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Introduction


ONE OF THE JOYS of my adult life has been discovering male friendships. I have written about many male relationships, and I thought to draw on them for a small book on the subject of friendship. It had occurred to me that this subject is seldom discussed, nothing to the extent that sexual, family, and business relationships are examined. We have an endless number of books on how to have better sex, exercise better, eat better, lose weight, drive better, speak well in public and so on.

Friendship among men is difficult for Anglo-Saxon males of a middle-class background to define or practice. I was well into my fifties before I discovered the pleasure of hugging a male friend. Now I do it habitually. Often, and always with my brothers, I have to initiate it. It embarrasses them, but they can’t refuse. General Dwight Eisenhower wrote at the end of his life that he regretted his inability to give hugs to his fellows. Men are also reluctant to “spill their guts out” (Richard Nixon’s words), even to a close friend. They don’t like to show emotion. Yet we’ll meet here a number of men who overcame their inhibitions and developed deep, lasting, engaging, rewarding friendships.

For some of these pieces I reread pages or chapters from my writings that speak to such friendships. I confess that I enjoy going back to read my old books, where I meet old friends. I selected passages that illuminate particular friendships. It is a broad list, stretching from Lewis and Clark to the present day and including young friends, middle-aged friends, and old friends. It includes men who achieved the highest level of friendship fighting together in war.

I start with my brothers, one older and one younger, men with whom I’ve had the longest and deepest friendship, and conclude with my father, my model. I write about a hero of mine, Dwight Eisenhower, who along with his brother Milton and his fellow Army officer George S. Patton were men I “met” doing research. Then there are Custer and his brothers, Crazy Horse and He Dog, Lewis and Clark, along with the men of Easy Company, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division, and three old war veterans Hans von Luck, John Howard and Dick Winters.

What’s most important to me about writing is the learning along the way. After years of researching these and other men, I knew that the only way I could satisfy my curiosity was to write about them. I have learned a lot about friendship, from both these men and my own friends, who have a talent for it. This is especially true of the two explorers Lewis and Clark, and in the twentieth century, of Dwight Eisenhower. Ike had more friends than anybody else because he was so congenial, outgoing, curious and respectful. He was a man who loved life and who loved people. In this regard he was the opposite of Richard Nixon, which is the reason I’ve included a chapter on why Nixon found it so difficult to make friends.

After that I started to write about my own friends. Writing is never fun, but thinking about my friends is. I have many more I have not written about (my apologies), but the guys in these essays are dear to me in special ways. The friends of one’s birth, siblings, offer the security of identification and utter familiarity. School friends bring early gifts—imagination, tolerance, a new kind of fun. The friends of one’s adulthood offer support, steadfastness and unquestioned, if tough, love. The friends one meets in work bring knowledge, openness and acceptance.

Friends come in all different styles, ages, personalities and habits; we relate to each one differently. You can go days, months, years without seeing a friend, and resume the relationship with ease. Loving a woman is wholly different. It is intimate, all-encompassing, and I cannot do without it. But friends bring much else I would not have otherwise.

As I wrote this book I learned what a wide bunch of friends I have. I’ve had my imagination stirred, my tolerance expanded. I’ve learned a lot. I’ve had a lot of fun.

The four best words in the English language are love, wife, home and work. The fifth one is friend. Here are some of mine, past and present.



ONE
Brothers: The Ambrose Boys


WE WERE YOUNG TOGETHER, we grew up together in White-water, Wisconsin, we have known each other longer than we have known anyone else except our parents. I can tell you without having to look whether Harry will hit a fastball or a curve or a change-up, or whether Bill will make a hook or a set shot or a left-handed layup. And they can tell you what I can and can’t do on a tennis court, a football field or a basketball floor. And what else? What magazines they will read, or newspapers. What clothes will appeal. Most of all, in our younger days, what girls would appeal to them, and who their friends would be. Such knowledge just is.

Harry is two years older than I, Bill two years younger. We didn’t feel much like a band of brothers when we were kids, except on the high school sports teams, mainly because our mother began goading us into competition over the breakfast table and carried it on until bedtime. When we were in grade school, the competition was over who could run or swim the fastest or farthest, or climb the highest tree, or hike the hills or gather the most wood for the woodstove at the cabin. When we were in our teens, it was over grades, courses and sports.

By then, however, we needed no goading. A very big part of my life was catching up to and surpassing Harry, while keeping Bill well back from me. Each of us constantly challenged the other two, especially in sports. We had a basketball backboard and goal over the garage, where we played one-on-one with great intensity, getting into the most terrific arguments over who had fouled whom. In that driveway, we would use tennis balls to play one-on-one baseball. I would pitch while Harry or Bill batted, using the garage doors for a backstop. Hit the ball so far for a single, thus far for a double, and so on, with loud discussions about who was pitching fair and who was not and how far a ball that had been hit had gone, or disagreements about what was a ball and what was a strike.

Worst was the golf course, when we were in high school, because we knew each other so well that we could pick the exact moment for a little cough on the putting green, just enough to break a brother’s concentration at the instant he was going to stroke the ball, but so soft and apparently irrepressible that he could not legitimately complain.

What made the competition bearable was that we played together on the high school football, basketball and track teams. As a senior, Harry was the quarterback of the football team, on which I was the guard and linebacker, and we played well together. Our team lost one game and was conference champion, which gave us great pride and prestige and a fierce defensiveness of each other. We were not so good in basketball—too short and too slow—and no good at all in track, but we supported and stood up for each other. Bill was O.K. in football and basketball, so we played pickup with him when it was necessary.

We talked about our parents, nearly always or so it seems now. We thought Mother was much too talkative, far too inclined to rat on us to our dad, had too many friends and spent far too much time with them, and suffered other shortcomings, but we also thought she was a natural for the county board and the school board and anything else she might choose to run for. As for Dad, a doctor in town, we agreed that for his patients and friends he was easily the best man in town, but for us he was far too demanding and much too inclined to yell and spank, but we were very glad that he was our father. We wouldn’t have traded him for anyone else.

Mainly, we knew which of us was best at mowing the lawn or shoveling the walks or weeding the garden (best meant being able to do the job well enough to almost satisfy Dad), which girl in the other guy’s high school class had a reputation for putting out and who she went out with (never with us, it seemed), which students were best in Latin or algebra, and so on and on and on. If we didn’t know who had gotten an A in third-year Latin or fourth-year typing, Mother would make sure we were informed—she was as competitive as our dad.

When time came for us to go to college, we were competing against our peers rather than each other. Harry took a national test and did well enough to get a scholarship through Navy ROTC to go to Dartmouth. He was terribly set up to be at an Ivy League school and remains so today. For our part, Bill and I thought it all rather a lot of foolishness. I went to the University of Wisconsin on a football scholarship. Bill followed me to Madison on his own money, made on summer jobs. Harry sneered at us for being at the state university, while we sneered at him for being at Dart-mouth.

After college, they both spent time in the service—Harry as a lieutenant in the Marine Corps, Bill as a lieutenant in the Navy. The Cold War had no active battles going on after President Dwight Eisenhower shut down the Korean War, so I thought they were crazy and quit the ROTC. After serving their two or three years, they both went to business school for their MBA and then into real work, while I went to graduate school and then into teaching. Harry rose to a senior position in a major firm in the commodities market; Bill spent considerable time with Corning Glass before becoming owner and operator of a furniture factory in Maine.

Harry’s work was hectic, stressful and demanding. Bill’s work after he left Corning Glass was on the furniture shop floor, ankle-deep in sawdust, doing for a living what Dad had done as a hobby, making Harry and me exceedingly proud of him. Harry was at the cutting edge of technology in the corn and grain market; Bill was operating a factory that differed from a Maine furniture factory of the nineteenth century only in having electricity to power the tools in place of waterpower. Harry’s work took him to many different cities for varying lengths of time; Bill has been in Maine ever since acquiring the factory.

My own work was as a scholar and teacher, and I never made as much money as my brothers, but I did make enough to take the summers off and go out west with my wife and children. They envied me for the time I spent with my family; I envied them for the money they made. None of us would have traded with one another.

We got together at least once a year, usually more often, most of all at the family cabin in northern Wisconsin in August, beloved by all of us. Then there are family weddings, funerals, celebrations and reunions. It was in Whitewater on one such occasion, shortly after our mother died, at a formal dinner honoring our father, that he said our all-time favorite comment about us. Each of us had said something about Dad’s decades of service to the community and how proud of him we were. It was the kind of thing we could never say to him in private, as it would have been far too embarrassing. He was a man who praised sparingly, if ever. He had always let us know when he was dissatisfied. None of us had ever done our assigned tasks to his standard. When we did begin to mow the lawn right or shovel the snow, the only way we knew it was that Dad didn’t send us out to do it again.

That night, however, with his sons standing beside him, he told his friends and neighbors,“I want you to know that if my boys are proud of me, no one will ever know how proud I am of them.”

By God, that was a moment! To be cherished, always. He did it just right. The praise was for all of us, we brothers, we band of three.

He expressed not only his love and admiration for us but also pushed aside the competitiveness that had characterized our relationship with each other—all three sons were equal in his love, which is what mattered. This was a turning point in our relationships with each other that bonded us forever in a new, mature way. Decades of intense competition in sports, school and for our parents’ praise and attention, plus a severe break caused by a war, had given way to tolerance, openness, sharing and mutual admiration.

Wherever our careers have taken us, and it has been to many different places, we have always kept up with and been exceedingly proud of each other, and never hesitated to say so. We have turned out quite differently, one from another, but our experiences as members of the same family have created a unique bond. When we get together today, our competition comes back pretty strong, especially when we are hiking, golfing or playing tennis. We revert to the way we acted and talked when we were teenagers. We call each other by our childhood nicknames.

Harry plays the older brother, forever showing us the way. He tells me what the subject of my next book should be. He tells Bill how to make furniture. He tells us where we should vacation and what IRAs to buy, and so on. And he is forever explaining politics to me. His heart is good and he can’t help himself, so Bill and I nod yes to everything he says and never do any of it.

There was a time in the late sixties and early seventies when that trust and affection were put to a painful test. It was during the Vietnam War. Harry was vociferously in support of the war, Bill quietly in support, I loudly opposed. The war tore us apart as it did the country. Never since the Civil War, which I have studied and written about, have we Americans felt so estranged from one another, and this extended into every family in the nation. I was not able to understand how my brothers could be hawks, just as they couldn’t understand me. It was just terrible. I was unable to talk to them on the telephone, much less see them.

The war ended, finally, and gradually we began to reestablish communications, primarily thanks to our wives and kids. There was at first a stiffness to our relationship, but at least we were talking. We had learned never to bring up politics, but even that prohibition eventually broke down. I recall a two-hour telephone conversation with Harry the night before the 1980 election (I told him he couldn’t possibly vote for an actor for president; he said the same about the current president). Then in the mid-eighties, we brothers had a discussion about families and finances. One of us had a friend whose brother was a drunk, wife-beater, the works. In addition to the embarrassment, the friend carried a heavy financial burden to support his brother’s family. We talked about how lucky we were that such a situation had never intruded in our lives. Indeed, we agreed, it was a source of great comfort to us to know that not only would we not be called upon to bail out one of us, but we could count on the other brothers if we ever needed help, no questions asked.

The best times come today at the August gathering in northern Wisconsin, three generations worth. Grandchildren swimming and laughing, diving and splashing, as many as a dozen of them, northwoods bike rides and canoe adventures, golf and tennis, campfires. Our wives all get along just fine; our children are very close, they love to be together. Harry, Bill and I sit on the porch and talk about our parents—we seem to remember only the good things, what they did for us, anecdotes about their card games or trips together—and we talk about Whitewater in that long-ago time and our high school friends, about games we played with each other and against each other, and then back to Dad and Mom, always the prime subject.

We recall the typing class, or our Latin teacher, or mowing the lawn, or doing the dishes, and as best we can we express our conviction that this was the best thing that ever happened to us, that without their prodding we would never be where we are now. And if one of us should happen to bring up what Dad said about us at the dinner in his honor, why then the tears are sure to follow.

That moment bonded us forever in a new, grown-up way. As adults, in the wake of disappointment, there is tolerance and openness and sharing.



TWO
Brothers: The Eisenhower Boys


OF ALL THE FRIENDSHIPS between brothers that I’ve known, and there have been many, none came close to that of the six Eisenhower boys. Partly that was because of their parents, partly because of their semi-rural setting, partly because there were so many of them and they had no sisters, partly it was because of their personalities. They had learned from David and Ida Eisenhower always to love one another, other people and every manifestation of life around them. They grew up without money or any possessions, only each other. And although they had some friends in the little town of Abilene, Kansas, where they lived, mainly they had to rely on each other.

Dwight Eisenhower was born on October 14, 1890, into a working-class family that already had two sons, Arthur born in 1886 and Edgar born in January 1889. Roy was born in 1892, Paul in 1894 (he died in infancy), Earl in 1898 and Milton in 1899. “I have found out in later years we were very poor,” Dwight Eisenhower said in a 1952 speech that kicked off his campaign for U.S. president, “but the glory of America is that we didn’t know it then. All that we knew was that our parents—of great courage—could say to us: Opportunity is all about you. Reach out and take it.”

David worked in the local creamery; the boys had their own patch of ground to grow vegetables, which they sold around town; their mother, Ida, was universally regarded as a saint. Neither parent ever smoked, drank or swore, or raised their voices—although all their boys did. One of Dwight’s sharpest memories about his father concerned the day that his father came home early for lunch and discovered that Edgar had been skipping school to work at a part-time job. He grabbed Edgar by the collar and started whipping him. Dwight, then twelve years old, shouted at his father to stop. That didn’t work, so he came up behind his father and grabbed his arms.

“Oh, do you want some of the same? What’s the matter with you, anyway?”

“I don’t think anyone ought to be whipped like that,” Dwight sobbed, “not even a dog.” David dropped his strap, turned away and stormed off. Years later, telling the story, Dwight insisted that the punishment was deserved and beneficial: “Had it not been for the application of leather,” he said, “prolonged and unforgettable, my brother might well have become an unhappy handyman in Kansas.”

In a family of six boys, competition was the natural order of things—racing, climbing, grades in classes, everything, including fighting. “There was no animosity in our fights,” Edgar later said. “We fought for the sheer joy of slugging one another. We had to get rid of our energy and I think that when a fight was over we probably thought more of one another than we did before it began.”

This was not a time when average Americans took graduating from high school for granted. Two years before his class graduated, Arthur left school to find work in a bank in Kansas City, where he lived in a boardinghouse with Harry S. Truman, and eventually went on to become president of the biggest bank in the city. Edgar also dropped out of school after his sophomore year and eventually became a lawyer; Roy, another dropout, became a druggist in Junction City, Kansas; Earl an engineer in Pennsylvania.
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