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    “Here you have a man who strives to make the choice to love every day. He has powerfully transformed the adversity of his own childhood—first, into challenge, and then, into blessing for his own family and to an ever-growing number of others. Thanks to David Hirsch for seeing fatherhood as the vocation it is. Read this book! On every page, you will find the beauty of the difference that true-to-the-end dads make in the lives of their children.”


    —Rev. Marak Bartosic

    Our Lady of Charity Parish & St. Frances of Rome Parish


    “In this age, when single parent, female-led households are becoming the norm, we need voices like that of David Hirsch to continuously remind us of how essential it is to have a father present in every aspect of every child’s life. In this book, the reader gets a taste of David’s life-long advocacy, and the lessons learned along the way through the lens of his incredible 2,300 mile+ journey. Twenty-six years of being a father, and nineteen years of advocating for meaningful father involvement have come together to create one of the most important and inspirational works ever written about the true art of fatherhood.”


    —John Bellamy, entrepreneur


    “David Hirsch’s commitment to the cause of dads is not just a part-time interest. It is his identity. More than anything, he is a dad. As the father of five amazing children, he has proven in real life what a dad should and can be. His bike ride spanning over two thousand miles to raise awareness and funds brought him in close contact with numerous individuals on the way. This book recounts the stories that were shared and the memories that were made on that long journey. It will warm your heart and lift your spirit.”


    —Britto M. Berchmans, Pastor

    St. Paul of the Cross Catholic Church


    “Failure as a father is an option for far too many men in America. No one appreciates the loss our communities and families suffer more, and no one is more engaged and committed to finding a solution than David Hirsch. 21st Century Dads tells his story as a son, the true story of fatherhood today, and his decades long initiatives to bring fathers into the lives of their children. He continues with a national campaign to promote local programs dedicated to engaging fathers and helping do the right thing with respect to their children.”


    —Greg Bishop, Founder

    Boot Camp for New Dads


    “In the Latino culture fathers have traditionally been protectors, providers, pathfinders and a strong presence. In these changing and complex times where women work outside the home and people no longer live in the communities where they were born, it is time to redefine and reinvigorate the role of father. This book shows the way for fathers to be more involved and to lead the way in creating healthy and happy families.”


    —Juana Bordas, best-selling author, Salsa, Soul, and Spirit: Leadership for a Multicultural Age and The Power of Latino Leadership


    “David Hirsch is a mover and leader in the ‘Fathering’ movement. His personal commitment to his own family distinguishes him as an “overcomer” father, but in addition he is raising the importance of responsible fathering in the consciousness of America. As a colleague and friend, I applaud his efforts through the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative, the 21st Century Dads project and the Dads Honor Ride.”


    —Ken Canfield, PhD

    Founder, National Center for Fathering


    “No one is as dedicated toward, and as passionate about, this issue as David Hirsch. 21st Century Dads is a must read for everyone, it will provide you with insight to this issue that impacts all of us.”


    —Phil Cline, Chicago Police Memorial Foundation

    Former Superintendent, Chicago Police Department


    “Without responsible fathers in our world there will not be responsible children, or responsible citizens in the future. Efforts by David Hirsch’s project 21CD are not only a very interesting initiative, but worth attention and support.”


    —Dr. Dariusz Cupiał, founder Tato.net

    Lodz, Poland


    “David Hirsch lives his life and passion on a daily basis. Through this book, he examines the role fathers have in our society and why their absence continues in the 21st century. He shares his passion to change this trajectory and thus change the world! Kudos to David for tackling head on a tough issue ... and for living his life out loud!”


    —Lisa M. Dietlin, President and CEO

    The Institute of Transformational Philanthropy (ITP)


    “‘Walk lightly but carry a big stick’ was advice given to me when I was a lad and to be honest I didn’t have any idea what it meant. I met David Hirsch many years ago and saw what it meant in spades. ‘Walk lightly.’ He’s quiet, soft-spoken, unassuming and old school polite. ‘Carry a big stick.’ He’s a hard-working, compassionate, dedicated, confident, charitable man of his word. He’s a true leader and I would follow him anywhere and especially on his journey to ‘Break the Cycle of Father Absence.’”


    —Tom Dreesen, entertainer


    “David’s story is personal but awakens and informs us all. His life has been devoted to powerful change and impact. Blood, sweat and tears, paired with ever mindful thought and meaningful collaboration, can’t help but inspire. An extraordinary man, father and role model has finally documented his extraordinary journey.”


    —Kimberly T. Duchossois

    The Duchossois Family Foundation


    “David’s personal story provides a compelling backdrop in defining his captivating life journey. The thoughtfulness with which he approaches the influences of family in general, and fathers in particular, serve as a call to order for everyone from fathers and father-figures, to leaders in our educational and political institutions. We all owe David a debt of gratitude for raising awareness and taking action in this impactful area.”


    —Chas Edelstein, Senior Advisor and Retired Co-CEO

    Apollo Education Group, Inc.


    “As a father of two and grandfather of five, I know firsthand the joys of fathering and the challenges too many families face when fathers are not present. I applaud David’s effort to draw attention to the urgent need to encourage greater father involvement.”


    —Jim Edgar, former Governor of Illinois


    “A moving, deeply engaging story that will inspire you to hug your kids, tell them you love them, and dive in harder than ever to the greatest job a man can ever have—fatherhood.”


    —Jonathan Eig, New York Times best-selling author, Luckiest Man


    “David is particularly qualified to discuss the topic of fatherhood. Not as an academic or psychologist but as a Christian father. He speaks from the heart as a man who experienced a lonely soul as a child growing up without the love and guidance of a father in the home. His perspective on this serious problem in society is both internal and external. A unique view point.”


    —Daniel Genter, President

    RNC Genter Capital Management


    “David Hirsch’s book is a fresh catalyst for communities, individuals and families to rethink, re-emphasize and re-imagine the role of fathers and fatherhood. The evolution of gender roles, the changing nature of family and the needs of children make this a timely, important contribution to the national dialogue on dads.”


    —Joline Godfrey, author, Raising Financially Fit Kids


    “Having cycled across the country more than 85 times, including Route 66 dozens of times, I know firsthand the challenges David encountered. Riding 100+ miles a day for three weeks takes a level of commitment and perseverance few possess. I admire his Dads Honor Ride accomplishment and more importantly, the commitment he brings to bridging the gap for those growing up without dads.”


    —Lon Haldeman, Ultramarathon Cyclist, eight-time transcontinental record holder, and PAC Tour co-owner


    “David Hirsch continues to bring his indispensable message of the role dads play in the 21st Century. It spells bright future, and we are grateful that David changes lives!”


    —Frances Hesselbein, President and CEO

    The Frances Hesselbein Leadership Institute


    “Whether it was in his role as founder of the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative or as a father himself of five great children, David understands the critical importance of the role fathers play in the lives of the young. The journeys he has taken and shares in this book, both as a community leader and on his bicycle across America, offer pertinent lessons about the rich experiences that dads can provide to their kids when they are involved. Fathers from all backgrounds will find great comfort in the simple wisdom David provides in this outstanding read. Bravo!”


    —David D. Hiller, President and CEO

    Robert R. McCormick Foundation


    “David Hirsch’s extraordinary work through the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative has led to our awakening about the tragedy of absent fathers in the lives of America’s children. The creative, determined work of The Initiative has proven that we can reverse the magnitude of this societal crisis by helping men re-establish healthy connections with their children. It simply takes enormous will, commitment and intelligent action to make real progress.


    “David Hirsch exemplifies these human assets. The Dad’s Honor Ride taken by committed citizens throughout the country is a brilliant and effective way to mobilize awareness of fatherhood absence, garner resources and celebrate the men who are now back in the game of developing their children. The boldness of the Honor Ride is an inspirational call to action to save the soul of our country. We ignore the call at our peril.”


    —Hubie Jones, Dean Emeritus, Boston University School of Social Work

    Founder, Massachusetts Advocates for Children, Inc.


    “David Hirsch has filled a void with this book and his Fatherhood Initiative. So many children need a father or father figure in their lives and David recognized the need to fill that void. I lost my father four years ago and miss that father figure in my life, sharing the good times and bad times. He was my role model who helped me to be the best father to my children. His work ethic was tireless and I strive to be the best from watching him firsthand. Every child needs that role model, friend, mentor and coach. Thank you, David, for writing this book and bringing the right message to the world about the value of a father or father figure in a child’s life.”


    —Larry Kaufman, AVP Arthur J. Gallagher

    Father to two incredible children


    “David Hirsch knows firsthand the importance of fathers and father figures in the lives of children. He is a national leader in encouraging men to take an active role in making a positive impact in their children’s lives. This call to action for men can make our world a better place—If we would listen and act upon it.”


    —Alan Krashesky, Broadcast Journalist


    “There are many lessons to learn about being a father. Most of the time we have to learn these lessons on our own. David has written a simple guidebook about fatherhood to help fathers and grandfathers become better examples for their children and grandchildren.”


    —Allen J. Lynch, Medal of Honor recipient


    “I was just barely into my 20s when I lost my own father, and for the past 40 plus years I have been forever grateful that I had his love, wisdom and guidance during my childhood. David Hirsch has tapped into just how important a father is to the family structure, and I applaud his insight into that aspect of our society.”


    —Joe Mantegna, actor, Criminal Minds


    “I first met David more than two decades ago when he became a 1993 participant in the Kellogg National Fellowship Program. In an informal conversation, he shared his growing concern for the ineffectiveness of many men in their privileged role of fatherhood. In consequence, he launched the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative 19 years ago. Now, based on 26 years of personal experience as a father for his family and nearly two decades as an advocate for greater father involvement, he has written a book 21st Century Dads: A Father’s Journey to Break the Cycle of Father Absence. Whatever your role in parenthood (man or woman) I guarantee you will find this book of value!”


    —Russell G. Mawby, Chair Emeritus

    W. K. Kellogg Foundation


    “Life doesn’t always turn out like you planned. Being a father has been a challenge. I owe a debt of thanks to David Hirsch for helping me understand, no matter what the circumstances, we need to do everything we can to be present in the lives of our kids. I’m not able to do all the things I envisioned with my beautiful daughter Maggie, but I can demonstrate by my example to make the most of every day and that life is a gift. This book is an inspiration to all men who aspire to be the best dad they can be. Thank you for sharing your Dads Honor Ride experience.”


    —Jim Mullen, entrepreneur & disabled Chicago Police Officer


    On October 17, 1996 Jim was catastrophically injured in the line of duty and became a quadriplegic. His daughter Maggie was 7 months at the time


    “There’s a lot of talk these days about fathers and the crisis of fatherlessness. David Hirsch doesn’t just talk. He takes action. In Illinois, he envisioned and launched a statewide organization dedicated to encouraging and empowering dads. Nationally, he has shone a light on a problem that needs all our attention. With this book, he delivers practical insight for anyone who cares about the future of America. I dare you to take this ride.”


    —Jay Payleitner, national speaker and best-selling author,

    52 Things Kids Need from a Dad and The Dad Manifesto


    “David Hirsch not only models what being a good father looks like, he helps the rest of us get better, too.”


    —Eboo Patel, Founder and President,

    Interfaith Youth Core


    “Today’s modern thinking has brought confusion and less tolerance for families and specifically the need and roles of fathers. In recent years, programs available to families in Native American communities have focused primarily on the needs of women and children. Today, Native American men are often viewed as the cause of many family and social problems in their communities. NAFFA takes the position that fathers are:


    
      	The solution to addressing the problems.


      	The greatest untapped resource


      	Fathers must take the lead in keeping families together

    


    “The family is at the heart of Native American cultures. I have had the opportunity to meet and share thoughts with David. We continue to support and appreciate his ongoing commitment to fatherhood and the importance of families. Thank you for all the efforts, David!’


    —Albert M Pooley, President/Founder

    Native American Fatherhood & Families Association (NAFFA)


    “As a father of three wonderful children, I understand the importance of guiding each child in life decisions. Having the guidance of a father, or father figure is absolutely life changing. Illinois Fatherhood initiative and 21st Century Dads Foundation gives hope and chances to those in need of that exact thing. Thank you, David, for caring just that extra bit.”


    —Tony Schumacher, eight-time NHRA National Champion

    Top Fuel Pilot U.S. Army Drag Racing Team


    “Growing up without a father in the home after age 12, it has been a life-long passion of mine to help facilitate healthy, thriving families. David Hirsch shares the same passion, and has devoted the last 20 years to recognizing and applauding men of character who have chosen to lead by example and be the pillars of their homes and communities. He is a devoted husband and father with a love of adventure, and passed that love down to his five children who are now young, successful adults; precisely what Fatherhood is all about.”


    —Mike Singletary, former Chicago Bear/NFL Hall of Fame


    “My friend David Hirsch has written an excellent book for us 21st Century Dads. It’s funny how this role, the most important job we will ever have, comes with no ‘owner’s manual’ or ‘training tips.’ But David helps fill the gap with an inspirational telling of his own fatherhood journey, all through the lens of the Dad’s Honor Ride to help bring attention to the epidemic of fatherhood absence, which is destroying our inner cities and many other communities across the U.S. My congratulations to David for a great book as well as my sincere thanks for his passion for fatherhood and zeal for life. You’re going to enjoy this book!!”


    —Gregory W. Slayton


    The Honorable Gregory W. Slayton is the author of the global best-seller Be a Better Dad Today which has sold over 250,000 copies in 25+ countries since its publication in 2012. Slayton is also a venture capitalist and a man of faith who has raised four great kids with his wife of 26 years.


    “David Hirsch addresses one of society’s greatest challenges—the systemic disengagement of fathers. Children without an engaged and present father represents one of the most highly-disadvantaged demographic groups in the nation. The physical and emotional absence of a father in a child’s life often translates into that child’s own emotional unavailability; children can find it difficult or nearly impossible to envision and embrace achieving success in school and life. Thanks to David Hirsch for opening this urgent dialogue and helping us to pursue every opportunity to support our children, encourage their father’s involvement whenever possible, and find positive male role models to help us guide our children’s lives.”


    —Lisa Stamos, President

    Quintessential Media Group, Inc.


    “I was there from start to finish, all 2,300+ miles, as a crew member. The Dads Honor Ride was a transformative experience. To do something like this requires more than training and skills. It requires “Heart” and the “Drive” to make things happen. A natural outcome is this book by David Hirsch, who has the Skills, the Drive and the Heart! Fatherhood has a wonderful champion whose story is captured beautifully between these covers!!!


    —O. Lawton “Wilk” Wilkerson, Original Tuskegee Airman


    “Being a 21st Century father takes courage and strength. Not the physical and life daring type but courage and strength through character and commitment to our families. Fathers of all ages and backgrounds can pull wisdom from the best practices and inspirational stories David has compiled. A true must read.”


    —Shawn H. Wilson, Ford Motor Company Fund

  


  
    21st Century Dads


    



    A Father’s Journey to Break


    the Cycle of Father Absence


    



    David A. Hirsch


    with John St. Augustine


    



    Transformation Media Books


    Bloomington, Indiana

  


  
    Copyright © 2016 David A. Hirsch


    



    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


    



    Published by Transformation Media Books, USA


    



    [image: ]


    



    www.TransformationMediaBooks.com



    info@TransformationMediaBooks.com



    



    An imprint of Pen & Publish, Inc.


    www.PenandPublish.com
Bloomington, Indiana

    (314) 827-6567



    



    Print ISBN: 978-1-941799-35-2


    eBook ISBN: 978-1-941799-36-9


    



    21CD Logo and Cover Image:


    Maureen Roberts, Signature Graphic Design


    



    Cover Design: Jennifer Geist


    



    Bell Curve image by Mwtoews [CC BY 2.5], via Wikimedia Commons

  


  
    To Peggy, who makes me a better father


    To my grandfathers, Sam Solomon & Harry Hirsch


    To my mom, Claire, my dad, Ralph & my brother, Ron


    To my extraordinary children: Dave, Amanda, Emily, Charlie & Addie


    To all fathers & father-figures who prioritize the interest in children
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    Foreword

  


  
    My father was just short of his 70th birthday back in 2004. There I was at 45 with a family of my own and all the responsibilities in the world, watching over him like he did so many times in my life. A zillion thoughts raced through my mind, the big one being the concept of “the assembly line” that unseen, and too often unspoken, inevitable transition that takes place when a boy has to say goodbye to his father and then take his place next in line.


    The sun was shining that May morning when my father took his last breath. I had stayed with him the night before he died, putting cool towels on his forehead to help stave off the fever that came with the final hours of his life. There was no one else in the room besides the two of us, stark walls illuminated by the glowing lights of the monitors and a constant chorus of “beeps” that came and went, his vital signs displayed on the little screens. To be with him when he took his last breath, as he was with me when I took my first, was an honor beyond words.


    I was fortunate to have his presence in my life. The good and the bad all taught me lessons that were disguised as problems and difficulties, hard work and challenging conversations, as two generations attempted to understand each other as best we could. His advice to me over the years was short to the point and profound, “The best investment you can make is in your talents and time. That way you will always know who you are and what you stand for.”


    It’s those words that remind me of David Hirsch.


    I knew a bit about the Illinois Fatherhood Initiative, hearing bits and pieces about their efforts over the years, but it wasn’t until I met David at lunch through our mutual friend Jenniffer Weigel that I made the connection he was the guy behind it all. In between visits to the buffet table, I listened to him talk about his life, his wife and children, his father and grandfather. He shared with a deep conviction that only comes from experience about his “Dads Honor Ride” that encompassed a journey across the western United States on a bicycle seat for over 2,300 miles. He leaned forward a bit in his chair when he talked about how important it was for him to get the word out regarding one of the greatest challenges facing our society today, the gaping wound of “father absence.” Here was this fairly mild- mannered fellow, a bit soft spoken at first, becoming more and more intense as the lunch went on. All of that inner drive and energy that he used to push past his personal and professional barriers while pedaling countless hours, was focused on behalf of children that he would never meet, those statistics that make the headlines, so many of which are the
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