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Foreword
In the Fall of 2015 I took 4 boys 4 days a week out of town in the wilds, as 

they called it. These chapters are reflections on that experience. I sent them out 
as daily emails and some have let me know that these were the favorite thing 
they go to read each day. That’s why I present these stories here for you.  I had a 
lot of fun and I hope that these stories will give you joy too. 

Niels
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I Was Once That Aggressive Boy
I was once that aggressive boy. I was. My mother tells me, that when I was in 

kindergarten, I’d come home sometimes and be so enraged that there was 
nothing that she could do to get me to talk, listen, engage in any way. The only 
thing she could do was to hand me an old plate (we didn’t have new plates) and 
let me throw in on the kitchen floor. As it shattered, my spell broke, I could 
smile again, and come back. She would then ask me to clean it up, and I’d say: 
“But you said I should throw this plate on the floor.” Knowing that I was right 
about that, she collected the pieces.

Later in my elementary school years, I would spend most of my indoor 
playing time with toy soldiers, model tanks, airplanes and boats. I learned a lot 
about the military theatre of World War II, could tell about the Battle of the 
Bulge, Operation Market Garden in Holland and of course, D-Day. These 
soldiers were lined up in formation in my room, re-creating these battles. For 
years, that is how I played—again, indoors. I could, and still can, tell the 
difference between American Sherman tanks, British Centurions, Russian T-51s, 
and the feared German Panthers and Tigers.

I also played outside. Cowboys and Indians, WWII scenes, or simply staged 
mud fights between ground level “troops” and those who had climbed on the 
roof of the local kindergarten, where we hurled mud, clay, pine cones and other 
things that would sting but never really injure. And we got in trouble for that, 
including with the police. We also roamed the neighborhood and we knew 
when to turn the corner, because other groups of boys were there and they 
fought for real, for no good reason, but for real, bloody noses and all.

And then one day, I forget exactly how old I was, I put this all away. I 
collected my arsenal, put it in boxes, stored them in the attic and … became a 
pacifist. I became part of the anti-nuclear armament movement, raising more 
money at the age of 15 then anybody else in my hometown of Utrecht, the 
fourth largest city in the country. I prepared myself for conflict with the military, 
which had compulsory conscription at the time. There was nothing more 
pointless, I realized, than to be drafted in the military, be driven to a battle in an 
armored vehicle and be killed by a nuclear explosion in less than 10 seconds, 
which was the estimated average life expectancy of a soldier in a battle with the 
Soviet Union.

Textbook.

This is precisely what modern play theory would predict. As psychologist 
Peter Gray writes in his book Free to Learn:

Some people fear that violent play creates violent adults, but in reality the 
opposite is true. Violence in the adult world leads children, quite properly, to 

http://freetolearnbook.com/
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play at violence. How else can they prepare themselves emotionally, 
intellectually, and physically for reality? It is wrong to think that somehow we 
can reform the world for the future by controlling children’s play and controlling 
what they learn. If we want to reform the world, we have to reform the world; 
children will follow suit. (p. 169)

You tell me why a 14 year old is calculating his life expectancy in seconds. 
And how is a boy to deal with that? If that does not infuriate you, I fear you are 
hopelessly lost and out of touch. In the end, the military never did call me. They 
had enough boys and didn’t need me.

What was it that caused me to be so enraged as a kindergartener? I asked my 
mother about it a few years ago and according to her, it was always a situation 
where I felt powerless in the face of gross unfairness. Schools treat children 
poorly, very poorly. The schools of my childhood did. And whatever you had to 
say about it didn’t matter. You were just a kid and a troublesome one at that. I 
can still feel the dismissive tone of various teachers when I spoke up, said what I 
knew to be right.

I wasn’t just angry. I didn’t have just some energy raging in me that needed a 
place to go. There was no intrinsic internal factor that made me angry. I 
responded to the world and I got angry, furious, to the point of suffocating.

I was right.

What I saw was unfair. And I couldn’t do anything about it, because I was a 
boy. And I was a problem. I was the problem.

We live in a world that individualizes feelings. Anger is a problem and peace 
is the solution. Mindfulness. Children are being taught to be mindful (I am 
looking at you, Bernie Siegel), to breathe, to forgive, to listen, to understand, to 
cooperate. But they are not being taught that their rage might be a totally 
reasonable response to really unfair situations.

I fear that the reason we don’t teach kids that they are right when they get 
angry is that we have long ago given up the fight ourselves. For whatever reason, 
our own upbringing, pressure of the circumstances, we most often don’t really 
engage the world and its many injustices. And that is a crying shame.

As you know, I came to the US as an adult. And I am scared about the way in 
which children are being raised here. When I taught college, I’d hear stories 
from my students about their highschool experiences. Horrifying stories of 
bullying, teacher intimidation and violence are common place. These were not 
exceptional stories, but experiences that all these students readily recognized 
from each other.

“Where were your parents?”
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It was inconceivable to me that parents could stand for the abuses that their 
children suffered. But you know what. I am beginning to get it, and that scares 
me. Schools are a system, part of a much larger system, and it is hard to fight a 
system. Very hard. I was a student union organizer in highschool and college. 
Believe me, the difference we made was often negligible. And now we have 
jobs, responsibilities, homes, payments, schedules. If we have any opportunity 
left to really listen to our kids these days, we have lost the opportunity to fight on 
their behalf. Fighting the real fight. Fighting for fairness in their schools.

If your boy has too much aggression, where is yours?

Your boy takes it out on you. Be glad. Where else is he going to put? Other 
children? Buildings? The question is, where will you take it?

So yes, boys need to play outside, and use all that energy that is stored inside 
of them. But better playgrounds are hardly an answer to the real unfairness that 
they see.

Children are right.

And more than anything, let us show them that we know that they are right. 
What they see is wrong. We need to do something about it. We can’t always, but 
we can bloody well try.

For crying out loud.
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How Josh Inspired Me
The first time I arrived at Josh’s preschool, I could see why they were looking 

forward to my help. All the preschool teachers knew what to do with him 
anymore was to hold him tight, wrapping their arms around his arms and their 
legs around his legs.

The teachers hoped I would help them keep Josh calm. But I had come to 
help Josh.

His mom had asked me help him deal better with his explosive outburst. This 
was the third preschool of the year where he’d abruptly start racing around the 
all too small play yard, sometimes screeching at the top of his lungs. Or he’d 
throw toys around, toys other kids were still playing with. And now I was 
observing this for myself.

That’s when I decided to try something completely different.

I realized that Josh needed space to run, nature to explore and the freedom to 
spread the wings of his imagination.

That’s why I took him to the woods. There he climbed hills, dug into the lake 
front, and mindfully watched out for poison oak. He built a big tent with sticks 
that were strewn across the forest floor. He laughed and played and delighted in 
every single discovery.

Three hours went by like this and he couldn’t get enough.

After this time, he was able to look me in the eyes and maintain contact long 
enough to receive what I was saying to him. He could listen!

That’s no surprise. Free play, which he was having in spades, increases 
empathy and reduces anxiety.

Josh played in nature, which restores our attention, calms the nervous 
system, and improves motor skills.

And he played while connected to a caring adult, me, which helps regulate 
the child’s brain, and increases his sense of feeling felt—he knew that he existed 
in my awareness, a critical feeling for children’s wellbeing.

That’s why I created After School Adventures for Energetic Boys.

During these adventures energetic boys can bolt out in nature, learn to play 
well with other boys, and allow their brain a much deserved rest. They’re 
working hard, and when they rest a bit, well, then so can you.

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn
http://www.childrenandnature.org/
http://www.drdansiegel.com/books/parenting_from_the_inside_out/
http://www.energeticboys.com/
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Yesterday, one of the boys said that he was going to imitate me. I was curious 
and wondered what I looked like through his eyes. 

He straightened his back and proclaimed with the clearest voice I'd heard 
from him all day:

"I'm Niels and I suck at everything!"

Well …

I have arrived, I thought.

That's a kid who feels safe with me. 

Safe enough to play around with me and make fun of me. Mercilessly.

Honestly, though …

There was a moment, a split second, where I felt a little hurt. 

Yes, really. It was a brief moment, when I felt—ouch—disrespected. 

"He's not taking me seriously."

But then it rushed back in. The realization that being silly with me was the 
best way he could give me a compliment. 

Serious is what he gets from grown ups all day long. 

But I had entered a special club. A club of silly makers. It's a secret club and 
I don't have the secret password. 

But the boys have it. And when he made fun of me, he shared it with me. 

And so I learn, day in day out. When I am parenting at home, or running with 
the boys …
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When I don't take things personally, I am at my best. 

I have fun. I enjoy the kids, yours and mine. 

And the moment I make things about me, I loose it. 

Ah well. I don't have any special technique to remember that it ain't about 
me. I just learn and learn again. 

And I forget.

And I remember. 

Each day. 

Have a great day.

Niels
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You've heard of Eleanor Roosevelt. And the words that she lived by.

"Do something every day that scares you."

I do that.

And so do you.

It's called parenting. 

And for that reason alone, I don't feel the need to do anything special to get 
me out of my comfort zone.

Doing something every day that scares you?

That's for those other people. 

The ones who are annoyed when your kid doesn't cross the street fast 
enough.

The ones who crave an adult conversation, when that's what they've been 
having all day long—they don't know the feeling of wanting an adult 
conversation when you haven't had one in weeks. 

The ones who give you hateful sideway glances when your kid cannot 
withstand the temptations of sweets in the supermarket isle. 

(That's not your kid's fault by the way. Millions of dollars have been spent to 
figure out exactly how to tie your kid to the proverbial bacon and make your life 
miserable until you buy them that candy.)

Except, those people are scared too. Scared as hell that the floor is going to 
fall out from under them. That's the world we live in. 

But parenting is special. And especially scary.
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Showing up for your kids every day takes tremendous courage. 

And because it does, you don't have to come up with special challenges. 

You don't have to go out of your way to get scared.

Instead, think about this:

"What, truly, is my comfort zone?" 

Not your zoning out zone, though, hey, don't knock it. 

Where can you get truly comfortable … 

in your skin, 

in your home, 

in your family.

Have a comfortable and safe day,

Niels
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I want to share a story for you. But before I do, let me tell you what I am doing 
by email.

Four days a week I take boys out to parks, beaches, and forests around the 
Bay Area. They come in small groups of three or four and each day they surprise 
me in some way. They get to play freely with each other and hang out in nature. 
I keep them safe, but mostly I welcome them. 

And when things get a little hard between them, I try to remind them that 
there are usually other options, that if they stop to consider for a moment, they 
have solutions for their problems, that they have creative ways of incorporating 
each others in their play. 

There is a precious story in each outing, and I want to share those stories. 

I do this because I think the world of these boys. But I also think that there is 
something going on for boys these days that isn't good. It concerns me. The 
author Peg Tyre sums it up this way:

They get expelled from preschool nearly five times more often than girls; in 
elementary school, they’re diagnosed with learning disorders four times as often. 
By eighth grade huge numbers are reading below basic level. And by high 
school, they’re heavily outnumbered in AP classes and, save for the realm of 
athletics, show indifference to most extracurricular activities. Perhaps most 
alarmingly, boys now account for less than 43 percent of those enrolled in 
college, and the gap widens every semester!

For me, this reality is the outcome of the many ways in which boys are not 
fully welcomed into our world. 

____

I'm always looking for places where the boys can do something different. 
Explore, run, explode, watch, listen, scream, and find other ways to enjoy the 
outdoors while being boisterous great boys.

http://www.pegtyre.com
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I try to get to good places. The boys are never unanimous about my choices, 
but I try to take their opinions into account.

So when they voice their opinion strongly, I pay attention.

Last week as we were on our return leg on the trail, one of the boys was 
announcing loudly how he hates Tilden, 

… how he is bored with everything, 

… hates hiking and playing in the forest—things of that sort. 

Oh, and he hates me too.

And just as I began to wonder where I had gone wrong, another kid walks 
besides him and says: "I actually think that you really like Tilden and us and all 
the other things. You are just saying the opposite."

Of course. 

This kid saw right through all the boisterousness, through the words and 
found his way down to the boy inside. Because saying that he hates everything 
and is bored by everybody, that's just the surface. He's having a great time.

Something else is bugging him. 

He was inside all day, told what to do by grown ups ever since he woke up. 
And finally, he gets to let of some steam. He gets to set the pace of the 
afternoon, determine where he wants to go, and how fast—he usually runs or 
stands still.

He does what most of us do—I do. He bottles up frustrations from one set of 
experiences and expresses them somewhere else, the moment he feels a little 
freedom and the moment he feels that someone might actually pay some 
attention to what is going on inside him. 

He's not going to tell me what exactly happened that day. 

That'd take too long. 

That's be too boring. 

He's just going to express how he really feels. Not his objective judgment 
about the moment, but what he's feeling inside. 
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And this other kid knows all about it, probably does the same thing. They 
know each other. 

Have a great day,

Niels
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At one point I was on the grass with four boys right on top of me, one on each 



 / ENERGETIC BOYS / 14

leg and two on the torso. They were pounding me and showing clear delight in 
doing so. They only stopped when I asked them to and they were remarkably 
polite about it 

… I mean, for kids who had just been beating the living daylights out of me.

Fortunately no grown up was harmed in the process. 

Some parents have seen me do it, or better, have seen it done to me. The 
boys punch me in the gut. And they do so gleefully. Not a few who see it are a 
little nervous about it. I'm not sure why. They may doubt my ability to set 
boundaries with the boys. And if you see me run with them, well, it's 
understandable they think that.

But I have clear boundaries about this stuff. All is good as long it's all good. 

A moment will come when I stop, and so far none of the boys have 
continued despite my limit. They get. They punch me in the gut with all their 
might. They delight in their strength and they delight in my drama around it. It's 
a game, a serious game, but a game even so.

And here's what I have noticed.

The boys who are most engage in this kind of play take every chance they 
can to be physically close to me. 

Every time I take a break and sit down, one of them is either right next to me, 
or right on top of me. Sweetly, calmly, affectionately. 

These boys love to play with their power, with their strength. And when they 
are being received by a delighted punching bag, I mean, grown up, aggressive 
play turns into affection. 

I read this quote earlier:

“…imagining activates the same part of our brain as if we’re actually seeing 
it. So an imagined perception is the same as the real perception.” Beau Lotto, 
paraphrased on Deep Fun.

If that is true, than in the moment of punching me they are feeling really 
powerful. They pretend power, they pretend strength, but in their minds it is real, 
for the time that they are punching, pushing, kicking, wrestling, playing. 

The kids get to feel power, play with power, explore power. They are safe and 
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this grown up loves them being powerful. 

Sorry. Got to go. If I'm going to keep up with these kids, I better do some 
crunches.

Be safe today,

Niels
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They looked at me as if I was yelling at them. 

But I wasn't. I swear.

I had simply asked them to come and check in with me one by one. That's 
really all I did. 

These boys come with me at the end of the day. They've been at school and 
sometimes you can just tell that they have much on their minds. It's as if 
something is brewing inside of them and like a vat of cider, it feels like they can 
explode any minute.

So I wanted to check in with them. I asked them to come over and I was 
mightily surprised when their eyes widened, their mouths opened slightly, and 
they froze in place.

I let them be. Said to them: don't worry. Just keep on playing. I'm right here. 
All is well. 

And they let out a sigh of relief and continued struggling over the two balls I 
had brought. As if nothing happened.

But what was going on? 

Why did do look so scared?

Soon it dawned on me. They have been in school all day. When I pick them 
up, I am kind of an extension of school for them and they have similar 
expectations. 

So when I call them over, they expect what they expect at school:

They're in trouble!

Ever the anthropologist, I decided to inquire with the next group of boys to 
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see if my guess was correct.

"Hey guys. Does your teacher ever call you over closer to her? What's going 
on when she does that?"

"Well, eh, you're in trouble," said one of them.

"And you don't know what you're in trouble for," chimed another. They all 
nodded.

You're in trouble and you have no idea why. No wonder these boys looked 
scared. I had just suggested that they were in deep doodoo. And they couldn't 
figure out what they had done to deserve that.

And they couldn't figure that I was simply curious about their experience, 
because they only time they ever get individual attention at school is when they 
are in trouble.

Have a great trouble free day,

Niels
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Some days the boys just want to discover the difference between real rocks and 
sandstone. They do that by throwing the sandstone from a good height onto the 
paved path. If it breaks, it's sandstone.

Eureka!

Of course, in the process of discovery they were covering the path with 
sandstone. What can I say? Science demands a price. 

While they were going at it, several people came by, some on foot, some on 
bikes. Some were good natured about the scene, but a few were, well, let's say 
self-righteous about it.

The friendlier couple politely reminded us that bicycles come down that trail. 
Jeez, we hadn't noticed.

But then there was this couple of guys that walked by. 

"Are you going to pick that up?!" There was aggression in his voice.

"If you don't pick it up, someone else will have to." More aggression in his 
voice. 

He walked on 50 feet and underscored his opinions with a gesture.

He flipped us the bird.

Pause here for a second …

This grown man flipped the bird at a group of boys having a blast in the park. 

None of the boys noticed it. I did, because I kept track of the man. I am 
watchful when I sense aggression in our vicinity. Very watchful. 

The boys were still going strong.
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And here's what I thought about. A flood of books has been published 
recently that warn again the danger of "helicopter parenting." The New York 
Times seems to have a penchant for favorably reviewing these books. As if what 
ails America is caused by careful and watchful parents. 

I hate these books. 

Every single one of them.

I particularly hate it when these books use statistical data. As if statistical data 
can assure us that our kids are safe from harm, kidnapping and other dangers. 
Sure, statistics are going to convince me to let my kid roam free! Ugh. 

They miss the point. The world is full of #^U($^*)@ people, who will act out 
their aggression at kids and have no trouble doing so. (Sorry for the cussing. I'm 
still angry as I write this.)

Except they're cowards and walk 50 feet before they raise the one finger.

Of course we feel protective of our kids. Low level aggression is all around 
us. And these boys were being boys, nothing more. Nothing horrible was 
happening. Nothing was being permanently damaged. A bit of sandstone was 
strewn over the path. (And we cleared it, because  … we do and did before.)

A lone man on his bicycle, he got it. He saw the boys and had a playful 
interaction with them. The boys noticed it right away. They spread their arms 
across the path and demanded a toll. They know who they can play with safely. 
And this guy was one of them. He liked what he saw. 

For the rest, raised eyebrows at best. 

Remind me to tell you one day the kind of stuff I got into as a kid. Nothing 
special by the standards of the day. By today's standards a bit much perhaps. But 
people tell me I turned out fine. 

Perhaps I became protective of free play for kids. But that's all. 

Have a playful day. Never mind the naysayers.

Niels
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Tell another one! Tell another one! Tell another one! Tell another one! Tell 
another one!

Hold on, hold on.

I'll tell another one.

And they sit on the bench, riveted, ready to go and roll on the ground with 
laughter again. Because that's now happened about six times already.

And I can't help but think about Peter Gray, whose book Free to Learn I 
admire. But he said that, basically, grown ups shouldn't play with children. 

Why?

Because we suck at it.

Ok, he's a professor at Boston College. He used different words. But's the gist 
of it. 

And I couldn't disagree more.

I don't think he has empirical data to back his claim, Herr Professor. Nor do 
I. Just my experience.

How often have I taken Leah to the swimming pool and see other children 
hone in on us? They sense it. Kids know a playful adult when they see one. And 
they don't waste a minute. They come in closer because they want to take part 
in the game. 

And when I come to Leah's school, several kids run up to me to sting me as 
bees, to punch me in the gut, to climb on my neck. And I hold off a bit because I 
want to be with my girl. But they keep coming back, every day, morning and 
afternoon.
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Children love to play with adults. And they love to hang out with them.

And hear their stories.

Well …

… maybe not all stories.

Just these I was telling them. 

About me farting in embarrassing places. 

That's right. I told stories about me farting in embarrassing places.

At my friend's wedding.

During a marriage proposal. 

When my martial arts teacher had me in a leg lock. (that one's true.)

And at least a dozen other ones that I can't even remember.

They howled. 

I enjoyed them. 

We had a great afternoon. And that's all I have to say about it. 

Enjoy your day.

Niels
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Do we need a 5–1 ratio in education?

A couple of days ago I wrote a story where I said that for boys, the only time 
they get one-on-one attention, is when they are in trouble. 

More people have written me since then than for any other story. All 
thoughtful responses and also adding their perspectives. 

One mentioned volunteering at an elementary school to provide positive 
individual attention. 

One school principal unsubscribed from my list. I guess she was no longer 
interested in hearing from me. 

I think that story struck a nerve.

Good. 

This is important and nothing gratifies me more than beginning a dialogue. 
So, let me roll the ball a little further.

First though, let me say this. Four days a week I pick up boys at schools and I 
meet their teachers, after school providers and receptionists all the time. Without 
exception, they are all wonderful people and I would trust them to take care of 
any child. They are lovely, thoughtful, and attentive. 

Perhaps I should lead with this observation every time I talk about school, 
because it's true.

So is the boys' experience. 

I exchanged a couple of emails with my good friend and Honest Mom 
blogger, Stephanie, about my post. Here's what she had to say:

"I'm […] interested to dig into those boys' experiences to see if your 
assumption is right. Is it really their experience that the only time they get 
individual attention is when they're seen as doing something wrong? Maybe that 
is true for them. Maybe they remember negative attention more. Maybe they do 
get some positive individual attention, but not nearly enough. My guess would 
be its the latter. But naturally, I don't see or know what goes on at every school. 
My main point or reason for responding to you is that I think conversations 
about school can become very polarizing where we blame the systems our kids 
are in, and that those conversations often get mired down and do little to help 
positive change. Since our kids, and likely these boys, are in these systems 
whether we or they like it or not, I'm more interested in finding ways to build 

http://https://anhonestmom.wordpress.com
http://https://anhonestmom.wordpress.com
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alliances where we can. Your cut and dry statement about the attention struck 
me as a potential bridge burner. Though if it is the truth, it also needs to be 
spoken."

Sorry for the long quote, but she makes so many important points. 

I'd like to connect two pieces here to address some of what she brings up.

The current national conversation on education centers around the Common 
Core standards. Just yesterday I listened to an interview of important proponents 
of the Common Core, Bill and Melinda Gates. Much discussion about math, 
science, language.

What was missing?

Social Emotional Learning.

No comment about that at all. 

That doesn't mean that many aren't trying to address this. But they have to 
find creative ways to make Social Emotional Learning (SEL) part of the Common 
Core education. It's not baked in. And that's a shame.

Recent research on relationships, partnerships, marriages, and work 
relationships, have found one important ratio: 5–1.

For a relationship to function well we need at least five positive comments 
for every negative one. 

I don't have numerical data, but here's my suggestion. The boys I'm running 
around with don't receive this ratio. And just like grown-ups, that affects their 
perception of their relationships. 

And that perhaps begins to explain why they are so emphatic in their 
statement that when they receive individual attention they are in trouble—and 
they usually don't know why.

A statement like that begs for further digging, for sure. And at the same time, 
it's uncanny to see that such a statement fits so well within the current national 
debate about education. The Common Core itself does not invite Social 
Emotional Learning—though many are working hard to connect the two. 

The boys feel it.

And my guess is that many parents feel it to when they pick up their kids 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/bill-melinda-gates-political-debate-common-core-standards/
http://edsource.org/2013/social-and-emotional-learning-gaining-new-traction-under-common-core/32161
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_integrate_social_emotional_learning_into_common_core
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/how-common-core-social-emotional-learning-connected-maurice-elias
http://www.gottmanblog.com/sound-relationship-house/2014/10/28/the-positive-perspective-dr-gottmans-magic-ratio
http://https://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200403/marriage-math
http://https://hbr.org/2013/03/the-ideal-praise-to-criticism
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from school. I do. 

Sometimes it's hilarious. 

One boy acted out his frustrations by yelling this at me in the car: "You're a 
ghost, you've been dead for 5 years and you were a fat hobo. You have a rubber 
duck swimming in your head."

Sometimes you just can barely reach the kid inside. It feels to me like they're 
locked inside themselves, stewing. It's when I see that that my heart bleeds. 
Anger and loneliness together. What a burden to carry for a young kid. 

And that's when I report what they tell me. Not to suggest that the boys 
formulate the ultimate truth. I wouldn't hold anybody to such a standard. But 
because I see them struggle and I perceive many conversations about them. 

I think they are telling their truth. 

I believe we can safely listen and know that they are saying something 
important. 
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That's where you want to go

Four days a week, I take these boys out to some of the most beautiful spots in 
the Bay Area. 

I mean, these are the spots that songs were composed for.

Love lift us up where we belong
Where the eagles cry on a mountain high
Love lift us up where we belong
Far from the world we know, up where the clear winds blow

You look out over a somewhat hazy San Francisco Bay, passed Alcatraz 
towards the setting sun over the Golden Gate Bridge. A soft wind is lifting a red 
tailed hawk right above us. Salamanders are scurrying in the grass before our 
feet. And we climb just a little bit further to hear birds singing call and response 
to each other in the bushes to our right. 

Right then, at that moment, he asks:

"Can we go to a play structure?"

And as if they are doing their own call and response, the others say:

"Can we go to a play structure?" (The harmony still needs a little work.)

And I don't say anything, because …

frankly

… right in that moment, 

… I don't like them very much.

I am not proud of it. 

And it doesn't last long. But for a moment I can only shake my head in 
disbelief. 

When I see a play structure, I see the dullest, most predictable, and smallest 
possible piece of iron and wood. There it stands, in all its mediocrity perched on 
top of a rubber mat. Designed by lawyers, not people who love children. 

And that's where you want to go?



 / ENERGETIC BOYS / 26

Ok. Ok! 

I'm coming down. 

Having a little moment here.

And I realize what they are asking. 

Even if it is only 10 square feet, lacking any imagination, and designed by the 
architect of a public toilet,

… it is the only place that is designed for them.

Once they're in there, grown ups stay away. Nobody tells them to be careful, 
because the mats work. Nobody tells them they can't break things, because, 
well, they can't. Even Atlas couldn't lift that thing. 

And when they are with me in Tilden, I still have to ask them to mind others 
when they are wacking with sticks at dead bushes, to not kill that lizard, nor to 
pull branches of the struggling tree. They can't push each other off the edge. 
They cannot throw the sandstone where another boy is standing. They cannot 
shout in each other's ears. 

In their adult driven world, there is one respite, one sliver of asylum:

The play structure. 

God bless them. 

I will take them there from time to time. Mix it up a bit.

And I will remember their desire to be free from am adult voice and finally 
just play their own games. 

This is hallowed ground. 

As the children at Leah's former school used to sing every time they saw me:

"All children united,
no grown ups invited."

Sounds like a great rallying cry. 

I hope you find your hallowed ground today.



 / ENERGETIC BOYS / 27

Niels
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A few days ago, I was out with the boys again, and even before we arrived at 
Tilden, they were telling me that they wanted to go to Codornices park. Now, 
Codornices is a great place with a fantastic cement slide and other cool play 
structures.

They wanted to go there. They hated Tilden. 

Hated it!

All the stops were pulled out. 

As you know, I've thought hard about playgrounds. And since I have 
tremendous insight, I proposed a compromise.

We’ll go to Tilden first and then come to Codornices early before your 
parents come to pick you up. How’s that.

Yeah! They all cheered.

We were running around in Tilden. They had found a splash of water where 
once a creek had been. A great place to throw stones and stones and stones as if 
to fill up the entire pond. 

And they climbed up too steep an embankment, needing my help in a spot 
or two. 

Then they slid down on their pants, climbed back up and down again they 
went. 

All the while there was punching (of me) and running and screaming and 
discovering and playing pirate.

Then it was time to go, if I were to keep my end of the bargain that is. 

So we did. We walked back to the car, drove down to Codornices, and …
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… meh.

It was a dud. 

Sure, they went through the motions, though one didn’t even do that. 

They went down the slide. They climbed on the monkey bars. They found 
another piece of cardboard to see if that one was any faster. 

But it was all mechanical. 

There was no real joy in it. 

And all I could think was: 

I was right!

Being the grown up that I am.

But this is exactly what I was thinking of before. Tilden provides an 
unpredictable and discoverable adventure. The playground is, well, tedious. 

So I may just have to hold my ground next time. 

You say you want a play structure. But wait till you get there. It’s not as fun as 
you think. 

That touch of danger, the new ways in which they use all fours, the deep 
concentration to make it back up to the path from the creek. Now, that’s fun. 

And I cannot help but think that it builds tremendous self confidence to 
become more and more agile out there in the woods. To feel a little danger and 
overcome it, to concentrate hard on a problem and feel your body follow your 
lead and bring you to safety. 

There is no better playground than the one kids discover for themselves. 

I hope you can create your own place to play today.

Niels
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I’ll be honest with you. I am hesitant to bring this up. It’s a sensitive issue.

The boys can talk some trash.

There. I said it.

And the words they use would be offensive to anybody who’d take them 
seriously. 

Here’s what these 6, 7, and 8 year old boys sometimes say to me:

(or sing to me, with a smile on their face)

“Fuck you!” (Sorry, that’s the word they use.)

“I hate your butt.”

“Shut up Niels. Niels sucks.”

“I hate you. You’re evil. You’re an asshole.”

Not all the boys. But enough that I can write about it without pointing to any 
one of them. They will remain nameless and anonymous.

They don’t throw these words at each other. Thank goodness. That’s a line I 
don’t allow them to cross.

What does it mean that these boys are throwing this language around 
though? I don’t have a full answer for you, but here’re some ideas.

They have this language. 

That’s the first thing it means and it’s worth standing still for a moment to 
consider it. They’re six, seven, eight years old. And they have this language. They 
picked it up from somewhere and I know it wasn’t the classroom or the dinner 
table. 
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They are sponges. Children learn so much, so fast. And they learn this too.

That doesn’t mean they fully understand the language though. They don’t. My 
assumption is that it confuses them. They’re trying to sort out what it means. It 
clearly comes at them with emotional weight. But what are the feelings that are 
expressed with these words? They don’t yet know. 

So they do what kids do when they’re sorting things out.

They play with it. 

It just sounds like swearing. 

And that’s why you can see me smile when they throw this at me. I’m not 
impressed by them, and I’m not worried about them. My stance is one that says: 
I see what you’re doing and you’re safe with me.

Here’s what I’m on the lookout for. 

What are they saying about girls. 

Because sooner or later they are going to talk about girls—they haven’t yet, 
except to say that they’re happy they’re just with boys.

But the moment I hear them talk badly about girls, using language like this, I 
will step in. Strongly. They have to know what it means then. 

I can be their target, but nobody else. Not each other, not other people.

For now, I am assuming they are playing because they don’t fully understand. 
When they talk about others, I have to make them understand. That’s the 
difference I make. 

It’s not personal for me. But it’ll be personal for them very soon, if they use it 
inappropriately.

Now, I could understand it if you thought that my role should be to tell them 
that it’s never appropriate to speak like this. I really get that. And I’m not 100% 
sold on my approach. It’s just what comes natural to me.

And here’s what I am hoping. 

Whenever hard stuff comes up for them, they have to have safe places to 
bring it. They have to be able to have an emotional poop, sometimes. (That’s the 
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clinical term for it, so Angela tells me.)

And when they are being received well and warmly, they may find that later 
on, they can talk to me about other things.

Like sex.

Because that’s coming soon.   

I’d say that by age 9, yes nine, you should start talking with them in earnest 
about sex. I wonder if that sounds early to you. Perhaps not. It does to me. 

I wonder what you think about this all. Share your thoughts on the blog, right 
here.

Have a peaceful day,

Niels

http://angelajernigan.net/emotional-evacuation
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They all love it!

Some may play coy. Or shy, not sure how to ask for the fun of it.

But they all end up …

… upside down.

It started when one boy came charging down the hill. 

He ran for the love of running.

When he saw me towards the bottom of the hill, he suddenly realized how 
he could turn this run into even more fun. He created a game of closeness.

“Oh, no!” He shrieked.

“I can’t stop. Somebody catch me!”

And I caught him.

The lightbulb immediately went on in the other boys’ heads. And in not time 
at all they lined up on the top side of the trail, charged down, and screamed:

“I can’t stop. Somebody catch me!”

The next motion happened naturally. All of a sudden the movement dictated 
that the boy be flung upside down in my arms. My right arm hooked underneath 
his shoulder. My left arm wrapped around his upper legs, which now were at the 
height of my face.

They charged down the hill even faster.

This was one group. Another group caught on to the same game, though I 
don’t remember how. The game is physical enough that I would not have 
initiated it. I don’t force closeness on them.
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But here they were, another day, another group, another trail. Same game. 

Though there was one who didn’t fling himself into it. He mumbled that he 
didn’t want to. But his body language suggested something else. It was as if he 
leaned into  the air cushion between us, almost a beckoning to be picked up as 
well. 

And when I did pick him up, turned him upside down, he shrieked in delight. 

That’s essentially how we roll. 

A game comes into being. It’s a form of improvisation where one elements 
gets added to another one. And we read each other. What are we in the mood 
for and how do we signal that. 

Some shout out: “Catch me!” 

Others lean in ever so subtly. 

But they all signal the same thing. Let’s run and play and tussle and turn the 
world upside down! And let’s do it together. 
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I know I have a formal description of what I do when I am out and about with 
the boys.

  
But that description doesn’t capture what I do. At all.

Yes, I pick them up, or meet them, take them in the car, and off we go. We 
usually go to Tilden, and we’ve been to the Marina and Sibley Volcanic Preserve. 
We run around, climb, hike, find trails. And then we go back. 

But that’s not what I do. That’s what keeps me busy.

It’s sometimes what distracts me from what I do.

There is this guy out there, always helping me think. His name is Bernie De 
Koven and he writes about fun and play and games. And last week he wrote 
about the invitations to have fun that are all around us. 

Here’s what he wrote:

Especially when you realize that we are surrounded by opportunities, 
invitations to do something, have something, try something fun.

Almost every furry and feathered being in our lives seems to be bent on 
pointing us funwards. Babies, kids, flowers, sunsets and -rises, shadows, ripples, 
breezes and all that beauty and stuff that goes on and on until you get tired of 
looking already. It's like wherever you look. Invitations to have fun, to enjoy. 
That you get tired of.

But the older we get, the more we decline. It's like a little kid in a swimming 
pool, every other second asking you to watch her do something that appears to 
her to be just amazing. After a while, it gets, too, you know, much. And every 
declined invitation comes sealed with a little disappointment. A little hardening 
of the heart. And the older we get, the more difficult it becomes for us to stop, 
look, listen even when death is hurtling down the conceptual tracks. So we 
don't. And the fun of it all gets run over. And our spirit gets a little more crushed.

http://www.deepfun.com/why-arent-we-having-more-fun
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You see it. That’s what I do.

I extend an invitation to the kids to have fun in nature. I do that after they’ve 
had a day in school, which for some of them is not much fun at all. 

I tickle them to have fun again.

And I respond to their invitations.

Their’s may be more frequent than mine. And that’s how I like it. When I can 
respond to their invitation, they feel a little less of that disappointment. A little 
less of the hardening of the hearts that seems to come so inevitably with growing 
up. 

And they feel a little more invited into life again. 

I hope someone invites you to life today.

Niels
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It’s was a busy afternoon.

We found the old treehouse. “Wait, here is a loose board.”

“That’s the garbage shoot.”

And they made fishing poles from whatever was available. 

There was a hole in the ground that ended up a little lower. You could throw 
a rock in it, and it would come down on the other end. Brilliant!

Ah, the creek.

We can throw rocks and big sticks in it and make a dam. And then we open 
it up and the whole lake will overflow. 

“Quick. Niels. Find some big sticks!”

I’m gonna look on that other end of the creek. Past those rocks.

Oops. I fell. I’m wet and cold. 

I can still climb.

Yes, we’re going back. I’m the leader!

I can still see you Niels!

We can fish some more here.

“Quiet. There’s a squirrel making a chikachikachika sound. Quiet.”

And I realize that that’s moment I’ve been waiting for.

That moment, when they have climbed a slightly dangerous rock, crossed a 
creek, expanded a treehouse, explored the local geology, clambered down the 
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creek bed, got wet …

… when they have forgotten all about the day.

… when they are fully here. And their perception is on.

They can hear that animal that they can’t see. 

That’s the moment I’ve been waiting for.

I don’t go out seeking my moments. It’s about them and their experience. I 
don’t know what they’ve been waiting for. It changes every day. 

But if you ask me, that’s the moment I’ve been waiting for. 

I hope you find your moment today,

Niels
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They All Hate It!
One parent wrote me recently to ask me how her son responds to hiking. He 

is anti-hiking with her.

All I could say is,

He hates it. 

They all do. 

This came up because of my idea to organize two winter camp for three days 
each. I want to take them some distance those days. 

But I won’t take them on a hike. Because, well, I said it, they all hate that.

Here’s what they love though:

- Finding a great climbing tree
- Going up the side of the hill and sliding back down
- Discovering a hole in the ground, seeing how a rock comes down the other 

end
- Building a dam in a creek
- Spotting a great bird’s nest in a tree
- Getting muddy anywhere
- Finding an old treehouse and climb all over it
- Breaking rocks on the path
- Banging sticks on old signs
- Watching lizards of all kinds slither away
- Spotting birds in the sky (is that a peregrine falcon, a red-tailed hawk, a 

turkey vulture?)
- Getting the biggest rock possible, lifting it up and throwing it in the water—

Did you see that big splash!
- Chasing me down the path and threatening to punch me in the gut
- Crawling under a bush and imagine nobody has ever been there
- Climbing on a rock
- Finding the high peak
- Poking a stick in the mud and see how deep it’ll go
- Stick fighting
- Discovering why a Eucalyptus grove is quieter than other parts of the woods
- Jump from rock to rock across the creek

And that’s just from the last two days. 

Anyway, my point is that hiking is just what they do to get from one highlight 
to the next. 
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Here’s to a jump in your step today,

Niels
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Sometimes I just make them!
I was taking the scenic route home the other day. Instead of driving through 

town to the drop off point, I made my way through Tilden at the end of the day.

We were driving on one side of the valley in the shade and the reddish 
evening sun was setting on the other side. One of those I’m-so-glad-I-live-here 
kind of evenings.

And as I sang the praises of evening at Tilden, one of the boys wouldn’t have 
it. He’d rather drive down where you can see the cool cars. 

That’s ok I thought.

Because this is what I remember growing up.

Sometimes I didn’t know what I liked, what I appreciated, what was 
beautiful. And for some reason I still don’t fully understand, I could not express 
that I might find something gorgeous. 

And there are many things I love today that I hated then. 

They kept playing John Coltrane. Ugh

Not another medieval church, please!

Yuk, that’s funeral music (Beethoven). 

This is my attitude sometimes. I just know better. It’s an advantage of being 
older. Therefore I impose my experience on them from time to time. It’s good for 
them. It really is.

And there is another reason I sometimes “make them” go through an 
experience. 

For every loud kid who says that he doesn’t like something, there may be a 
quieter one who loves it. He just doesn’t get to say so without loosing face. 
(He’ll learn later in life that the fear of loosing face is nonsense, but at this age, 
they don’t want to.)

I sit still when they want to run. I look at the sky when they don’t see 
anything. I admire the sunset when they can’t be bothered.

It all goes in.

And it will stay with them somehow. The worst that can happen is that they 
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remember feeling bored. But mostly I think they will understand the world to be 
larger than they thought. 

And perhaps more beautiful.

I hope you receive something beautiful today.

Niels
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You should have seen their rapt attention. 

It was quite magical to behold.
  
They listened to every word I said.

They followed all my instructions.

They tried really hard to do it right. 

That’s of course not how the afternoon started. I had picked them up at 
school, brought them to Tilden park, the area near the Brazil building. We had 
found a cool trail that loops around, borders Lake Anza for a bit and comes 
back. 

They trees are like statues here, one of the boys had remarked. 

But mostly, they ran all around. They would not stop. They could not stop. It 
was one of those afternoons when you could see the skin burst in places. As if 
their skins were that t-shirt wrapped around the incredible hulk. They held on, 
but I feared they might not.

And then after running for 1.5 hours, they settled down.

I don’t know how it started exactly. One of the boys brought it up in 
conversation. Carving wood with a knife. 

And I have such a knife. I had never before brought it, but this time I though, 
let’s do it. 

They were ecstatic.

They got to carve wood with a knife. It seemed like a dream come true for 
them.
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And then I sat them down at the picnic table. I explained to them that they 
had to pay very careful attention, that I was going to explain the rules and that 
they had to follow these rules exactly.

And if they didn’t follow a rule, I could not let them continue. Not because I 
was going to be mean, but because this was serious business and I had to bring 
them home safely.

  
They all nodded. They got it. 

You have to carve away from you.

You have to hold the knife like an ice-cream cone, in a firm grip. 

You have to also make sure that you carve away from everybody else.

Everybody else, don’t walk in front of the knife to see what is going on. Stand 
behind. 

They all nodded. 

And they did all that. They had heard me. They had paid attention. They 
reminded each other. And they followed my instructions to the tee. 

They knew they were dealing with a dangerous object and acted accordingly. 
They knew this was a real privilege and they didn’t take it lightly. 

What a great group of boys it was. First bursting out of their seems with 
energy and then sitting down in rapt attention. 

Carving points on sticks and then jamming those points into the picnic 
bench. Never pointing them at each other.

Look at the hole my spear made!

Only to resharpen the point again. Or ask me to do it, so they could be sure 
it was a sharp point. 

What a great group of boys.

I hope somebody today will tell you something that captures your full 
attention.

Niels
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It happened again. Twice in four days. 

We start out enthusiastically at a playground. They ask for it. Last week we 
were at the Marina and this week at Live Oak Park. Great fun. Climbing up the 
slides, sliding down in the tubes, making sand bombs with aluminum cups, 
covering the slides with water and sand to make them faster, finding all kinds of 
objects to throw around. 

This is their territory. This is the play structure. They rule here and the only 
thing that is allowed here on this hallowed ground, is play. 

Grown ups are usually on the side. They don’t interfere—watching a screen 
of some sort anyways.

They have it all to themselves.

Occasionally they can pull in a willing older person. Yes, that would be me, 
always loosing every game we play and receiving the occasional punch to boot. 

And then there is that moment. It creeps up on everybody and seems hardly 
noticeable. 

But once it’s there, you know it.

The fun gone.

It feels more like a rehearsal of fun times. But the spark of the play has lost its 
luster. 

That’s when play moves to a different terrain altogether. The creek, the beach. 
Near or in the water is always good.

Boredom is a good thing.

I just heard that again this morning on the radio, though I’ve always known it 
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intuitively (or from experience).

There’s something that happens in the brain when we’re bored that is 
positive. It’s a resetting of the brain. It’s good. The brain finds itself again.

And when it does, the play near the water. The scale the rocks. They climb 
the trees. They throw rocks and make big splashes. 

There’s something in their temperament that changes too. (I want to write 
more about that tomorrow.) 

They have fun. But it feels different. 

Better. 

I hope your brain can reset today,

Niels

PS. If you have a friend who’s brain can use a reset as well, consider 
forwarding this to them.
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So, there’s that inevitable moment when I’m visiting a play structure with the 
boys. They want to go there, and then it just stops being fun.

And it’s at that moment that they’re glad to have the option to go to the water, 
to the rocks and trees and hills and stones. 

There’s something else that happens.

Boredom disappears, for sure. 

But the whole character of playing changes too.

It’s not noticeable at first, but the other day I saw it clearly. And when I 
thought back to the other days the boys made this shift, the same thing had 
happened.

Their play gets better.

Way better.

I find that when they are at the play structure, a competitive edge creeps in. 
Some teasing slips in on the horizon. A slightly mean element begins to form 
sharp lines around their voices. 

It’s barely noticeable at first. From the outside, though I’m sure the boys feel 
it right away.

And the moment we arrive at the creek, or at the beach, at boulders, or at the 
slopes, all that falls away.

They help each other out. 

Hands reach. 

Games merge. 
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Discovery gets shared. 

Stones belong to everybody. 

Splashes are celebrated. 

Gone is the competition. Cooperation has taken its place. 

I read about this. But nothing takes the place of seeing it in action. In 
particular when they follow each other so neatly. 

Bravo boys. Your play is a wonder.

I hope you’ll find some hands reaching for you today,

Niels
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A few days ago I wrote that boredom can be a good thing. Turns out that 
creativity increases when we are slightly bored from time to time. 

One reader asked me for advice. He has seen the bored kids, and, I’m sure, 
so have you. 

“I’m booooooooooooored.”

Makes you want to pull your hair out some times.

Here’s what he asked me:

Hi Niels,

You listened to that Forum interview too! That was fascinating--especially the 
part about boredom being good, where the brain resets itself. I kept thinking of 
my boy when he says, "I'm bored!" What should a parent do at that moment? 

A) Come to the rescue immediately, by offering to play with the child, or 
suggesting other things to do.

B) Play along sympathetically, but not try to "fix" the boredom ("I know, 
sometimes life just feels boring doesn't it? Nothing you can think of seems fun to 
do...") and let the child's brain reset itself in it's own time, while bracing yourself 
to endure x amount of minutes of whining about the agony of boredom.

C) Fill in the blank: \_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_\_.

What do you think, Niels? (I hope you pick C and write something I haven't 
thought of... :))

My answer is probably a modified B. 

First register out loud what they’re feeling. With sympathy. Without an urge to 
fix it.
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And then wait.

No bracing though. Instead I would anticipate with delight what creative 
outburst is about to follow. 

Be prepared to be amazed. 

In my experience, it works every time. You give them a little space to be 
bored. You don’t leave them alone in it, but you also don’t rush in to fix it. Just 
hang back and see. They’re up to something, and usually something good.

There’re exceptions of course. 

They may be sick, tired, or, …

… feeling lonely. 

I think that children sometimes say they’re bored when they need a little 
attention from you. That’s legit. You’re super busy. I really know it. And they still 
need a little something from you.

How about five minutes when they can do what they want with your full 
attention on them. No checking the phone, stirring the pot, answering email or 
anything else. Just them, their activity and, and this is important, your delight. 
Five minutes. Ten minutes tops. 

Most of the time that restores their sense of balance, that all is well in the 
universe, the world is back on its axes. 

And then you can explain that you need to go back to whatever it was that 
you were doing. And I bet your kid is feeling better and coming up with great 
ideas.

I hope you receive someone’s undivided attention today, even if for 5 
minutes.

Niels
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Ok, so, a few days ago I noticed that when the boys move from the playground 
to the creek or the beach, their play gets better.

It gets more cooperative, less directed at each other, more adventurous with 
each other.

Why?

Why would this happen?

That’s a perfectly good question and I don’t know that I have the full answer. 
But I want to try out an analogy here.

Traffic.

A few years ago I drove in Palermo, Sicily. To all who have been there, you 
know that driving there can be a harrowing experience. 

People drive fast, have three rows of cars on a two lane road, turn into one-
way streets, the wrong way. 

And then I noticed something incredible, to my mind that is.

There were three rows of cars on a two-lane road in each direction. A car on 
the far right side of the road noticed a parking space on the far left. 

  
What to do?

How do you get to the other side of the road with all those cars racing by? I 
know that if it were in the US, I would look for a way to drive around the block. 

Not so in Palermo.

The driver switched the blinker on and starting turning left. Immediately the 
cars behind him came to a full stop. The cars coming from the opposite direction 
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halted as well. 

All just long enough for the car to turn. 
  
And then they resumed their stock car racing through the streets of this 

ancient city.

Here’s what I thought at the time. 

It’s a perfect analogy for the difference between Sicilian and American 
culture. 

In Sicily, they don’t mind the rules so much. 

But they pay close attention to each other.

In the US, we mind the rules a lot. And we don’t pay that much attention to 
each other. I’m not sure whether this is correlation or cause and effect at work. 
And then, which is the cause and which the effect?

Later I learned about a new street plan in several towns in the north of 
Holland. In Makkinga, there are no street signs at all. 

None. 

No traffic lights, no street signs, no stop signs, no pedestrian crosswalks. 
Nothing.

People have to figure it out together.

And they do.

Cars drive more slowly. 

Fewer people get hit. Accidents decrease in number and severity.

And I wonder if there’s a lesson here for the kids as well.

Fewer rules, a natural environment, a little risk …

… and they have to figure things out

… by themselves, and

… together.
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Even the play structure, even though it’s all theirs, has embedded in it, certain 
rules. This is a slide. You slide down. Of course, the first thing the boys want to 
do is climb up, but they then immediately run into other kids who want to use 
the slide for its originally intended use: sliding down. 

They still figure things out. But there is an implicit order to things that is 
predetermined. 

That’s not true at the beach, in the woods, on the rocks. 

Whatever you can think of goes. And if another boy thought of a different 
thing, you just have to manage. 

No rules. 

No order of things.

Just you and the others. 

And because climbing might be just a little dangerous, because the rocks in 
the creek may be wobbly, they don’t know what’ll happen the next moment. 
They have to pay attention in a different way.

Just like the drivers responded to the car turning left across six rows of traffic, 
so the boys have to adjust when one of them wants to climb up, slide down, run 
across, reach out, pull up or roll around. 

Lack of rules and constant newness, with a little risk thrown in. 

That might be part of the reason why their play gets so much better.

I hope that someone gives you the right of way today,

Niels
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One of them had just watch a scary movie in his after care at school. 

Right when I picked him up, he told me was so glad to see me. They were 
about to start a new movie and the first one had been too scary. I had wondered 
why he came out of the auditorium at such speed. Normally he is hard to pry 
away from his movies, when they show them—and why they show movies on a 
sunny day is beyond me anyways.

The other kid had a big case of missing his mom. He just missed her. When 
we came to an overlook in Tilden park with a splendid view towards far away 
windmills he told us he could see his mom.

Bless his heart.

Now, when boys come with me with feelings like these you want to say 
“Bless your heart” all the time. 

But then they express their feelings in ways that are sometimes, well …

… terrifically annoying!

And if it were just me, we’d find a way. 

But there’re two other boys. The first two are two years younger than the 
older two. The older ones are also carrying around their own feelings, their own 
need to run and scream and play and horse around. (Wow. That’s such an old 
fashioned expression. And all of a sudden I’m not sure if it has some hanky 
panky undertones. Someone please enlighten me.)

Anyways, the younger kids were annoying the two older kids. Not to put too 
fine a point to it (I’m on a roll).

What was it even? The louder voices, the whiny tones, the slower pace, the 
I’m-not-going-on-that-trail obstinance. 
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It all accumulated in a pine cone that got thrown at one of the older boys. It 
hit him on the hand, right on the knuckle where it hurts. 

And then, in response …

… nothing.

That’s right.

He didn’t react, he didn’t seek revenge, he didn’t try to get back at the 
younger boy.

Him and his friend just … walked away. 

All of a sudden they had decided that they were going to be the older boys, 
more responsible, not reactive. 

It’s quite an awesome moment. You can see a sudden shift inside. The 
recognition that he was the more mature (at his young age). An instant 
recognition that whatever is troubling the younger kid, he can handle it. Even 
after it hurt his finger.

It’s a transformation. One moment he was one kid, and then the next he had 
decided that was going to be a little more grown up.

And nobody had asked him to.

I certainly hadn’t. My tendency is to support them in being kids and play. 
Plenty of time to be grown ups. 

He chose it. 

He then told me about his finger. It hurt and I put a bandage on it, more as a 
sign that I saw him being hit than out of necessity. And I reassured him that I 
would talk to the other kid. I wanted him to know that I knew and I wanted to 
relieve him of the responsibility of creating some sort of follow up. 

That’s my job.

And that’s how I supported him in maintaining his maturity. At his age (he’s in 
second grade), to show it forth is already terrific. To maintain it is a feat. And he 
deserved support for it. 

There he was. The older kid. 
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And he acted like it. 

And he brought his friend along as well. Together they took the high road. 

I don’t know why we don’t celebrate these moments more exuberantly. It’s 
was a small miracle to behold.

I hope someone beholds a small miracle in you today,

Niels



 / ENERGETIC BOYS / 57

It's fun to see how to get to know their bodies. 

Learning to realize why they have certain feelings in their bodies is part of 
growing up.

You don’t just have the knowledge. You have to gain it.

The kids who are shivering in the surf of the ocean. “I’m not cold” and then 
cry because they cannot move their fingers from the frigid water.

Or their sudden shift in mood, from happy go lucky to outright brutal. Need 
some food?

And they suddenly drop into what must be the precursor to a coma. A little 
water perhaps?

And last week one of the boys asked me: Why are my legs shaking. 

Perhaps because you've just been running up a thousand steps. And then 
you're ran up the hill. And then you ran up the slide, flew down and ran up 
again. 

That would make your legs shake.
  
But he was seriously concerned for a moment. 

I had to smile.

I mean, it is just too adorable to have a highly energetic boy sit next to you 
and ask you what is wrong with his legs.

They are trembling. Quivering. 

I told him that’s what happens when you run up and down the steps and the 
hills and the slides.
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But mostly I enjoyed the moment. I felt privileged to be allowed in during a 
small of moment of learning about his body. There’s a tenderness in it. 

His body is acting weird. He doesn’t understand it. 

And I can reassure him. 

It’s one of those moments you know that a grown up presence is reassuring to 
a kid. I am all for self directed learning. But this learning requires some 
closeness and familiarity. 

It’s about his body after all. 

And so for a second or two I drank it in. I enjoyed him nodding “I see.” Until 
he ran off again, up the hill, down the slide and back up again. 

I mean, if you want to enjoy these kids, you’ve got to do it fast. 

They’re on to the next thing when you’re just starting to savor the moment. 

But at least you’ve got the memory.

If you capture it, you can remember it.

I hope someone knows to enjoy you today, before you’re on to the next thing,

Niels
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If you have kids that age you know. The change from kindergarten to first grade 
is enormous.

They all of a sudden inhabit a completely different imaginary world. 

The younger ones can play endlessly with fire and ice shooting from his 
finger tips.

But the older one needs a real stick, preferably with a sharp point on it. 

And the shift is dramatic and sudden.

In other areas though, they change more slowly and the change shows up 
only with a little more prodding.

Sharing.

They mostly don’t like to do it. 

Young or a little older.

And I can’t blame them. All those grown ups telling them to share … it gets 
old, already at an early age.

Here comes this younger kid and he wants to share his book of folding paper 
airplanes. So he says, but it’s soon clear he doesn’t quite know what he just got 
into.  

The older two then agree and insist that they can keep what they fold. 

Which scares the younger kid. 

And it should, because the way they’re talking, they’re about to fold the 
entire book and leave the younger one with nothing. 

He doesn’t want to share after all.



 / ENERGETIC BOYS / 60

The others protest. What? You want us to fold your airplanes for you? And we 
don’t get to keep them?

He want to show you guys. I am trying to give the situation an out that 
everybody can live with. But the older guys won’t let go. I have no choice but to 
take the book under my wing and protect it. 

We’re not folding airplanes today, I proclaim.

We haven’t left the car yet and I am wondering how the afternoon will go.

Well, of course, the hillside that is so steep you can slide down from it is a 
perfect opportunity to change the dynamic. 

Thank you Mother Nature, again!

They climb up, nimbly to the top. And then they create a dust storm on the 
way down. I feel a little worried about erosion and stuff, but the passers by have 
enough envy about these boys’ play that I let go of my uptightness. 

Up and down, and up and down. 

It’s steep.

Climbing is hard. There are many places where you can slide down. But the 
younger one cries out:

It’s like a dream come true. I can be miserable all day and then a dream 
comes true.

Until it’s time to go back. 

I mean, nobody wants to go back. They’re annoyed at me and I don’t blame 
them. But parents are waiting at the pick up spot, dinner needs to happen, not to 
mention some clean up. Dust eagerly meandered way in the deep crevices of 
their ears by now.

And then it happens.

The younger kid asks for a stick.

One of the two older ones points to one and says, you want it. 

Yes.
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And he throws in the bushes, in the poison oak. 

Then go and get it.

And he’s getting ready to do it again, feeling encouraged no doubt by the 
cheers from the other older kid.

Hey, you’re really not being kind here, I point out. 

And then we arrive at the place where this older kid had left a stick behind. 
The younger one grabs it and keeps it.

Give it back. That’s my stick.

I see my chance. 

Yes, that’s your stick. But you understand that he does this because you were 
not kind to him before. 

I am on a tightrope here, but I’m not letting up just yet. 

Then I say that the stick is too big to go in the car anyways. I now take the 
stick from the younger kid, gently, and give it back to the older one. 

And then it happens. 

The older kid breaks off the tip of the too big stick and gives it to the younger 
boy. Here. You can have it. And you can take it with you.

In the car ride back the two older boys say, we’ll help you fold your 
airplanes. You can keep them.

You can keep them, they say.
  
You can keep them.

I hope you can keep what you want today.

Niels
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  It’s mostly me they wrestle with. They push me to the ground, punch me in the 
gut, sit on top of me and laugh about all the ways that they get me. 

And recently I saw a couple of them starting to wrestle together too. The 
smaller of the two started it. It made think of our two dogs, where the smaller 
one comes up to the other and play bows as if saying: Hey, let’s do that thing 
where we pretend that 

I’m beating you up. 

Too much fun.

And so there they were with me in the background. Not quite hovering, but 
close in, nevertheless.

Because, here’s what I’ve found:

Wrestling is a skill. 

And like every skill, it takes practice to get good at. 

And I don’t know if they know how to wrestle. That’s why I am staying in 
close. What I am particularly looking for is the skill of injury prevention. 

Kids who wrestle a lot don’t injure others. 

Kids who don’t have the skills can be strong, but they do harm. 

When I wrestle with kids, boys and girls alike, I can often tell who has 
wrestled a lot and who hasn’t. The ones that do can go all out, but I am not 
worried for my safety—like, my eyes getting poked. 

Kids who don't have wrestle a lot don't take care of their partners as well. 
When they go all out they can easily hurt you.

Over the last few years I’ve had several conversations with parents who were 
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worried about the punches. Throwing so many punches creates a habit, perhaps.

Muscle memory.

Don’t those muscles get trained to punch.

And what I’ve come to see is that muscle memory is very, very important. But 
for a different reason.

Muscle memory doesn’t instill aggression. 

It builds the skill to channel that aggression well and safely.

And all kids need to know how to do that.

All kids feel aggression. 

And they all can learn how to handle themselves. Wrestling is a great, superb 
way to teach them.

And the muscle memory shows up when they go all out. Kids with skills can 
come at me with full power and it’s fun and safe. They don’t get hurt. 

I don’t get hurt. 

But kids without strong skills inflict pain, if you’re not very careful. They don’t 
mean to. They really don’t. Even the ones who almost seem to enjoy it too much, 
they’re still playing right at that healthy edge.   

They just lack the skill, the muscle memory. It’s not their strength. I’m still 
stronger than most 6, 7, or 8 year old kids. It’s the unskilled expression of that 
strength. That’s where injuries come from. 

Great wrestling skills also build wonderful self confidence. Kids struggle so 
much with feelings of inadequacy. If they know how to wrestle well, they will 
feel powerful, because they play with power.

(I did say that I always loose, right?)

Anyway, I think you get my point. What was it again?

Oh yes, those two boys. They did great. There was a moment when they got 
carried away. When one said “stop” the other didn’t quite respond immediately. 
No biggie. That’s what I could help with. Nobody got hurt and they gained a 
little more skill. 
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And by the way. 

Not all parents like to wrestle with their kids. It’s not for everybody, I get it 
very well. 

If you like to have a trusted person wrestle with your kids, someone who 
knows how, and happens to be naturally gifted at it, I have a friend I can 
recommend. He’s like a Tai Chi master with kids’ wrestling. And he’s that great 
combination of grown up and little-boy-inside goofball. 

I can put you in touch with him if you like. I can promise you, your kid will 
love his time with him.

And I hope that someone will meet you at your strength today,

Niels
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I always start with a plan. 

Every time I go out with the boys, I have a plan. I have a destination. Yes, I 
know I’ve said that I want them to choose and be self-directed. 

I do.   

I wasn’t lying.

But it’s like this.

Do you know who Tom Stienstra is? He wrote all those books about camping 
and hiking in California and his books have brought me to some great places 
around the state. Places where you could spend a few days and not see anybody 
else.

He tells the story about fishing in the Sierras. You can always catch a trout up 
in the mountains.

  
Except on those days when you plan on catching trout for your dinner. 

You won’t catch any that day, and you’ll go to bed hungry. And that’s not 
good in the cold mountain air. 

That’s how I feel about going out with the boys. 

They can always come up with great ideas. They have games to play, trees to 
climb, hillsides to scale. 

Except on those days when I don’t have any ideas. 

Those are the days they will look to me and be utterly dependent on my 
planning. And I won’t have any, so now what.

That’s why I come with a plan. 
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And I like my plans. I make them for a reason. I like to find new spots, 
incorporate opportunity for discover and physical activities that engage them 
fully. In other words, I like them to feel like they’re doing something a little risky. 

I find that in those activities, they are most concentrated, have the biggest 
sense of accomplishment, cooperate the best.

I have many good reasons why I make certain plans.

It’s all thought out and, well, good for them. 

That’s perhaps why once I have made such a plan, I get attached to it. I like to 
see it happen. 

But what do they do instead?

They find a little puddle of water and then decide to throw all the stones, 
bricks, sticks and logs that surround in, in the middle of the puddle. 

Some of these logs have clearly been there a while. 

One of them has a big yellow mushroom growing on it.

Mushroom Dam!   

That’s their name for their pile of rubble so thick you can barely distinguish 
the water anymore.

And they’re having a blast. They’re proud of their construction. They love to 
see the transformation, feel their arms heaving heavy logs, enjoy the water 
splashing, getting somewhat grossed out by bugs crawling from underneath the 
wood they collected. 

I’m just standing there. 

They don’t need me. Or my plans. 

Oh well. Why did I have plans again?

That’s right. Because if I didn’t, they wouldn’t be building Mushroom Dam 
right now. Or so I think.

They’d be asking me in a slightly whiny voice what they should be doing. 

And by now, I couldn’t tell you what my plan was. It’s not the end of the 
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world, I tell myself. 

We’ll do it another day, I say.

Probably not. 

I hope you get to ruin somebody’s plans today.

Niels
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I didn’t have the choices I like to have.

On Saturday I “volunteered” at Leah’s school, cleaning several rooms and 
setting up for the afternoon open house. Now, I love the school, because Leah 
loves it. So I’m happy to do it, in theory. But on a Saturday morning after a busy 
week? 

And yesterday I went to the court house for jury duty. 

I know that many of you feel that the jury system is partly what makes this 
country the greatest in the world. I was born in Holland and all I am saying is, 
they have a perfectly good legal system without juries. Just saying.

But that’s not the point—what do I know about the judicial system anyway. 
And like Walden, I am glad to live in the US. It’s where I got to marry Angela 
and that’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I’d gladly serve on the O.J. 
Simpson case if that were the price.

I’m just not used to being told where to go all the time.

You show up at the court house, go through security and find a room with a 
big sign out front: READ THIS BEFORE ENTERING!

It’s just so loud.

And then the room is packed and they’re calling names and make silly (read: 
terrible) jokes. 

It’s a machine. 

You just sit there and follow orders. 

Move to this side of the room … Go to that room … Show up at such-and-
such time … Fill out this form … Go inside now … Wait here … Yes, you may 
go.
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The trial I was about to be selected for was a slip-and-fall case. Literally, 
someone slipped and fell. It could have taken till December 7, which is a long 
time for me to not go out with the boys. 

I’d miss them so.

Anyway, on my way back home this afternoon, all I could think was …

Is that what it’s like for kids? 

Always someone deciding where to show up on what day. When to get there, 
when to leave. Never quite sure if you’re following instructions correctly and 
never quite sure if it matters or not. (I really cannot use my phone on in the 
waiting room?)

When I think about that, I marvel at all the things that kids put up with.

And how patient they are.

And it’s no wonder they loose their patients too. I mean, good grief. It’s a lot 
for me to take. All day long being told where to go, where to stay, where to 
move, when to get the hell out. 

And that was just one day. 

Isn’t that the experience of so many kids every day? 

I’m afraid it is. 
  
That’s why I’m always ready to throw my plans overboard when they have 

better ideas—and they always have better ideas.

That’s why they deserve so much more free time. 

And so do you. You deserve more free time. 

… Yeah, right. 

… As if that’s gonna happen.

I don’t know about that.

All I’m saying is, you deserve it. 

http://www.energeticboys.com/its-not-the-end-of-the-world/
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Niels
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He threw a stone at the other kid.

The other kid was climbing up the embankment of the creek. We were on 
our way to a special hill climbing spot. But as it often happens, the boys have 
their own ideas. 

There’s a creek. Let’s get down to it. 

And so they did. 

But the creek bed was steep and slippery from the rain earlier in the week. It 
was hard to climb up. And just then, as he was trying, as he was about the call 
for help, another boy through a stone at him.

It hit him too. 

Not hard. It slid off his side. But it startled him.

Startled me too. Let me tell you.

So I went over to the throwing boy. I squatted down in front of him and made 
sure that he was looking at me. 

Then I spoke to him. 

Not angry. Not with a harsh tone. Not shaming or blaming him.

I simple said with a calm voice:

“Hey, that might hurt him.”

He then turned around, grabbed a stick … 

… and held the stick down so the other boy could reach it. 

The other boy had been struggling to climb up. The stick ended up being too 
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small. It broke in the attempt and I climbed down and helped the boy up. 

The climber, rather than being upset, thanked the stone throwing boy for 
trying to help him up.

It all took less than a minute.

But wow!

And here’s a lesson.
  
Adults need to step in.

Peers can’t do this for each other. 

And the reason is that, well, their reasoning brain hasn’t fully developed yet. 

The emotional part of their brain, which is fully operational, has ample 
opportunity to take over. 

But an adult brain can help. 

An adult brain is like a map for the younger brain.

Oh, his brain said, I was acting out, but now I can see, by your brain, that 
there is another option.

That’s when he turned around and helped the other boy. 

Of course, if I had scolded him, if I had had my own emotional reaction …

… Oh my God, he’s a stone throwing monster!

… not so helpful.

By offering my calm rational brain, he recognized options.

And he chose the right one. 

I also offered connection. 

I didn’t reject him. I came in close, down to his level, looked him in the eye, 
and I knew that he knew. He knew better. He just needed a little help.

It’s this kind of help that kids need from adults. 
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It’s one part of my approach to being with these boys. I have been informed 
by many writers, thinkers, teachers, and by Angela of course. 

Perhaps I can suggest a book for you Hold on to your kids, by Gordon 
Neufeld and Gabor Maté.

The title always feels a little claustrophobic to me. But they’re right. Kids 
need adults. Peers cannot offer them the ground on which they can really 
mature. 

Let me leave you with this one quote from that book:

“The real challenge for parents is to help kids grow up, not just to look like 
grown-ups.”

That’s one we can chew on for a long time. 

I hope that someone provides a bit of ground under your feet today.

Niels

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0375760288/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=0375760288&linkCode=as2&tag=enerboys-20&linkId=WDCXIW5BYHCL2DI2
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He couldn’t be bothered. 

He didn’t want to go to Tilden. He wanted to go home. He wanted to go to a 
different park. All that I suggested, he didn’t want to do it.

I don’t blame him. I know that kids often want to go home at the end of a 
long day at school. Putting up with me is a chore. And no matter how much a 
try, they prefer to go home. Now that it’s getting colder that’s even more the 
case. Nothing personal.

The compromise was that I would take them to Codornices park, and not 
Tilden as we usually do. 

One of the boys was super excited to get there. He loves the cement slide, 
found a great piece of cardboard and ran up the side—never the steps, please. 

And his exuberance couldn’t help but infect the other boy. 

Sullen when we arrived at the park, his mood quickly shifted. The corners of 
his mouth turned up. He saw possibilities for fun that he had refused to consider 
up to that point. 

And I realized that all I needed to do was to step out of the way.

So I did.

And in a way, my work was done.

Don’t get me wrong. I ran with them. We played together. I pushed them on 
the swing.

They still wanted my attention. They wanted to know that I was with them.

But mostly they were on their own.

And that’s sometimes how it should be.  
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They’re masters of play. They know fun when they see it. 

And when they are left to their own devices, they usually figure it out. They 
find a way. 

I know what I said yesterday. 

That’s the tightrope that I have mentioned before. When you’re with kids, it 
feels like you have a narrow range of options. A little to the left, a little to the 
right, and the thing goes off the rails.

But when you find it just right, it feels magical.

You see them transform in front of you. Sometimes, it’s your intervention. 
Other times it’s because you let them figure things out themselves. 

No formula.

You gotta feel them a bit and try things out. 

I’ve written enthusiastically about Free to Play. And I have mentioned Hold 
on to Your Kids.

They are both right. For me, these books describe the range of tools and 
approaches that we need to bring to our kids.

Wow. 

You’re amazing. That’s what you do as a parent, guide, teacher, advocate, and 
ally. 

Hats off to you. 

I hope you meet someone with a broad range today.

Niels

http://www.energeticboys.com/help/
http://www.energeticboys.com/dream/
http://www.energeticboys.com/free-to-play/
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The boys were playing around.

Increasingly, I became the target. They punch me, throw wood chips in my 
direction, splash sand in front of me. They conspire against me, come at me 
from all sides so I have no escape. 

I sometimes let it happen when I see that the boys have a difficult time 
getting along. 

When I am the target, they don’t make each other the target.

That hurts the littler ones and I can’t stand it when that happens—I’ve always 
been an underdog guy.

But this time it went a little further. 

They wouldn’t stop. 

Other times when I have allowed myself to be the target, I would have a 
moment when I’d end it. And they would listen. They’d respect the boundaries 
I’d set.

Not this time.

They kept going. And then added another flavor: screaming at the top of their 
lungs, preferably close to my ears.

It hurt.

And I got angry.

I stopped engaging. I didn’t like them anymore. I wanted their parents to 
come by at that very moment.

I felt a little sorry for myself. 
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Yes, I did.

Not proud of it. 

And the afternoon didn’t end well. No fun goodbye, no high-five, no “see 
you next-time.” 

And I went home, glad to be done with the day—as much as a parent is ever 
fully done of course.

Now …

… I woke up early the next morning. 

Like, 4:30 am.

I lay there thinking about these boys and I thought to myself:

It’s so simple.

They just wanted more of me.

More than I was giving them. 

And if I had given them my genuine attention, moving away from the 
targeting play to a different game, I am sure they would have been able to 
respect the limits I was setting. 

But I didn’t. 

So, now what?

Well, I’m going to apologize. 

I recognize that they were expressing a need to me. They needed me in 
closer with them and they kept pushing me. And instead of coming in, I moved 
out, which then exacerbated their problem.

Fortunately, I don’t have to think hard about apologizing. 

Angela did most of the work for me a couple of years ago. 

And she put it in a video, which I highly, highly recommend. 

Here it is.
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Now, I will admit one more thing.

I was hesitant to write this email.

One the one hand, I know that parents find it a relief to learn that they’re not 
alone in loosing their cool. 

Just last week, when I admitted to this to another educator, she was so 
relieved: even someone like you, she sighed. I’m not 100% sure what “someone 
like me” referred to, but let’s just say it was a testimony to my professionalism.

And then, on the other hand, I know that of some my readers have sons who 
come with me. 

And I feel shy about letting you know that I don’t always get it right.

But I do try to set it right. 

I hope someone will set things right with you today,

Niels
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A few weeks ago, I suggested that kids need a 5-1 ratio. They need it just like 
spouses and employees do.

What’s that 5-1 ratio you ask?

For every negative comment you hear, you need 5 positive comments to even 
out the feelings. 

Marriages get better when spouses speak kindly to each other.

Employees are happier in the work place when their boss speaks kindly to 
them.

All that is no big surprise. What’s is interesting that we now have a number to 
put on it.

5-1!

And I’m drinking my own cool aid. 

I want to say 5 positive things to the boys for each negative one. 

Now, we can argue what negative means. But for me, every time I tell them 
stop, in one way shape or form, I want to offer them encouragement for all they 
do well.

You know what I found?

It’s hard to do. 

I run around with four boys.
  
They are bursting out of their skins with pent up energy.

They each want different things for the afternoon.
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They swing big sticks.

They don’t like sitting still in the car.

They want to scream—well not everybody, but most of them.

They want my attention—some say so, some don’t say so.

All in all, their capacity to listen or to reason is no longer fully operational.

So I find myself correcting them, holding them back, taking sticks from them, 
telling them to move, to stay still, be quiet, speak up.

I am correcting them, keeping them safe, holding space for others in the 
vicinity.

It gets hard to tell them how great they are, how inventive, kind, generous, 
considerate, playful, daring, honest, gentle, attentive, insightful, smart, funny, 
keen, alert, creative, bold, or observant.

They are all that. And more.

That’s why I have tried something else.

I sing to them.

I make up songs about them and I sing their praises. I have become their 
bard.

I sing to them and I sing about all the different ways they shine. 

I blanket them with praise in song.

Now, mind you, I sing off key.

But that’s not why they hate it so. 

Oh the pain of the compliment, the humiliation of the kind word, the shame 
of a tender glance. 

They can’t stand it. 
  
But they’ll have to endure it. 

I will sing to them. 
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For I admire them. 

I hope someone will sing to you today. 

Niels
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I’m not always right!

Usually I am.

But sometimes I miss the mark too. It’s a rare occasion and I don’t like to 
admit it. 

In particular when it comes to being with the boys. I like them to think I’m 
always right. 

Except I don’t.

And I don’t mind terribly admitting that I can be off. I wrote about that last 
week.

At the same time, a friend remarked in response to that story, these boys do 
need to understand that there are certain clear limits. If they don’t appreciate 
these limits, they can be asked to leave. 

His son was asked to leave one Summer camp.

One boy I know was asked to leave preschool. (How you ask that without 
being embarrassed, I’ll never know.)

And so, there are real consequences to off-track behavior. 

Here’s why I apologize.

It’s a lesson from my grandmother.

Once our family was visiting my grandmother’s. 

My brother and I were playing in the hallway, while the adults were all sitting 
in the living room. 

He and I got into it with each other. Nothing special. Happened all the time.

http://www.energeticboys.com/i-messed-up/
http://www.energeticboys.com/i-messed-up/
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I have no idea what it was about. All I remember is that he started to cry. I am 
older and stronger, so I may have hurt him. And he may have started to cry to be 
rescued before I hurt him. I don’t remember.

What I remember is that my grandmother stormed into the hallway, saw my 
brother crying and wagged her finger at me:

“You can be so mean!”

I turned around, opened the front door …

… and if it hadn’t been for my mother, who had now entered the hallway 
too, I would have bolted out the door. Into the streets. 

I was furious, inconsolable. 

My mother was mad too, which is probably the only reason I agreed to stay 
inside. 

My grandmother passed earlier this year. She was 100 years old.

And I remembered this incident. And others like it. 

I remembered it, because I recognized I didn’t feel close to her. I felt she had 
pushed me away in angry moments such as this one. 

And she never came to get me back.

That’s why I apologize to children when something goes off.

I want to get them back. 

I want to make sure that our relationship stays intact. 

It’s fine if there are hard moments. Those can be good learning too. But the 
real learning can only happen in relationship.

And that’s our job, as adults. We are the ones responsible to maintain the 
relationship. We’ve got to get them back. 

When a child is asked to leave Summer camp or preschool, the adults are 
effectively saying, 

we don’t want a relationship with you. 
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And they don’t. 

But what is a boy to learn from that? 

To be good? 

I doubt it. I think he learns that there’s something wrong with him. No matter 
how hard he tries. 

Because I’m sure he tries. If he could behave better, he would, Ross Greene 
would say. And I’m sure he’s right. 

That’s why I apologize.

I want the relationship. 

And then we can deal with the behavior. In relationship. Not by threatening 
to end the relationship.

I hope someone chooses relationship with you today.

Niels
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“This is going to be the awesomest adventure of my life!”

I like to include endorsements from the kids.

We were running in the park the other day. The path was winding around the 
creek and we saw both sides. 

Of course the boys also explored along side the creek, stepping in water with 
their sandals and shoes. Climbing up the creek bed was a fun challenge and 
they love it when they almost need help, but then figure it out themselves.

Ah! Great times.

And then the tree. It had fallen some time ago. 

Someone had cut a piece where the trail continued so we could have 
continued on our way without obstruction.

But that would have been boring.

Let’s go up the hill where the fallen tree had made a clearing. 

Awesome. 

And up they climbed. 

Until we reached the clearing from which we could clearly see that to go on 
we would have to brave a lot of poison oak.

Let’s go back, I suggested.

And three of the four boys carefully maneuvered their way down to the path.

But one of them stayed behind. 

Are you coming? I asked.
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No!

I want to keep going. 

I explained why we were going back, about the thick bushes, the poison oak, 
that there was no path.

So reasonable.

It didn’t work. He insisted that we keep going. There was not way he could 
be persuaded to come back with the rest of us.

And then he said: Will you help me?

Of course. 

No is the greatest word. 

The first time a child says no, he’s forming his identity separate from his 
parents. He’s setting boundaries. And it’s along that boundary that we could 
have contact.

He needed me. 

Had he said yes, I would have climbed down, following the others.

And when he said no, I waited for him. That’s when I was in the position to 
help him. He needed my contact and to get what he needed he set up a 
boundary. 

No!

And there we could connect. 

Brilliant boy. 

I hope someone connects with you today,

Niels
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They punch and kick and throw and scream.

And I let them even though it's a lot sometimes.

There's only four of them, so I can—teachers can't, I realize all too well. I 
can at times let them make me their target. And even then I have to carefully 
and insistently draw the line. No hitting the privates. Yes, I have to set that limit. 

No kicking is another one.

This is after they scratched each other, or whacked with sticks at plants, 
chased animals with intent to kill.

Better to have me be the target, I think. No one will get hurt in the process. 
They can keep being aggressively playful. And they don't have to get mad at 
each other—the greatest benefit of all. 

Yet, despite my intention, I'm inching towards that point, slowly but surely. 
It's a point where I loose sight of who they are.

I start to make things personal.

As if they want to hurt. As if they want to destroy. As if they want to kill.

I forget that they deeply trust me. Otherwise they wouldn't go after me like 
that. 

I forget that they experience aggression in their lives all the time and have no 
way of making sense of it.

I forget that aggressive play is a child's natural way of making sense of 
aggression in their lives.

I forget that their aggression is not theirs.

They are not the ones bringing aggression in the world. They have come by it 

http://www.energeticboys.com/the-boys-didnt-see-this-mans-gesture/
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honestly. Simply by being alive, awake, alert, though not necessarily enthusiastic
—no matter what it looks like.

They didn't start it. 

Their aggression is not theirs. 

And I hope that I can help make sense of it with it, by playing. And I hope I 
can remember what they are doing: dealing with the aggression that this world 
has already shown them.

I hope that someone helps you deal with whatever the world has shown you.

Niels
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I have one golden rule.

I need to be able to see you at all times

and one boy just couldn’t follow it.

He kept running ahead of the pack, so far down the trail that he was well out 
of sight. 

Now I have a choice. Do I run after him, loosing sight of the other three, or 
do I stay with the others and expect the runner to slow down enough for us to 
catch up to him.

This time I had others help me by running forward and reminding him of the 
golden rule. 

They were totally trying to be helpful.

And when I got to him I held onto him for a bit.

You’re just trying to have fun, I said. I totally get it

But I’m just on the path.

I know, I said. But I don’t know who else is on the path. I have to be able to 
see you. 

Here, we’ll walk together for a moment. And we walked hand in hand.

And then he told me.

But I never get to win when racing. I only get to win when I race my mom. 
Whenever I race at school, I never get to win.

Breaks your heart, no?
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I have an idea. 

Before we come back to the car, there’s a field. And we’ll race there to the 
car.

Guess who got there first.

Usually I don’t know what gets into their heads when they run off. They know 
what the rules are. It’s just that their minds can’t quite reach the place inside 
where that rule is stored.

And I assume that there is a good reason for that. 

If he could remember, he would.

But this time he told me. Something in my demeanor with him brought him 
back to his brain. He could think again. 

And it all made sense. 

I hope someone helps you get back inside yourself again today.

Niels
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This particular afternoon I knew something had gone very right by the way the 
boys were interacting in the car back to the pick up place.

One of the boys asked for music—from the radio. But I know another one of 
the boys hates the radio so I left it off. 

Do you know any songs, I asked.

And then one of them started.

Chikky chikky bang bang. (Not quite the movie song, but close enough.)

With a demanding rhythm.

Then two of boys sang, chikky chikky

and the other two sang, bang bang.

On and on in perfect rhythm.

And then it got a little boring. 

So one changed the lyrics.

chikky chikky elephant penis

chikky chikky elephant penis

and that turned into … 

chikky chikky elephant niels

chikky chikky elephant niels.

At the stop light a car pulled up beside us. The driver rolled down his 
window and rocked to the rhythm the boys were creating. 
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They of course were now embarrassed and rolled up their window. But I 
lowered it again to encourage them. They kept singing and rocking and the car 
next to us swayed in the rhythm. 

What can I say? The beat worked.

It was spontaneously improvised, a wonderful ending to what had already 
been a great afternoon. 

They could tell.

I could tell.

and when it all comes together

they want to come together. 

I just sat there in the driver seat. With a perfectly silly grin on my face, happy 
as a clam. 

I hope somebody finds your rhythm today.

Niels
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I was worried. 

They had been looking forward to getting to climb again.

Run, they said. 

Let’s get there fast. 

The destination was a hill on the side of the trail that is so steep that you can 
barely climb it. 

Barely, is the operative word.

They love the challenge.

And when they get up the hill, the reward is that they get to slide down 
again, fast and bumpy. The kind of bumpy that can hurt, but in a good way—if 
you’re not a boy, you may not understand that.

So we’re off.

But, when we go down the path, we can’t find the spot. The park staff had 
done an excellent job at closing off the gaps with bundles of branches thick 
enough to stop a herd of cattle. Even boys could not get through.

Why? they wanted to know.

So I explained about erosion and rainfall and mudslides and roots and 
holding soil in place, and …

… I wanted to go on, but the boys darted off.

They didn’t need to know more. 

It was good for the ground, somehow and that’s about all they wanted to take 
in at that moment. 
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And when I worried that they’d be sullen, because their favorite spot had 
been taken away, blocked off, they didn’t skip a beat. 

To my delight they were off and running, splashing in the creek, eating and 
drinking, following the trail.

In fact they were racing down the trail so fast that I got hopeful. 

Perhaps today was the day we could make that great loop I have been 
wanting to make. 

The flat part was easy. 

But even when we turned the corner and went uphill, they seemed into the 
effort. 

For a while. And then all of a sudden they started to drag a little. We kept 
going, on my insistence—for once I had to watch the clock.

That’s when I decided better to go back, find the level surface. 

And guess what?

I was their hero!

And they were mine. 

I hope you’re someone’s hero today.

Niels
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Dear one,

I cherish you.

Thanksgiving is upon us. For parents it’s often a sweet time and not 
necessarily a time off. All I can say is, if the boys are any indication, your kids 
are greatly looking forward to some extra time with you.

And for some the holidays are challenging. I have been there and I feel you. 

For me, as I write this, I mostly just want to express how much I cherish you 
as a reader of these stories.

You are with children in a special way. As a parent, teacher, care-provider, or 
ally, you take kids experience seriously. 

And that is a rare thing. 

Still, in this day and age. 

Your attempts to see the world through your kids’ eyes, despite the pressures 
of your day to day is in my opinion the most important gift they can ever 
receive. 

They may never say “thank you” for that. But perhaps they find in this holiday 
some moment in which they can appreciate you a little extra. 

I cherish you. 

There are precious few occasions in which you are affirmed when you take 
your kids’ experience seriously. All too often you’re on your own.

Except you’re not. 

The biggest gift I have received from writing these stories the last several 
weeks, is the responses. 
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Not a day has gone by that someone didn’t reach out with a reflection on a 
story I sent you. And these responses show me, time and again, that we’re in a 
community of like minded people. You are part of that community. 

You understand the importance of play—and please don’t assume that 
everybody does.

You get that nature is a gift that brings obvious and subtle benefits to our kids.

You seek to connect with your children at a deep emotional level, to give 
them that daily manna: you exist in my experience, you exist in me. 

I cherish you. 

I wish that you receive an equal measure of the love and care you give to the 
kids in your charge. 

And I look forward to being in touch again on Monday.

Niels
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Am I doing the right thing?

I'm not always sure.

Is it really a good idea to have a boys-only group on the trail? 

Don't get me wrong. They love it. They are thrilled that there is a space for 
boys only, and girls are not present. They wouldn't have it any other way.

But then I read an article in the latest Yes Magazine. I read about the limited 
range of emotional expressions that men have. And it makes me wonder. 

The article, by Mark Greene of the Good Men Project, describes how men 
are often unable to express their feelings. This has isolated them. And the results 
of that isolation are not good. 

That's why I wonder if should I just be honest and admit that men and boys 
need women to learn how to express themselves emotionally? 

Am I making it harder for them to learn how to express themselves? 

Now, don't get me wrong. I am plenty comfortable with their feelings. Of all 
kinds. 

And I always listen when they cry. At times I stick a little closer in when I feel 
that they are bracing themselves. I don't want them to feel they can't cry. 

(I'll tell some stories about crying another time.)

But try as I might to set a tone of excepting feelings, they are also already 
socialized. And now they are in an all boys group and well aware of each other. 

Even though there is a big range among the boys, they still all know that 
crying is somehow not quite a man's thing. 

And that's when I realize I need to express much more of my inner gay man 
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(another story for another time).

Because here is what gay men do that heterosexual men don't.

They play at being man. 

They play at it. 

They don't take if fully seriously. 

Now, masculinity is a big deal in the gay community. Don't get me started. 

But it's not quite so assumptive as it is among straight men. You don't see 
solid straight men, with beards and tattoos, speaking in a high tone voice. And 
when straight men address each other with feminine pronouns they can express 
many things, but tenderness is not one of them.

And that is what I hope for with these boys. That they learn to not take their 
own masculinity quite so seriously as most of their adult counterparts do. 

That they can also play at being boy. 

I'm going to think about this. What this could mean. Because they need play 
with being boy or man at least a little. Otherwise they will also fail at expressing 
their feelings, and becoming isolated and lonely as a result. 

They have a real shot at staying away from that pitfall. 

I hope that you can play at being you today.

Niels
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It's heart breaking.

One moment you're spending 5 days with people you love, all day, every 
day. And then it's time to go back to school. 

I always hated it. 

And I felt it in the boys too. They just weren't happy. And it was all my fault. 
Of course. They didn't know where to put there  frustration.

When everything seems so normal, and is at the same time so frustrating, you 
can only blame the nearest trusted person for just about anything you can think 
of. In a world where you don't get to set the agenda, there are few options. 

And so, I've seen my share of frustration in the boys. To be expected. 

But today we had a treat. 

Never before have we seen Monarch Butterflies in Berkeley's Aquatic Park. 
This weekend they were spotted. You've probably heard of it.

And the boys and I went down to find them. 

Not as easy as it sounds. 

But the time we arrived, the Monarchs were high up in the tree, wings 
closed. They resembled Fall leaves, brown and hanging down. 

We observed birds flying by who left the butterflies unharmed. And that's 
why they looked so much like fall leaves, the boys concluded.

Two Monarchs had fallen on the ground. They were laying nearly motionless 
in the grass. Perhaps cold. Perhaps tired. Or old and tired. 

And they were great to look at. 
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We observed them clinging to our fingers. We moved them from hand to 
hand. We showed them to others who were also looking for the butterflies. 

It was a sweet little time of discovery. 

They didn't know that this was such a rare event. They didn't need to. It was 
perhaps the first time in their lives they got to see so many butterflies. 

And they were a bit surprised by how wonderful it all was. 

That slight most delicate of creatures and those run around, not perfectly 
happy boys. 

  
Their moods lifted, for a while. They were enchanted. 

And so was I. 

And I hope you will be enchanted today as well. 

Niels
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Oh, they look concerned.

When parents come and pick up their boys after their adventures, they're 
sometimes witness to an ugly scene. 

Their boy is punching me with all his might. One or two head butt me too. 
Full force. 

And I'm ok with it. I feel good. I'm strong enough. I don't bruise. 

The only worry I have is about their own heads and fists. They hurt 
themselves sometimes. Some of my muscles are that hard. Not that I'm bragging.

But why do I allow it?

Mostly, because they need it.

They need spaces where they can have a fight with the world. Their are many 
different places where they don't get what they want, where they are told where 
to sit, where to walk, not to run, to be quiet, to move, to wait. 

That's how it is for them. Very often. We have many plans for their lives and 
mostly it's not up to them.

Also, they play with strength. They like to know that they are strong, but they 
don't really want to hurt you.

It only looks like that, sometimes. 

They will choose relationship anytime, if they can. 

And when I say, "if they can," I mean that in two ways.

First of all, if they have someone who is open to be in relationship with them, 
real relationship. They meet a lot of adults who are in functional relationships 
with them. They fulfill roles in their lives. They're official. They may approach 
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their role in a relational manner. But they will in the end be confined by the 
official context they're in.

At first the boys see me that way too. I'm another programmatic person in 
their lives. 

When they can duke it out with me, they begin to learn that perhaps we can 
have a relationship, a place where they can be real, be playful, and go all in.

The second way in which I use the phrase "if they can," refers to their own 
emotional state.

If they feel unseen, unheard, unfelt (yes, that is now an official word), they 
cannot choose relationship. Their own hurt is in the way. 

Allowing physical contact, even 'punishing' contact, is my way of making 
them feel seen, heard, and yes, felt. 

And, they get to feel some strength in the person who is with them. I think 
that that is comforting for them. They can act out and know that I can take 
whatever they throw at me. 
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Usually I decide where we go in the afternoon. 

Scratch that.

I decide where we go in the afternoon. 

But today I wasn't so sure. It had just rained. I was hoping it would continue 
to rain. We haven't yet walked in the rain yet, so we were all looking forward to 
it. All decked out in our rain gear.

So the question was: What's fun?

And then the idea of the Botanical Garden came up. 

I hesitated, but they insisted. We haven't been there yet.

Off we went. 

I explained to them that this was different from the rest of the park. There 
were more rules here. 

But they wanted to go.

They ran in the creek. Ran down the trails. But what looks like a bed for 
plants to us, to the boys looks like a great place to cross over to the stream. 

And the trees hanging down from the Sequoia were just too tempting. They 
had to hang down from them.

The staff could not have been more friendly and understanding.
  
But they did enforce the rules. 

No running in the creek. 

No hanging from the branches. 
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No running through the plants.

What plants? Yes, those plants. 

Ah. Then they realized why I had hesitated. Too many rules. Just too many 
rules.

And off we went. Tilden is a large place. And over there, you can jump on 
the tables. Pick up the branches. Throw the cones. 

Make a fire. 

Yes, we made a little fire. Now that the ground was wet, we could play with 
my fire stick. And between my sparks and their blowing, a piece of paper 
actually caught a flame.

Teamwork!

It was a lot of fun. 

And a reminder for us all.

Let's not go to a place with a lot of rules again. 

There're too many as it is. 

I know of one school where there are so many rules. Every time you think of 
something fun, the kids assume that there is a rule against it.

I'm sure that the teachers and administrators have good reasons for the rules.

But perhaps they have overshot their goals by a bit. 

Anyway. 

The boys still had fun. 

And who knows.

Maybe they will let me pick the next place we go to.

Ha!

Not likely.
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I hope that you can break a silly rule today.

Niels
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He was unhappy.

That much was obvious from the moment I picked him up.

And he had no trouble showing me that he was unhappy.

I hate this camp.

Niels is stupid.

Niels sucks.

I don't want to go on this camp anymore.

On and on he went.

Nothing was fine. Everything was terrible. And most of all, I was stupid.

We were discovering new trails.

There was a creek to run in. 

All the boys were enthusiastically exploring the terrain. They were finding 
new places to climb, rocks to sit on, and places that could be dangerously high. 

  
By all measures it should be a great afternoon.

But he wasn't having it.

I was stupid. The afternoon sucked. I don't care. Go away. 

He used some strong language too. 

And at the same time, he kept checking in. When they were running along a 
new path, he made sure I was following, that I could find them.
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When he wanted to climb down to the creek, he made sure I saw were he 
went.

Not openly. No! But I gleamed the looks from the corner of his eyes. He kept 
checking on me.

And I calmly stated what I heard him say.

You're having a bad afternoon.

I see that you're not having fun. 

You're mad!

This all continued for the duration of the afternoon, until we had about 15 
minutes left.

He and another boy were sitting on a picnic table playing with fire. Literally. 
They were playing with fire.

And there was a little space at the edge of the bench that he was kneeling on.

I sat down next to him, facing the other boy, interested in what they were 
doing. 

He moved from his kneeling position to a seated position next to me, still 
facing forward. The three of us were absorbed in fire making.

Of course I was quickly distracted. There were other boys running around 
and they also needed my attention on something they were doing.

And as we were gathering, standing around the table, they were giving me a 
few more punches. I was asking if it confuses them sometimes that I allow them 
to do more than most adults let them do. And I reminded them that I still have 
boundaries and rules. No gestures towards my face—not for fun, not for any 
reason. 

In the middle of this little exchange, he turned to me.

I am ready to be nice again. 

…

I know my friend, I said. You're always great.
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I love these boys. I don't know what they bring to these afternoons. I'm just 
happy I knew not to take anything personal. That's how I could stay with him. 
That's why he was safe to keep working it out.

Bless their hearts. 

I hope someone is ready to be nice to you again today.

Niels
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What do boys really want?

Big question.

I'm looking for the answer too and will share in parts what I find. But today I 
want to write about a big piece. One that I keep bumping up against. 

Let me tell a story.

Some time last week, I was out with four boys and two of them got into it 
with each other.

One wanted to build a dam. He wanted the other to help him, but wasn't the 
most diplomatic in asking for that. Demanding. Commanding. That was more 
the tone of it. 

And the response was predictable.

The other boy destroyed the dam. 

There were words back and forth, one hit the other, the other cried. 

It happened fast and the effects lasted. 

I did various things to mediate. I paused with them to let them realize what 
they were feeling. I asked what they wanted. Suggested what they could say to 
each other. Asked the other to hear what was said and to respond. 

Gradually the boys came back together and I dare say that by the end of the 
afternoon they were friends again.

None of this was easy or smooth. The atmosphere was heated and neither 
was inclined to move in the other boy's direction. 

Did I say that I had four boys with me that day?
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Well, all this required quite a bit of energy and attention from me. It was 
worth it, and I'd do it again. 

But by the time we got back to where we had started another adventurer 
climbed on top of the car. 

And this time I didn't respond with patience and understanding. 

I got angry, pulled him off the car and told him to not do this again. 

Later he threw water at me. He was mad. 

I took a break, took a pause—when in doubt, sit down and take a breath!

And I realized what had happened. 

This boy is used to having my attention. We get along. 

Today is paid attention to other boys, for the most part. And he wanted some 
before the afternoon was over. 

And he demonstrated this in rather dramatic fashion, but climbing on top of 
the car. (And my understanding should not be mistaken for condoning.)

I remembered how hard it had been to bring the other boys back together. 
They resisted fiercely. And when I got in close and suggested that there was 
nothing wrong with them, that they could work this out, they got mad—at me!

With these two boys, I got them together by being persistent and not taking 
anything personally. 

The other one, the one who climbed on top of the car, well, he got to me. I 
got angry at him. 

It's my car. Don't mess with it.

Back to my question. What do boys really want?

They want attention. 
  
They want connection.

It's not mysterious.

It's not different from other kids.
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What gets in the way for these boys is the manner in which they ask for 
attention. 

They want to avoid, it seems, to open themselves up, to show themselves to 
be vulnerable. They cannot say that they want my attention, or they wanted 
another boy's help. 

They make a way to get it, but it's a clumsy way.

By being demanding, commanding, and obnoxious, they get attention. 

For sure.

But they get it in a negative way. Sure, they haven't actually asked for it. They 
haven't opened up their emotional selves. They haven't said: I need you, to me 
or to each other.

And because they cannot say that, they get in trouble. They receive negative 
attention. I'm quite sure they get a fair bit of negative attention already. 

I wonder who models to them to be vulnerable?

I mean, not asking them to be. 

But showing them by being vulnerable themselves.

Men in particular. 

Where are the models. Am I enough of a model? 

Not sure.

I will give it another shot.

I hope someone can simply ask for your attention today.

Niels
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It's a simply gesture.

It appears to be.

They come running out of the door into the school yard. They scream right be 
me onto the play ground and … 

… they take their shoes off.

I hadn't really considered it before. 

But this day I saw it again, and it struck me.

I had already seen that this particular group has a very hard time getting to 
the car. They have been sitting down in the classroom for hours at this point, and 
they want to, they need to run.

And so they run and play. 

But this day, it was their shoes that struck me.

Here they were, all over the yard. Some socks, scattered in random 
directions. Clearly they had not lost speed when they took off their shoes and 
socks.

After about 45 minutes or so, I asked them to put their shoes on, get their 
bags, and … let's go to the park!

Off we went.

This time we went to the Little Farm area. No sooner did we stop the car and 
they ran off again.

Shoes strewn in every which way.

I can feel the end of the year in these boys.
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I can feel that they have been good for many months. They have been inside, 
listened well.

But the Thanksgiving break changed something.

It was as if those five days were a reminder of times past—not so long ago, 
and not yet a fading memory. In those times, they were free. 

And now they're not. 

There's an edge to them, all of them, since Thanksgiving. As if they can 
barely stand to be inside anymore. There's an urgency to their play that almost 
takes the joy out of it. It's a weird juxtaposition, the seriousness of their need to 
play, with the freedom of finally playing again.

And here in the park and on the playground, they give expression to their 
desire for freedom. 

They run barefoot. 

Free at last! 

I hope you claim your freedom today.

Niels
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It was misty and raining in Tilden. The clouds hung low among the tree tops. The 
paths were slick with thick mud. Water was running in unexpected places. 

And the air. Ah the air. It was thick with moisture and the scent of fallen 
leaves clung to our nostrils. 

We gently made our way down one path, up a dirt road, and down again, 
through thick low hanging trees. 

The creek had a little water in it, but it was possible to step across the 
slippery rocks to the other side. 

There we found the road that had no traffic on it. We climbed up a little, and 
moved towards the woods again at the next junction. 

Then it got really adventurous.

Where exactly is the path back to the car? 

Where can we find shelter now that the rain is falling down? 

How long before we get there?

Oh, but first we must find the path. And the path is more slick and narrow 
than any we have come upon before. It winds down towards the creek, but then 
curbs left and up. It's narrow and slopes so you can't get a good footing with the 
mud and all. We hold on to branches of trees to pull us through and I am hand 
holding a couple of the boys passed several sticky points.

At one point the path is so steep and slippery that I wonder if we can climb 
it. And yet, we must because the car is on the other side and going back is too 
far at this point. 

The trunk of a tree is just within reach, and with our finger tips stretched out 
we let the tree pull us up. 
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We made it. 

We have a little more to go. It's wet. It's foggy. There is nobody around and 
it's getting dark. You have to watch your step. Time for my flashlight.

When we get back to the car, everybody is quiet. They're tired. And a little 
worried about the fog. Will we be safe? Not to worry. I've done this a lot. 

But I'm not sure if my delight in the afternoon was matched by their's. 

Of all the things they do in the day, this one seems to rank in the category of 
"have to" instead of "get to." 

I may be wrong about it. But what I heard was thoughts about grandma's 
home, where it's warm and you can take a hot bath. 

Well, those are the things to dream about when you're sloshing about in the 
mud. And the wet hair makes those dreams all the sweeter. 

And yet, I hope I didn't overdo it today. In my excitement for what the woods 
had to offer, I hope I didn't push them too far. 

Well, it's what I promised. 

Adventures, and an adventure is what they got. 

I hope you have an adventure today.

Niels
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Where're we going?

That's the question they ask me when they get in the car. 

And often I ask them:

Where would you like to go?

But they never answer. 

There are places they want to veto, for sure. Inspiration Point is off limits and 
there are a couple of other places that are particularly boring, or promising of 
steep climbs.

No general suggestions though.

And these boys know Tilden by now. They've seen most of it. But they cannot 
tell me where they want to go.

And I think that the reason is that they know I can't take them where they 
really want to go.

Where's that you ask?

Home!

Let's face it. 

These outings are every bit as wonderful as I described them yesterday. 

And the boys do have a sense of adventure. They love nature and what it 
offers. And I don't think this is about me. 

Now, I don't write this to make anybody feel bad. I don't want to ignite any 
feelings of guilt that are always on the surface for parents.

http://www.energeticboys.com/a-perfect-afternoon/
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And I know the realities that you're facing. All the things you're juggling. 
Single parents in particular. It's just too much. 

It's just that not stating this obvious point does no justice to the boys. 

I think it's ok to acknowledge that we're asking them to do something really 
difficult, almost every day. What is so difficult? 

Being gone from your parent or parents for an entire day.

It's just hard for them. They miss their parents. They miss their own rooms, 
their own homes, their own stuff.  

And as much as I understand how hard it is to have your kids around all the 
time, I cannot not write this. 

You're working hard at being parents.

Very very hard.

And you don't get enough recognition. 

The boys on the other hand, also work hard. 

Very very hard.

They work at being good. They have to listen, have to share, have to go here 
and go there. 

And mostly they're powerless. They can only hope that the grown ups in their 
lives make good choices for them—and I wonder if they would choose to come 
with me on After School Adventures.

Frankly, I'm convinced that they'd go home, if they had the choice. It's not 
even a competition.

Kids have far fewer choices than they'd like. 

So yes. I honor these boys.

I face the question: what do boys really want?

They want to go home. 

I hope you get to go home early today.
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Niels
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The last few months I have been running around with 3 or 4 boys in the 
afternoon. We took off to Tilden, the Marina or Sibley Volcanic Preserve. 

It was an after school program and I deeply believe that these boys needs 
this. 

So why won't I continue in the Spring?

Well, because the way I have done isn't quite on the mark. It's a lot of fun, 
but also not really offering what I was intending to offer. 

There are four boys who come with me. I pick them up at the end of the 
school day. And they are full. 

They need to run and explode and expand their energy. They need to play. 
They need all that. 

And they also need someone to be with them. They don't admit it, but I have 
seen it. There is a level of self-regulation that is not fully working at the end of 
the school day. And chances are that they'll act out. Some do, and as you know, 
I don't blame them. It's been a lot for them. 

What I mean is that the kind of free play that I really hoped for isn't really 
working well. In the beginning it all worked out, but then it begun to get an 
edge. There was always a strain to it. 

The boys were teasing each other more. There was more aggression in their 
play. They got annoyed at each other. 

When they were acting out towards me they were at least making a good 
choice. I can take it. I am there for them, and they felt it.

But when they were acting out towards each other, I became more another 
overseer in their lives, a role I do not want. A role they don't need more of. 
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In other words, I began to feel that I was creating another situation in which 
they were being wrangled from one situation to another. And that's the last thing 
I was trying to achieve. 

Four boys, just enough to loose sight of one or two when you're close in with 
one or two others. 

So, without enough opportunity to really connect, and without enough 
occasion to full out play, I began to miss out on two key pieces of what I was 
trying to set in place.

I am rethinking this offering. I don't know yet what I will offer instead. I 
remain committed to these kids. I feel heartbroken about some of the options 
that are available to them. 

Mostly I will miss these boys. We've all grown a lot together.

This coming break is a good opportunity to take some time to think things 
through. I will let you know what I plan to do next. 

I am thinking about larger spaces with more kids where they can truly run 
and play freely. That would not be on school days though. Too much pent up 
something that they are carrying around.

For those days, I may offer to accompany one or two boys at a time. No 
more. 

None of this is certain though. 

I would love to hear what you have to say, what you're thinking, and most of 
all, what would really help you. 

I hope someone really figures out how to help you today.

Niels
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Apprehensive is not quite the word.

I'd say they were almost anxious about going out together. Neither of them 
really relished the thought of hanging out with the other. Something had gone 
sour.

And yet, as the afternoon went on, they did very well together. They played, 
discovered, climbed and ran together. And then they went off by themselves for 
a bit, naturally. It went all very well. 

Until …

… we got in the car.

All of a sudden the mood turned. 

Drastically.

Violently almost.

They were teasing each other. Thrashing in each other's direction. That awful 
tease where one repeats every word the other says. Which makes the other want 
to beat him. 

Neither were at fault.
  
They were in it together.

And I was getting quite annoyed.

Until …

… a car pulled out of a parking spot in front of me. I slammed the breaks. 

And I let out a, well, not a nice word. 
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Under my breath, mind you. The boys didn't hear it.

And then I realized it.

We all suffer from the same condition. 

Car sickness. 

Something about the car. 

I was in a conversation the other day and some of the participants couldn't 
continue an initiative, because it would involve driving a car, and they didn't do 
that. 

I rolled my eyes, internally.

Yes, I did. I'm sorry. 

It was just so darn inconvenient. 

But here I was. 

And here the boys were. 

All stirred up, a little angry and showing bad manners.

All inside that car. 

Ah yes. Like a different personality descended on us. From outside. Or from 
inside that vehicle

I hope you get to have a day without a car.

Niels
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It's rough.

Boys exacting a price for misbehavior. But given the chance, they will. They 
don't like one of them getting away with stuff anymore than you do. 

One of the boys kept tearing around, yelling at the others, changing the game 
however it suited him, jumping on others' backs when they had asked him not 
to. He was being a little shit. 

Not to put too fine a point to it. 

I don't mind much. I think that teasing can be an art, but you have to 
practice. And at age 6 he is just a beginner. 

But the mood shifted when he pulled down the pants of another boy. 

Granted. 

The other boy had just taken his cap off and thrown it away. He was being a 
little shit as well. 

And the third one was trying to create a game, and have the other use him for 
horse back riding. That's when the first one jumped on his back, which meant 
the end of that game. 

It's just that he has a hard time asking. Whatever he asks often sounds like a 
command. And he is learning that most people don't respond very well to a 
command. Even when they are giving him the benefit of the doubt and do their 
best to make things go better.

It usually doesn't last though.

Anyway, the edges of fun play were fraying.

And pulling the pants down was the tipping point. The other two had had 
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enough. It was now their turn to pull this boy's pants down as well.

It seemed only fair.

Except of course that the boy didn't cooperate with this form of justice. Boy 
justice.

He didn't think it was fair at all. He fought hard to keep his pants up—and 
succeeded. In part because I stepped in and ended the enforcement.

Didn't make anybody feel better mind you. Perhaps I should have intervened 
sooner.

But I didn't

I was curious to see if these boys were going to sort things out themselves. 
That would have been infinitely more powerful than relying on my intervention. 

They need to find ways to do this anyway. 

I think they have a real sense of fairness. The way in which they respond to 
this sense is a little rough around the edges. But that doesn't mean it isn't there. 

Responding to a violation of a sense of fairness is a skill. it takes practice. 

It also requires that you understand the power of your actions.

And that is something most boys lack as well.

They understand the basic principle of the Golden Rule. If it would hurt you, 
don't hurt someone else in the same way. Or some version of that.

But what they don't yet grasp is how much they really hurt. How strong they 
really are. 

Most of their lives they are being kept quite powerless. 

And as someone once said: power does not corrupt. Lack of power corrupts, 
because when people don't have power, they make it up.

So it is with these boys. 

They have a sense of fairness. 

They can empathize. 



 / ENERGETIC BOYS / 125

What they cannot practice is the exercise of their own power. They cannot 
learn, in physical day to day life, not just in adult sanctioned theoretical 
scenarios, how to express their power towards their goal of justice. 

You tell me if I'm wrong. 

I don't think so. 

And that's why Boy Justice looks so rough.

It is rough.

It's an ill honed skill. 

I will tell you more about alternatives that can work, have been proven to 
work, another day.

For now, 

I hope you get to demand fairness on your own behalf, and do it well.

Niels

PS. After all was said and done, these boys kept inviting each other to new 
games. Playing is that important. It can survive rough treatment.
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It continues …
These are the stories from 2015. There are more. To read them simply go to 

Niels’ website, energeticboys.com and sign up. You will receive an email each 
time a new story goes out. I hope to see you there.

Thank you for reading. I deeply appreciate it. I love these stories and I hope 
you had fun with them also.

Niels

http://energeticboys.com

