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Preface

A tough crowd

It’s just before eight in the morning, and I’m the first act in a one-act play. I’m talking to 300 teenage boys, aged between 13 and 15, and their dads at the annual father-and-son breakfast at a boys’ high school. I wasn’t given much of a briefing, other than being told that I couldn’t swear, and to try to make it entertaining.

The not-swearing bit made it a lot harder. If I’d been able to walk out on the stage and say something to the effect of ‘Why do you guys start so fucking early?’ I would have had them right there.

Instead, I’d have to rely on Plan B.

Sauntering into the hall, they look a bit like migrating buffalo coming down to the waterhole just after sunrise, blowing clouds of white smoke in the brisk morning air, full of noise and promise.

It’s a tough crowd.

I recognise all the different types of boy. There’s the popular boy, the trainee alpha male who’s big, good-looking and surrounded by his copious mates. Then there’s the wannabe cool guy, the guy who doesn’t quite cut it and is too young to know that none of that stuff means anything anyway. There’s the clown, the boy who’s got a quick mind but who’s yet to learn the value of stillness and the comforts of silence. Eventually, he’ll realise these things are nothing to be afraid of, but for now they make him nervous so he fills them with crackle and pop. Then there are the fringe boys, the ones who don’t fit the mould, the musicians, the school librarian types, the bookish kids with glasses and slender frames, none of them knowing that they’re much more likely to be the kings and king-makers. And dotted here and there are the free spirits: boys who don’t want to play the stupid macho games of the herd. They’re not popular and don’t want to be. Bullies, too; I see one or two of them in the crowd with a couple of the inevitable henchmen in tow.

All of them are there; every shape and size you can imagine.

As they come in, they punch and shove each other, laughing and jostling and larking about as naturally as breathing. This is simply what boys do in large groups, and in small groups, too, for that matter. Elbows into ribs, and fists into shoulders, like an army band keeping the beat. None of the teachers even seem to notice the buzzing nonsense, or if they do they simply accept it for what it is.

Once the boys have settled, the head teacher stands up and a hush falls on the place with a well-practised grace. ‘Good morning, boys,’ he says, and I half-expect them to answer back but he pushes on. ‘This year at the father-and-son breakfast we are lucky enough to have the pleasure of Mr Latta speaking to us.’

I feel a gazillion boy-eyes throw me a slightly disinterested gaze for a second or two before swinging back to the head teacher.

‘Mr Latta is a psychologist who works a lot with young men and their families, and he has worked for many years with criminals as well. So, I’m sure you’re going to find this a very interesting and very entertaining address. Without further ado, will you please welcome Mr Latta in the customary way.’

Three hundred boys start to clap and it sounds a little like a cross between the first roll of fresh thunder and a taunt. I told the head teacher to amp up the criminal stuff when he introduced me, because I thought that might at least pique their interest. I wish he’d amped it a little more. The fact that he’d said it was going to be interesting and entertaining was unfortunate as well. I’d been a schoolboy once myself and I’d had more than a few adults come in and talk at assemblies about various things. Usually they were pretty dull. If I’d been told by my head teacher that they were going to be entertaining, I would have switched off then and there, just to prove him wrong.

This is the point where you take a deep breath and jump.

‘Right,’ I say, striding out onto the stage. ‘So who thinks their mums go on about stuff too much?’

They sit there, giving each other the look.

‘Come on, you muppets,’ I say. ‘I’m not taking any names. I won’t actually tell your mothers. Give me a show of hands: who thinks their mums go on about stuff too much?’

I swear to God that 95% of the hands in the room went up. I even saw some dads with their hands in the air.

‘Right, now whose dad does stuff like hangs up the bathmat the way mum thinks it should be done?’

About 75% of the hands went up.

‘And who thinks their dad gives in too easily to their mum, that their dad should put his foot down and tell her that he’s not going to fold it the way she wants?’

About 95% put their hands up.

‘OK, and who thinks that when you eventually grow up, and get married or live with some girl, that you’re gonna tell her you’re not gonna put the bathmat the way she wants, that you’re gonna put it how you want?’

I watched what looked like 100% of those strong young hands thrust manfully up into the air.

Me and the rest of the dads laughed our arses off.

‘Ah, my young princes,’ I finally said, ‘you guys have got a lot to learn about life.’

They didn’t understand, but then how could they? These young men were just starting off on their own journey, and had yet to discover that eventually we all put the bathmat the way she wants. Not because we care about the mat, because we don’t, and not because we think she’s right, because we don’t.

We do it simply because it’s easier that way.

All kinds of trials and tribulations lay stretched out before these young men. Decisions both grand and trivial were scattered all along the way. Some of them they’d already begun to think about, and some they had no idea even existed. Some among them might go on to true greatness, and most would simply go on to live good lives. One or two of them might even end up in jail. Life is a complicated, perilous thing, yet somehow they would all eventually find their place in it. For some the road would be straight and well marked, and for others the road would be less travelled.

I love talking to groups like that, because the possibilities are so bright, you can’t help but feel some hope for this tired old world we live in.

So I made them laugh for a bit, and told them funny stories about dumb criminals I’ve met in my travels. Then, when I judged that breakfast was becoming more of a focus than I was, I asked them a final question: ‘How many of your mums get annoyed because you guys leave wee drops of pee on the toilet floor?’

No hands went up, but they laughed.

‘You know what I mean, wee sticky drips you only find when you step on them?’

More laugher; no hands.

‘Who thinks mums make too big a fuss about wee drips of pee?’

This time about 80% of the hands went up.

‘So you think it’s completely unreasonable for your mums to get annoyed about pee on the floor when there’s a perfectly good toilet right beside it?’

The enthusiastic nodding they did was as clear an example of the difference between the worlds of boys and the worlds of mothers as you could ever hope to find. They really don’t care about the little drips of pee. My hope is that by the end of this book, among a bunch of other things, you’ll understand a little bit more about why that is.

You also might be pleased to know that I sent those youngsters away with this final thought:

Be nice to your mum, pick up your socks and make her cups of tea. She isn’t going on about stuff – that’s simply what good mothers do. Besides, she’s the only one you’ll ever have, so look after her.


Introduction

Why I should have gone with the more dramatic title

One of the best things in the world to be is a boy; it requires no experience, but needs some practice to be a good one.

Charles Dudley (1829–1900)

In many ways, the smart thing to do with this book would have been to buy into all the drama floating around out there about boys, because fear is the best motivator you can get to make people buy books. If I’d called the book Boy Armageddon: How to Save Your Son From the Modern Plague That Wants to Destroy Him, or Why Boys are Falling, Failing and Flying Off the Handle and How to Make Them Happy and Perfect in Every Way, or even Boys: The New Lepers and How You Can Stop Their Bits Falling Off, then a lot more people would have bought it. If I’d called this book The Three Things You Need to Know to Stop Your Boy from Turning into a Drug Addict and a Criminal, then I’d be on the New York Times Bestseller List.

I could do it, too; I could write that stuff, no problem. Here’s an example of what the opening would have been like if I’d written that kind of book:

There has never been a time in human history when our boys have been in greater crisis. They fill our prisons, and on Friday and Saturday nights their broken, bloodied bodies fill our hospitals and morgues. They are failing in schools in record numbers. They are trailing behind girls in all types of measures of academic performance and social adjustment. They are more at risk of using alcohol and drugs, more at risk of killing themselves and more at risk of both committing violence and being the victims of violence.

The numbers tell a bitter, frightening story of failure and growing despair.

What’s more – and this is perhaps the thing that should fill us all with a cold dread – they are struggling emotionally as never before. In a world that increasingly values communication and the ability to express oneself as fundamentally important skills to survive in this hyper-connected, post-9/11 world, boys are isolated in a dysfunctional shell of sullen, angry silence.

Most of all, they are angry.

Abandoned by their fathers in record numbers, bereft of good male role models, given constant messages in the media which portray masculinity as toxic and bad and immersed in a world that is increasingly feminised, they retreat into an angry world of violent computer games, music that celebrates the denigration of women and drugs.

Then they retreat to their rooms with their rage, and their silence and snacks.

And all this is why so many of our boys are doing the unthinkable. All across the world, in record numbers, boys are burning ants with magnifying glasses. It isn’t pretty, but it is an increasing reality for too many of our wounded boys.

It’s been pretty tough for the ants as well.

So if we’re going to prevent the wholesale slaughter of one of the natural world’s most industrious of insects, then we have to learn how to reach out across this void of silence, and anger and snacks, and connect with them.

Obviously by this I mean connect with the angry, isolated boys. Connecting with ants seems a bit pointless because they probably don’t have much to say that’s of any real interest.

I mean, you know … they’re ants.

Not bad, huh?

Even I started to get a bit worried for my own boys when I was reading that. Obviously the whole ant thing would need a little crafting to get some more impact, but given enough time and a few thousand words I could do it.

The problem is I just don’t have the stomach for it. You see, I’m not entirely convinced by all the doom and gloom that seems to circulate around boys these days. There is no end of people queuing up to tell you that things are pretty dire so far as boys are concerned, and all of them are quoting neuroscientists and research psychologists and all manner of alarming ‘facts’.

We’re told that there’s a crisis in boys’ education, a crisis in boys’ emotional lives, a crisis of male role models, a crisis of aggression, and drugs, and alcohol and hole-proof pants, and most of all a crisis in ant persecution.

Boys, apparently, are in crisis all over the place.

The problem is that boys as a whole don’t seem to be terribly concerned about the fact that they’re in crisis. They seem much more interested in dinosaurs, girls, exams or getting a job, depending on what stage they’re at. I know there are some pretty dire statistics about boys, and we’ll get to those a little later on, but it seems more like some boys rather than all boys are having problems.

Also – and I think this does lend me a certain degree of authority – I was a boy myself once, a little boy that is. Clearly I’m not meaning to imply that I have recently made some major life choice and decided to live my life as Nigella. No, I mean that I experienced the whole boyhood thing, and I don’t remember having much of a crisis about it at the time. One of the few crises I can recall revolved around the fact that my neighbour had a really cool Bionic Man action figure, (objectively I knew it was really a doll, but we called it an action figure, which made it OK) and I didn’t. I really wanted a little plastic Steve Austin of my own, and it really ate me up for about a year or so. Apart from that, though, there didn’t seem to be much in the way of crisis going around.

Yeah, yeah, you could say, but that was the ’70s; things are different now.

Well, maybe, but I’ve got two boys myself and I’ve spent a bit of time involved in their lives. At time of writing, they’re six and nine. My younger son actually is having a gender-based crisis: he doesn’t like girls. No particular reason for that: he just doesn’t. He’s not mean to girls, and he actually plays with a few of the girls in his class, but when you ask him what he thinks about girls, he wrinkles his nose and says he doesn’t like them.

Fair enough, I probably didn’t like girls all that much when I was six, either.

I’m not too worried about that, because I’m pretty sure that he’s going to re-assess the whole girl thing quite radically in a couple of years without any kind of intervention from me or his mother. Ironically, I think the next big gender issue he’s going to face in the coming years will be too much girl-focus, not enough study-focus.

My older son, on the other hand, is a man of the new millennium. He doesn’t have a misogynist bone in his body. One of his best friends is a girl, and they hang out quite a bit, which is nice. Actually – and this is the first tip of the book – it’s a brilliant way to find out what’s been going on at school. We ask him what’s going on at school and we might get a little piece of information, but mostly we just get shrugs. Whenever his wee mate comes over, we ask her what’s been going on at school and get a complete briefing of everything that’s happened since we last spoke.

So tip one is this: When your boys are little, having a girl as a friend is very good because girls dish up all the dirt with very little prompting.

Still, I am just like everyone else: when I see some new story on the TV about how terribly boys are doing, it makes me worry for a moment or two as well. I see that boys are lagging behind in reading and writing, and I start to think, Holy cow, what will become of my poor sons? But then I see them writing stories at school, some of which are very funny, and I relax a little.

I see the stats about alcohol and drug use, and I fret. But then I have to contend with my younger son, who now won’t listen to Jimi Hendrix because his mother told him Jimi used to take drugs.

I hear about all the statistics for boys and violence as I’m watching my own sweet little boy thump his older brother with a stick. But then I think to myself, Well, fair enough because his brother was being really annoying.

On top of all that, I’ve spent the better part of 20 years working with boys (and girls, too, by the way, but I’ll leave that whole pile of chilli beans for the sequel). I’ve worked with little boys, middle-sized boys and big boys. In that time I’ve worked with lovely boys, and horrible boys and one or two really genuinely evil boys. I’ve also worked quite a lot with big boys who’ve done very bad things, including men who’ve killed people. I’ve seen both the best and the worst I think the world has to offer.

From time to time I’ve tried to estimate the number of kids and families I’ve seen, and each time it comes back as something ridiculous: varying amounts of thousands. Largely due to the shameful truth that I failed maths at university with an E (twice), I’m loath to trust my calculations, so let’s just say it’s a lot.

And here’s the thing, while the surface stuff might have changed over all that time, and the electronic stuff has certainly become way cooler, the boys themselves seem about the same as they’ve always been. I know we’re all different, and unique and special, and all that syrupy nonsense, but we’re also a lot more similar than we like to think as well. There are broad patterns that repeat over and over. I’ve certainly seen this stuff go round and round over the past two decades, but there’s also pretty good evidence it’s been going on for the past 2,000 decades.

The same old, same old

In Southern France there is a place called the Chauvet Cave, which contains something quite interesting. It seems that about 32,000 years ago a teenage boy crept in there and – using the Palaeolithic equivalent of a spray can (which in the good old days was tinted charcoal dust blown through a straw) — he made an imprint of his hand on the wall. It is the oldest known human image in existence. In fact there’s an anthropologist1 called R Dale Guthrie who has determined on the basis of a detailed statistical analysis of the handprints that the majority of them were done by teenagers, and of those the vast majority were made by boys.

So, you see, they really have been messy souls from the very beginning.

No doubt shortly after that piece of graffiti went up 32,000 years ago there was also one of the earliest mother–son arguments in human history.

Cavemum would have come home from doing her shopping, seen that handprint and done her Palaeolithic nut.

‘Who put this here?’ she’d demand in angry tones, outraged that anyone could so senselessly deface her home. ‘Well?’

Caveboy would pretend he hadn’t heard her.

‘I said who put this here?’ she’d demand.

‘I dunno,’ he’d mutter, in an angry, sullen way.

‘Well, it didn’t just get there by itself, did it?’

He would have slumped into a surly, dejected heap at this point.

‘I suppose you expect me to believe some Tyrannosaurus rex came in here and did it, then?’

Caveboy would have sneered at her. ‘Jeez, Mum. This is the Palaeolithic, for God’s sake. Dinosaurs haven’t been around since the late Cretaceous. Don’t you know anything?’

Unperturbed, Cavemum would have continued on: ‘Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep this cave clean? Do you ever even think about that? I’m the only one that makes any kind of effort to keep this cave clean at all.’

Caveboy, knowing that there was no way to escape the oncoming lecture, would likely then have slumped as far down as he could.

Cavemum would have said a great deal more, but sadly none of that dialogue has survived in the fossil record. I think it would be a pretty safe bet, though, that pretty much the last thing she would have said would have been to lean in close to the handprint, dab it with one finger and then say, ‘You know I’m never going to be able to get this out, don’t you?’

Caveboy would have huffed something about how she was just overreacting and making a fuss.

She was right, though; she never did get it clean.

So why is it that mums and sons seem doomed to repeat the same arguments over and over and over? Why is it that, after 32,000 years of human evolution, with the invention of the wheel, and agriculture, and the written word, and the steam engine, and the industrial revolution, and the collapse of the Berlin wall, and finally electric toasters that have special settings for crumpets, he still thinks it’s OK to make a mess all over the walls? And why is it that, after all that, when you try to point out that actually it’s a pretty bloody unreasonable thing to do, he still acts like you’re just making a fuss?

The thing is that while we might have flasher stuff, we still have the same brains as that caveboy and cavemum from 32,000 years ago. This might seem a little strange, because one would assume given that now we’ve got as far as electric toothbrushes and hair straighteners that underlying all that progress must be some pretty major changes in the human brain.

It just seems as if it must have got … well … bigger somehow.

Sadly, no. It’s about the same size and shape as it’s always been. Which means that all we’ve done so far has simply been to use the existing equipment in smarter ways. You could take a child born 32,000 years ago, raise him in our modern world and he would blend in seamlessly.

Weird, huh?

So while I’m sure that there have been a great many boys over the past 32,000 years who have been in one kind of crisis or another, the big picture seems to be that, at least at a general level, boys haven’t given up just yet.

I’m not saying that boys don’t have stuff going on, because they do, but it’s been my experience so far that it’s pretty much the same stuff they’ve always had going on. Like I said before, most of them seem far more interested in dinosaurs, girls or getting a job.

In truth, I think the only thing that’s really new is the drama that we’ve built up around boys. Mums arguably sometimes find boys to be a bit of a mystery, and so tend to be more vulnerable to the anxiety produced by the drum-bangers and cymbal-clashers.

If your 11-year-old son suddenly stops talking to you and seems grumpy all the time, then, in my experience at least, mums are far more likely to believe that he’s got some kind of underlying emotional issues than a more dad-orientated explanation, which is that he’s just being a bit of a snot.

So then you go get a book, and if the book starts talking about ‘the research’ and going on about the ‘crisis in boys’ emotional lives’, then you’re going to start to worry after a paragraph or two. I mean, there must be something pretty bad going on or else they wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble of writing a book about it, right?

They’ve blinded us with ‘science’

One of the things that surprised me the most when I got into researching this book in earnest, was how incredibly political the whole ‘raising boys’ thing has become. It soon became clear to me that it was really important to give mums (and whatever dads might also read the book) a better understanding about how much of the rhetoric around boys is driven by ideology and personal agendas rather than facts. I regularly found myself shaking my head in amazement as I read first the extravagant claims, and then the actual science these claims were supposedly based on. Time and time again it seemed that – even though it sounded like the claims being made about boys’ brains, ears, eyes and all manner of other things were deeply rooted in rock-solid science – the truth was altogether flimsier.

‘How can these people say this stuff?’ I would mutter. ‘How can you make a statement like that when the facts don’t support it at all?’

It seemed to me that a lot of the people making the various claims were relying on the fact that no one was ever going to go back and check the references out for themselves, that we’d simply accept their interpretations of the research. Truthfully, most of us don’t go and check stuff out for ourselves. Who has the time? We read in a book that ‘the research shows blah de blah’ and we just believe it.

Well, while I haven’t gone and checked out every piece of research behind every claim that’s ever been made about boys, I’ve seen enough to know that we all need to be a lot more cautious about the stuff we’re being told about our boys. I didn’t find anything that anyone just completely made up, but I did find example after example of claims that were gross exaggerations, blinding misinterpretations and some that were just plain wrong. We all need to understand more about the ‘emerging science of boys’, because important people are listening to some of these pop-neuroscience stories and making real policy decisions that affect all of our boys.

I’ve put a list of the more relevant papers and studies I’ve referred to at the back of the book so you can go check this stuff out if you want to. Wherever possible, I’ve put the online reference to make it easier for you to go look at it for yourself. I know most people won’t, but if the urge should take you it’s there to see.

So why this book?

I wrote this book because I wanted mums to know that they aren’t bad for boys. I also wanted mums to be able to make more informed judgements about what does and does not matter for their boys, and to be more aware of the politics that underlie all parenting advice, including my own.

And especially the advice about boys.

While we’re on the subject, my politics are simple, and fairly straightforward. I think that parenting has become far too complicated, and far too precious. We overthink just about everything when it comes to raising children these days. In particular, I think that the ‘boy crisis’ is getting a little out of hand. It might make a great story, and it’s a great way to sell books, but I just don’t think it’s necessarily all that accurate, and I don’t think that the ‘boy crisis’ is very relevant to the day-to-day business of raising boys. That’s a much bigger political, scientific, philosophical debate.

You’re not responsible for the world of boys, but you are responsible for your boy’s world.

There is a subtle but incredibly important difference that I hope will become clearer as we go along.

The plan

So here’s the plan. I’m going to spend the next four chapters giving you some of the important background stuff that will help you fit the rest of it together, and then we’ll get into the really chunky bits:



	Part I

	Where we’ll look at some of the fundamentals, mixed in with some context setting and a few other handy bits and pieces.




	Part II

	Where we’ll have a closer look at the ‘boy crisis’ debate to see if things are really as bad as we’re told they are.




	Part III

	Where we’ll look at the whole masculinity thing, and more importantly three simple ways to teach your boy to be a good guy.




	Part IV

	Where we’ll look at the practical side of raising boys in the real world. This where you’ll find the nuts and bolts stuff.





As part of that process, we’re going to look under the hood and take a peek inside the brains of boys. There are some very real questions that need to be asked about the actual differences between the male brain and the female brain. Once you step back from the pop-science interpretations of it all, there are some truly surprising things we’ve learnt about gender differences in brain functioning.

And I can pretty much guarantee that it’s not going to be what you’d expect. You should probably warn your loved ones, friends and co-workers that you might get a little annoying during that chapter.

On top of all that, we’re going to roam wildly and interestingly as we traverse the wide open spaces and twisty little canyons of boy-ness. It’s a big sprawling landscape, and we’re going to cover as much of it as we can. Communication is a big one for mums, so have no fear: we’re going to cover off the fundamentals of ‘boy talk’. I’m also going to give you loads of other practical stuff, too – stuff about education, feelings, girlfriends, role models, crime, cars, pocket knives, pizza and DVDs, building huts and computer games, to name but a few of the boxes of stuff we’ll unpack. It’s always good to come away from a trip with some practical things you can do to make your job a little easier once you get back to the real world.

For now, though, let me just say that if you read nothing more of this book, if you put it back on the shelf and go buy someone else’s book, you should take away from our brief conversation this one, single, salient fact:

You missed some really good stuff.

Everyone else, follow me.
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The Preflight Briefing

This is all the stuff you should know right at the start. If this was a plane, then this bit would be the equivalent of the wee talk they give you about the oxygen masks dropping in front of your face should you require ‘additional oxygen’ (what the hell is ‘additional oxygen’ anyway?), and the completely laughable ‘brace position’, which won’t save your life but does mean that the air hostess doesn’t have to watch you screaming all the way down.

I particularly like the bit where they say that if your life jacket doesn’t fully inflate, you should simply blow through the tube to inflate it before leaving the aircraft. I have always wanted to ask what I should do if it hasn’t fully inflated and my lips have been burnt away in the initial fireball after the plane hits the water at 600kph?

Also, how do I adjust the strap if I only have one arm left?

I never have asked that, out of consideration for anyone on the plane who might be scared of flying, but I always feel like asking.

This part of the book won’t help you if you’re in an actual plane crash either, although you could scribble a last message to your loved ones on it, I suppose. This is just stuff you should know at the beginning. This is the putting it all in a helpful context bit, and covering off the fundamentals right at the start. These are simply the things it helps to know before we take off.
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Boy-ology: the three stages of the little man

THREE IS A magic number. Almost everything comes in threes. There are, just as an example, three bones in the inner ear: the incus, malleous and stapes. There are even three types of colour receptors in the cone cells in your eyes – red, blue and yellow – just like the ink in your printer, except there it’s called magenta, cyan and yellow. There are also, oddly, three parts to your bum: the gluteus maximus, gluteus medius and the lesser known but still highly prized gluteus minimus. It doesn’t just end there, though, because all sorts of other things come in threes. Trilogies, for a start. The Lord of the Rings would have really sucked if it stopped just after Frodo was stung by the giant spider. The threes are endless – everything from little piggies, to billy goats gruff and blind mice. Musketeers also tend to come in threes, as do Powerpuff Girls, tenors, stooges, wise men and Dixie Chicks.

The three stages of boy-ology are no different. Obviously I’ve just made these stages up. You won’t find them in any textbook or scientific thesis, but I find that they’re a useful way to think about the broad developmental changes boys go through.

In keeping with the whole three-thing we’ve got going on, I’m not only going to describe my take on what those three stages are, but I’m also going to outline what I think the three key tasks for mums are at each of the three stages.

The other thing you might notice is that my first stage, Little Guys, actually begins at age two. This might cause you to wonder about what I did with the first two years. Nothing. Those years are still there, I didn’t take them away; it’s just that the first 24 months are pretty much the same for girls and boys, and they all need the same stuff: love, warmth, food, baby-talk and burping. Just do that for the first bit and you’ll be fine.

Stage One: Little Guys

(2–6 years)

The bit where you introduce him to the world

Little Guys are fantastic fun. This is an amazingly magical time, because this is when you introduce him to the world. This is where he first meets things like cupboard doors, bars of soap, butterflies, shoes, chocolate, televisions, cardboard boxes, Sellotape, Spongebob Squarepants, toilets, monkeys, tricycles, wellies, girls, shells, feathers, pencils, school, rain, farting, bloody knees, sticking plasters, pulling off sticking plasters, lollies, toy cars, nose-picking, bedtime, birthday parties, Santa Claus, grandparents, goldfish, quiet time and the creepy lady who comes when you’re asleep and takes your tooth from the glass or under your pillow and leaves you money.

All this stuff and an almost infinite amount more. This is when he first meets the world, when he first begins to discover what it’s all about and what some of it means. Your part in




	Provide a stable, secure, nurturing home. This is all pretty straightforward, right? The stable, secure, nurturing home bit is important, because that’s the stuff that kids need the most during these important early years. This doesn’t mean you can never yell at them, because it’s almost impossible to have children and not yell at them. In my house, just as an example, the thing I end up yelling the most is ‘Would you guys STOP YELLING!’ So you don’t have to be perfect, you just have to do the best you can. If your boy has some structure, some rules and he learns that the world (ie, you) behaves in a predictable way, then he’ll have the best start that he possibly can.

	Start teaching him how to be a good man. Don’t worry too much about that now, because we’re going to cover that off in Chapter 14. For now, all you need to be thinking about is that you start teaching boys how to be good guys when they’re little guys. We’ll get to the how later.

	Have as much fun as you possibly can. This last point is at least as important as the first two. Little Guys really are fantastic fun. They’re into superheroes and dinosaurs and all kinds of cool stuff. As a general rule, the more messy, loud and dangerous it is, the better.








	Building huts (inside with sheets, and outside with sticks and old bits of wood).

	Sleeping in the hut you built.

	Sleeping in a tent in the backyard.

	Jumping in puddles.

	Sliding down sand dunes.

	Poking about in rock pools at the beach.

	Throwing stones into rivers.

	Collecting bugs in plastic containers.

	Sword fights (if you don’t have real swords, rolled up newspaper will do).

	Wrestling, rough and tumble.

	Being held upside-down.

	Being swung about by your feet.

	Forward rolls.

	Climbing trees.

	Falling out of trees.

	Walking along the tops of walls/fences with no one holding your hand.

	Running and yelling.

	Water fights (either with water guns or water balloons).

	Making farty noises with balloons.

	Popping balloons.

	Doing things that are a bit scary (usually these things involve height and/or speed).

	Toasting marshmallows (a real fire if you can make one, otherwise a candle will do at a pinch).

	Yelling — just yelling and yelling and yelling.

	Throwing paper darts.

	Going for a walk in the dark with a torch (and with you, of course).

	Playing outside in the backyard in the dark, with a torch, without mum.

	Reading Where the Wild Things Are at bedtime.

	Eating chocolate ’til you’re sick.

	Kicking a ball about.

	Learning to ride a bike.

	Pizza and DVDs.

	Having friends over and running about like crazed little high-pitched savages.

	Getting dirty.

	Wearing holes in the knees of jeans.

	Acquiring all manner of cuts, bumps and bruises.












	Build confidence and competence. The way you build confidence and competence is first to have confidence in him, and then to let him discover his competence. If you believe in him, he’ll have no choice but to follow. The way to build his inner confidence is not through pep-talks or rousing speeches, but by letting him do things, including letting him fail. We learn more from our bloody knees than we ever do from pats on the back. This doesn’t mean you push him over, but it does mean that you let him take chances.

	Build your relationship, because it will be his base for all that follows. Building your relationship with him is hugely important. The teenage years are coming, and they will bring their own challenges, so now is the time to be laying in wood for winter. By the end of the second stage of his life he needs to know that you are on his side, just as surely as he knows that his bones will be there for his muscles to push against. He doesn’t have to always like you, and he doesn’t need to be your friend, but he does need to know that you are always there.

	Help him to connect action with consequence. Helping him to connect action with consequence is also a biggie during this phase. He needs to begin to understand the complexities of action and consequence, because increasingly he will be making decisions that have far-ranging consequences. At six the biggest decision he might make is whether or not to take his coat to school, but by 11 he might be deciding whether to run the lights on his bike or whether he should stop. The more he understands the basic principle that everything he does has consequences, the better equipped he will be to make some of those bigger decisions.









	Own and use a pocket knife without adult supervision.

	Build bigger huts in more distant places.

	Climb much taller trees.

	Acquire the skills not to fall out of the much taller trees.

	As he gets older (usually sometime around 8+ years), he should roam the streets with his friends without you being there.

	Walk to school (again usually sometime around 8+ years), by himself if possible, but a group will do. Either way, you shouldn’t be there.

	Turn in an assignment late at school and get in trouble for it.

	Leave his coat at home and get cold and/or wet.

	Do this several more times until he gets the message.

	Make and fly a kite.

	Stay away from home for the night without you. Obviously, a friend’s or grandparents’ place is probably more preferable than a cardboard box under a bridge.

	Build a model plane, car or ship.

	Make a spear from a sharpened stick (which is why he needs the pocket knife) and throw it.

	Fire a bow and arrow.

	Build and light a fire.

	Learn to swim.

	Learn that when you’re at the beach, you never take your eyes off the waves.

	Lose something precious.

	Go for a long walk in a wild and isolated place with you.

	Pizza and DVDs.

	Talk about anything and everything you can think of.

	Learn that Mum isn’t your friend, she’s your mum.
















	Don’t freak out. The trick here is not to give in to the fear. He’s likely to do any one of a number of things that would alarm any sane person, but you need to keep hold of the fact that this is simply part of the ride. This is what Young Men do. There is a responsible, reasonable, rational adult in there, it’s just that it’s going to be a little while before you see that part of him.

	Give him space, but not a vacuum. Teenage boys need their space, but at the same time they also need boundaries and rules. The worst thing you can do is leave him to it, because he’s not right in the head. By the same token, if you crowd him with too many rules and restrictions, you’ll force him to rebel against them. Instead, you need to be constantly working on the balance between giving him room to do his thing and providing enough structure so you can contain some of the less sensible things he might be prone to doing.

	Hold the line. Your most important job at this point is to make sure that once you’ve defined the limits, you hold fast to them. You’re going to have to keep re-negotiating the limits as he grows, because he’s going to need to wander farther and farther from home, but you need to stick to the rules that you’ve negotiated.








	Teach him to drive.

	Talk to him about girls (or boys).

	Model responsible behaviour with alcohol and drugs.

	Give him cuddles whenever you can get away with it.

	Tell him you love him, even if he rolls his eyes so far he runs the risk of spending the rest of his life looking at his own arse.

	Have at least one completely painful family holiday.

	Don’t take any shit from him — that’s not your job.

	Show him that women won’t accept anything other than being treated with a basic level of respect.

	Always be there at his sports things, and his school things, even if he acts like he doesn’t want you there. He may not, but later on he’ll remember that you were there.

	Eat pizza and watch DVDs from time to time. It goes without saying that these should not be chick flicks, unless this is what he likes.

	Fart audibly from time to time … It’ll surprise the hell out of him and let him know that you are unpredictable and mysterious.
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