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Paul Symons works in the media, because of course he does. He has written for national newspapers and worked for leading book publishers, and lives in a now-fashionable part of south-east London that he discovered before anyone else. He is married with two teenage daughters and labours under the delusion that he is cooler than the rest of his household.
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To my wife and daughters, who – spoiler alert – are even cooler than me
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Introduction

Welcome to the age of the Ultra-Modern Dad

There was a time when a man knew what to do when he had children, settled down and left his younger years behind. It almost happened automatically. Overnight, the battered leather jacket of his youth magically transformed into a sensible anorak, his record collection turned into a set of golf clubs and he’d trade in his vintage Vespa for a reliably dull Vauxhall. Before long, he’d find himself in a cluster of fellow dads at social gatherings, animatedly discussing the best route to Cirencester while avoiding the roadworks at Swindon.

He might occasionally wonder what the hell just happened – after all, these dads extolling the joys of the A417 were once the guys he used to go raving with – but that was what fatherhood was all about, right? Experimenting and enjoying yourself was a shallow habit to be outgrown, and then replaced with less frivolous adult concerns like fixed-rate mortgages and school catchment areas. Fatherhood meant swapping cool for comfy, popular for practical and stylish for safe as the baton of edginess was passed to the next generation. It was time to be less John Lydon and more John Lewis. Everyone knew the rules.

But for a significant number of us those rules no longer apply. For the men who Get It, the onset of parenthood doesn’t mean the end of being trendy and the start of turning into their own fathers. These men are not and never will be interested in their lawns, giant train sets or books about naval history. They have sworn to prolong their youthful outlook well into their parenting years, from their thirties to their fifties and beyond.

Through a series of unsubtle visual cues, these men – men like us, reader – rail against middle age, rage against the dying of our fashionable light, and are determined to show the world – through our footwear, bicycles and kitchen appliances – that we remain at the vanguard of what’s Really Hot Right Now.

Once you start to notice us, it’s not so much that we are everywhere (we might be in Islington but are less likely to be in Ipswich) as that we are a distinctive type. We are the latest and quite possibly the Last Great Men’s Style Tribe. First came the dandies, then the teddy boys, the hippies and punks. And now here we are: the Ultra-Modern Dads (UMDs) – or Hipster Dads – with our teeny-weeny beanies, vintage campervans, guitar collections and greying hair. And we have Still Got It – whatever It is.

It’s not all about clothes and craft beer, looking just so and spending beyond our family’s means. More than anything, the Ultra-Modern Dad is defined by an obsession with heritage and authenticity (the fact that our self-image is entirely manufactured is irrelevant). We are on a quest for The Best, especially when the best is something most people haven’t heard of or wouldn’t appreciate even if they had: the best music festival, the best coffee beans, the best trainers, the best dog.

We are at war with naffness, ugliness, cheapness and boringness. We are physically repulsed by anything downmarket or mass market (although we do love a flea market and a farmer’s market). The stuff that everyone else likes brings us out in hives. Mainstream Dad, with his sensible car/cagoule/kids, is our nemesis. We like to think we’re unique, a snowflake in selvedge denim – which we often are, until we go to see The National play live and realise there are approximately 3,000 men exactly like us in the same what3words geocode.

Although we take fatherhood extremely seriously, our relationship with the younger generation, including our own children, is complex to say the least. Don’t try telling us that we’re losing our edge and the kids are coming up from behind – even though those insecurities cross our mind with increasing frequency. We have a love–hate relationship with just about anyone younger than us, especially when they show signs of being almost as knowledgeable about the latest brands, bands, films, foods and fads as we are.

The Ultra-Modern Dad is a mystery inside an enigma wrapped in a Carhartt overshirt, and over the coming pages we will unlock his stylish secrets and explain what makes him tick. We’ll explain what drives him and what he drives, and we will probe the UMD brain to find out what gets his pulse racing (besides midlife hypertension).

If you’ve Still Got It – and if you’re reading this book, the chances are you have – we’ll show you how to get even more of It. And if you haven’t Still Got It, we’ll tell you how to Get It – although if you Never Had It in the first place, Getting It at your age is going to be an uphill battle, like acquiring an eight-pack in your mid-forties or shaking off an IPA-induced hangover in under twelve hours.

We will identify the various Ultra-Modern Dad sub-groups – musical, sporty, foodie and so on. We will also explain what it’s like to live with one, should your other half need reminding how lucky she is.

The checklist: tell-tale signs you’re a Hipster Dad

• Your dress sense says: Oregon woodsman, Scottish Highlands boatbuilder, California semi-pro triathlete or washed-up Haçienda DJ – and possibly a combination of all four – even though most of your waking hours are spent working as an insurance broker in Penge.

• You’ve amassed over 200 records in your vinyl library. Not bad considering you only bought a turntable four years ago – around the same time you eBayed your old stereo and your stash of Deacon Blue and Texas CDs.

• Your dog has its own Instagram account. Your children are banned from social media.

• Your official favourite football team is based in a country you’ve never visited.

• Your car is remarkably similar to one that appeared in your favourite 1980s cop show. Your kids don’t get the reference.

• You go to at least one gig a month, even though nowadays you need to wear earplugs and usually start craving a sit-down after twenty minutes. You always leave two songs before the end because all that toe-tapping makes your sciatica flare up.

• One of your children is named after the drummer/bassist from your favourite 1960s psych rock band.

• You occasionally ‘borrow’ your teenage children’s clothes and secretly wish they would ask to borrow yours. (Hell will freeze over first.)

• The most popular website in your internet search history is themodernhouse.com, and is the source of regular arguments with your other half. ‘Don’t be ridiculous – we’re not going to live in a converted gasworks on Dartmoor until Roscoe has finished his GCSEs.’

• You have a subscription to Wallpaper*, Fantastic Man and Monocle, even though you don’t really like them or understand the articles. They do amazing tote bags, though.

If it looks, sounds and acts like a midlife crisis, isn’t it just a midlife crisis?

To the uneducated, the behaviour of the Ultra-Modern Dad may be indistinguishable from that of middle-aged fathers of every previous generation when faced with the harsh reality that his looks and libido are fading, his favourite musicians have started dying off and he’s mathematically closer to the day of his death than the day he passed his driving test. And, in many ways, the uneducated would be right. We UMDs bear many of the symptoms of the crisis-afflicted midlife male, it’s true, but that doesn’t mean becoming an Ultra-Modern Dad is just a cry for help, the 21st-century


The Ultra-Modern Dad hall of fame: six celebrity heroes








Questions the Ultra-Modern Dad asks himself every single day
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