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Somebody once said there are friends for a reason, friends for a season, and friends for a lifetime. This is our story of fifteen friends for a lifetime.
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What is it like growing up in a small town in Kansas where 15 boys have been the best of friends since childhood? A town so small that the same doctor delivered 12 out of the 15 boys. Their lives are intertwined like spaghetti and have been for over sixty-two years. Today, they text regularly for birthdays and sporting events. Each of them has heard of or were involved in all the stories in this book. Until now, some of these stories were kept from our parents.

Many people feel lucky to have one or two friends they have known since childhood. Imagine what it is like to have 15 friends that know everything about you and your entire life. These are the stories of how these 15 boys navigated life together.

Forward

It had been a long couple of months. The heart transplant Carl needed had finally come through. Fourteen of us were getting regular texts throughout the entire process from his wife, Lee. The transplant went reasonably smoothly, and Carl was out of the hospital and back home in three weeks. We all breathed a sigh of relief.

After a week at home, things turned for the worse as Carl caught pneumonia. Carl had to go back to the hospital and was on a ventilator, and soon kidney dialysis equipment followed. Many machines were needed to keep him alive. At times, it seemed like Carl was improving, but there had been too much damage to his lungs. 

On Thursday, Lee sent a photo of Carl hooked up to all his life support equipment. His gaze into the camera said it all. We had never seen him so unhappy in our lifetime. It was as if he were saying goodbye to all of us. We all knew he was hurting, and we felt his pain too. It is the same pain one feels seeing a close family member suffer.

On February 12, 2023, Super Bowl LVII featured a matchup between the Kansas City Chiefs and the Philadelphia Eagles. A devoted Chiefs fan, Carl watched the game alongside his older brother and son. The Chiefs emerged victorious, bringing some much-needed joy to Carl after enduring a challenging couple of weeks in the hospital.

The following day, Carl made the decision to have the doctors remove him from his life support machines. He recognized that remaining on life support indefinitely would not provide him with a meaningful life. He passed away peacefully on that day. Shortly after, all fourteen of us received a text from Lee, informing us of his passing. That message carried an indescribable weight, as a part of each of us seemed to die with him. Our bond was stronger than that of brothers.

Following Carl's departure, we all realized the importance of documenting our shared childhood adventures and our experiences growing up in a small town in northwest Kansas.

Here are the lifelong friends and their current occupations: Among the country kids, Gary and Grant are farmers, Bulldog works as a truck driver, Herb delivers mail and also farms, and Steve is an accountant.

Among the city kids, Harold, Darvin, and Mike pursued careers in banking and farming. Thad manages a John Deere dealership, Doug helps run his family’s hardware store, Carl served as a physician assistant, Jeff is involved in construction, and both Dick and Denny are in the pipe business. Don, on the other hand, works as a pilot.

These are their stories.

The Community

Our small town of Hoxie sits in the northwest corner of Kansas. It is one of the smaller towns in Kansas, with only 1100 people. It is so tiny it's not even listed on some maps. The town stretches about two miles from one end to the other, and a person could walk it in twenty minutes. 

Sometimes life in a small town is great. Many are related, and everybody knows everybody else's business, but that's okay. If you have a flat tire, it would only take a few minutes before a dozen people showed up to help you change it. In a big city, you would never experience something like this. 

Many mothers set an extra plate or two for supper if a neighbor kid showed up at the last second. We only ever had one rule and that was to be home for supper. Nobody locked their doors as we hardly ever had any crime. Everybody looked out for one another. It was a simple life with little to no stress for our parents and us.

Hoxie is one of many farming communities in Kansas. The town is divided into two groups. There are the farmers and those who support the farmers. It is just that simple.

The farmers are always ready to help out the community in a time of need. When we were about seven, our golf course needed to replace its sandy greens with grass greens. The farmers were called upon to help and they brought new color to the golf course. Years later, several older farm kids did the same for our football field. They even crowned it, making it a pleasure to play football on. If there was one thing a farmer could do well, it was to grow something. A few truckloads of cow manure didn't hurt. 

After six decades, we still do not have enough people in our town to warrant a stop light. Places to eat out are scarce.  Parents had to join the local Elks Lodge if they wanted “fine dining,” and that was only on Wednesday and Saturday evenings. Outside of that, residents had to travel to another city or microwave a frozen burrito at Red's gas station. We didn't complain because we did not know any different.

Many years ago, the train stopped coming through our town. We had no bus routes, and the closest Interstate was twenty miles away. It was five hours to Kansas City or Denver for air travel. Yep, we were smack dab in the middle of nowhere.

Our school mascot was the Indians, which explains the title of this book. We were proud little warriors who took honor in defending our school with great pride. As kids, we played Cowboys and Indians, but most of us wanted to be Indians. Our class was comprised of sixty-four kids; enrollment has been declining over the years. Many of our parents were teachers, bankers, store owners, and farmers. Some of us would eventually replace them in the family business. 

The Early Years

Kindergarten was a blast. It was only a half day, and the teacher provided Graham Crackers and milk along with a nap. It was a kid's dream, except for the nap part.

During the early years, we started to get to know each other and where everybody lived. The country kids came to the morning kindergarten session since they had to ride the bus. The city kids had the afternoon session. 

Many of the city kids walked to and from school, either from their homes or from their babysitter’s house. Having a buddy to walk home with was always good, as some older kids would be prowling around. We could run like the wind and knew every back street and alley in the town. There were many shortcuts to take in case of an emergency. 

Doug seemed to have a grandma on every other street corner. We could stop and get some cookies to help us on our journey. Other times, Mrs. Leopold, eventually our 5th-grade teacher, had a pear tree that was ripe for the picking in the fall. 

It was a carefree time in a town with virtually no crime or worries. Our parents let us walk across town without supervision at age five; today, that would be classified as child abuse. It was indeed a time of innocence. 

Then first grade hit. It was hard. The teachers now wanted us to pay attention and learn some things. This was something new and a lot different than Kindergarten. We also had to attend all day long. What a bummer, but at least now we didn't have to take a nap.

First grade also brought all the city and country kids together for the first time. That is when we all met Steve. Steve lived twenty-two and a half miles from town. He soon taught us all how to count to twenty-two and a half. We only found out there were numbers beyond twenty-two and a half the following year. Steve always reminded us how far he had to travel to and from school each day for the rest of our lives. 

Living in the country sometimes created issues when a kid needed spare clothes. Steve and the other country kids always had an extra shirt or a pair of pants in case of an unexpected tear in clothing during recess. 

In first grade, we had bathrooms connected to each classroom. It was for the best, as what teacher would want a six-year-old roaming up and down the halls looking for a toilet? We now had to use discretion to relieve ourselves as all the other kids could hear through the flimsy door.

At the start of each school year, the teachers would make all the kids pull the sticker weeds out of our playground. We hated this part as the stickers would scratch up our hands. The playground was rock-hard and wasn't kid-friendly at all. Many of us would come back to class with bloody elbows and knees. Recess did break up the monotonous long days at school though. We had swings that could propel our bodies horizontally to nearly fifteen feet in the air. The recess monitors were constantly frightened at how crazy we were. Recess was a time for us to practice our sporting skills, and years later, it would all pay off. 

It was a great time as we all got to know each other, setting the stage for lifelong friendships.

Transportation

As a kid in a small town, a bike was paramount. Yes, a person could walk everywhere, but that would take too long. Country kids usually had access to an old pickup to drive around the farm, but there was no way a city kid's parents would provide wheels like that. 

Many of us did not have the money to get a bike, so we would head out to the junkyard and see what we could scrape together. You would be surprised at how many discarded pieces and parts of a bicycle
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