks in the sub-
way to help him sustain his drug habit. Neal Cassady, who claimed to
have stolen 500 cars when he was between fourteen and twenty-one
years of age and was forever in search of kicks, inspired Kerouac to
write On the Road. With his conservative French Canadian, working-
class Catholic background, Kerouac found fascinating this utterly un-
tethered “sideburned hero of the snowy West” Cassady inspired Ker-
ouac into a frenzied typing of On the Road in a single paragraph on a
120-foot roll of teletype paper in 1951 (it was published in 1957). But
more than that, Cassady was the book’s hero, Dean Moriarty, whose
story was drawn from their romp across the country, meeting whores
in Chicago, driving fast through Iowa, bumming it on skid rows,
and encountering village life in Mexico.” Similarly, Ginsberg drew
inspiration for his most famous work, the poem Howl (1956), from a
friend’s experience in a mental asylum and that led him to conclude
that the insanity of “normal” America was worse: “Boys sobbing in
armies! Old men weeping in the parks!” Enlightenment was to be
found on the edge, even in pain.'s

There was no point in cultivation or refinement because the Beats
lived in the present and rejected “improvement” as a loss of spontane-
ity and creativity.” As Paul Goodman noted at the time in his famous
Growing up Absurd, the Beats saw salvation in heightened experience,
which they contrasted with the hell of the domesticated bourgeois.
But “since the cool behavior of these usually gentle middle-class
boys looks like adolescent embarrassment and awkwardness rather
younger than their years, one wonders whether ordinary growth in
experience would not be more profitable enterprise and ultimately
get them much further out” Gently, Goodman was suggesting that it
takes perspective and experience to know what is “transcendent,” but
the Beats were “boys” who made a project of not growing up."®

Of course, public response to the Beats was, for the most part,
far less sophisticated. It was mostly a curious mix of hysteria and



70
1iving fast, (sometimes) dying young

derision as the authorities confiscated copies of Howl and Burroughs’s
Naked Lunch as obscene, while popular magazines like Life ran a fea-
ture, “Squaresville USA vs. Beatsville” (September 1959), based on
hysterical reaction of residents of Hutchinson, Kansas, to the rumor
that beatniks were about to invade their quiet little town. Even a B
movie called The Beat Generation featured scenes of reefer-smoking,
bongo-playing, and poetry-chanting “Beats” in black berets, jeans,
and turtlenecks as backdrops to a story of a sociopathic rapist.”

Even more common were belittling distortions of the Beats, as
when Herb Caen of the San Francisco Chronicle mocked them with
the label “beatniks” (as “far out” as the recently launched Sputnik),
a term that tarred the beats with a “red” or Russian sounding name.
The popular press foisted upon this self-consciously serious group an
image of conformist anticonformists in black turtlenecks with a stud-
ied aversion to work, expressed best perhaps by Maynard G. Krebs
in the sitcom The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis. And it was easy to turn
the Beat movement into a commodity. Even Playboy advertised: “Join
the beat generation! Buy a beat generation tieclasp! A beat generation
sweatshirt! A beat generation ring!” On the Road was tamed in Route
66, a TV serial that appeared in the early 1960s. Even Ginsberg and
his buddies in 1959 became a traveling circus, giving poetry read-
ings and interviews to the delight of the press, who unvaryingly made
them the fools by presenting them as naive and slovenly.*

Still, behind the attacks and derision, Americans were intrigued.
The Beats were published by major presses (Harcourt and Ace), and
On the Road was on the best-seller list for five weeks, peaking at
number eleven. Warner offered to make On the Road into a movie,
and Kerouac published bits of his writings in Playboy in 1959. Young
women, who thought he was the glamorous bad boy Dean, threw
themselves at him. * There was certainly a lot of voyeurism in the
appeal of the Beats. I recall my father’s fascination with the San Fran-
ciscos beat scene from his vantage as a community-college biology
teacher in Yuba City, California. On a visit there in 1964, he took me
to visit the famous City Lights bookstore. It was a kind of pilgrim-
age from the hinterland. What appealed to him and so many others
“trapped” in humdrum lives was the daring and the nonconformity
of the Beats and their escape from the treadmill of the rat race and
the status seeker’s unending climb. Reinforcing all this was the popu-
lar sociology of David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd, Robert Linder’s
Must You Conform?, William Whyte’s Organization Man, and Vance
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Packard’s popular books about suburban status seeking and manipu-
lation in advertising. Even Look and other mainstream magazines
lamented the man’s descent into domestic servitude at the hands of
wives, bosses, and commercial conformity.**

Paul Goodman’s Growing up Absurd echoed the Beats when he
set out to show “how it is disparately hard . . . for an average child to
grow up to be a man” in “our present organized system of society”
that “does not want men” because “they are not safe. They do not
suit” Norman Mailer’s “The White Negro” despaired of “slow death
by conformity” and insisted that “security is boredom and therefore
sickness.” He celebrated the Beat Generation’ life “in the present, in
that enormous present which is without past or future, memory or
planned intention*

Most men certainly did not follow Kerouac’s road except to watch
Route 66 on TV in the early 1960s. But the fact that these rebels were
part of the fantasy life of American family men suggests that they
were more than bugaboos reassuring the men of Pleasantville of the
wisdom of their choices. The disappointments of being a responsible
adult were reflected in the bohemian dream life of thirty-five-year-
old men even as they sat comfortably in their Lazy Boys, TV tray at
hand in control of prime-time “family” TV.

Surely a bigger part of the imagination of the average Joe was the
boy of boys, Playboy’s Hugh Hefner (born in 1926). At a time (1948
through 1958) when 85 percent of new homes were built in the sub-
urbs, when anyone still a bachelor at thirty was advised to go to a psy-
chotherapist, and when family togetherness was displayed on Satur