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“It never goes wrong, at most different than expected”
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“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”

Maya Angelou
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A brief summary

You may have been given this book by your wife at the start of a medical journey. You may have bought it upon hearing that you are infertile. Whatever the reason, it may not be the right time for you to read the whole book. But you may be able to read this brief summary that includes the observations from this book.

1. Life cannot be engineered

Even if the medical world can do so much and technology is developing ever faster, not everything in life can be engineered and arranged. Fulfilling the dream to have children included. Fortunately life still holds surprises for us.

2. Keep control of the process, set your boundaries

How far do you want to go in fulfilling your dream to have children? During our fertility journey it felt like we were constantly crossing our boundaries. One of the most important lessons that I have learned is to regularly ask myself if this is what I – we – want. Saying no to the next IVF round and stopping was a very difficult decision, but putting something behind you and accepting your fate creates the space to start the grieving process.

3. Embrace your grief and take your time

Drawing a line for us meant stopping the medical treatment and in doing so, creating space for grief. What was at first dark, empty and unknown, gradually became a little lighter and opaque. When that darkness started fading, it created space for other things.

4. Talk to other men

Dear man, it may be a cliché, but it is true. Talk to other men about your grief, your experience, your concerns and your fears. It really helps. On top of all the other things that help, like getting a dog or taking a sabbatical, talking to other men really helps. While every individual needs to find their own way, talking to others lays the foundation for healing.

5. Invest in yourself and in your friends.

A life without children is doable. Even more so, it is fine, even if it was not your choice. It is a life that is being lived by more and more men. Apart from your grief, invest time in yourself and in your friends. You need each other to lead a meaningful, beautiful and rich life.


A long introduction

Childlessness is often thought of as a women’s issue. Doctors give almost all their attention to women. It is a simple fact that more infertility research is done about women, and it seems that there is more to do around future mothers than around future fathers. Still, it is strange. Most of the time when people want children there is a man in the picture and a man is usually involved somewhere, even if this is just because most relationships are heterosexual and most children are born to heterosexual relationships. So it follows that simply because there are more heterosexual couples, childlessness is most common among this demographic. And yet a google search on words like ‘men’, ‘childlessness’, ‘baby fever’ or ‘unfulfilled desire to have a child’ brings up little.

Childlessness is mostly a women’s thing as they share their story with each other more easily. There are countless books, blogs, interviews and columns about women’s unfulfilled desire to have children, and the pile keeps growing bigger. There are numerous stories about the difficulties of getting pregnant, detailed reports on medical tests, hospital visits, crying spells, and poems about hope and desperation – often with a metaphoric caterpillar or butterfly. There are poems and letters written to the unborn or prematurely lost child after a miscarriage written by and for women. There is much contact among women who share experiences. Women get a lot of support from each other’s stories, pain and grief. But where are the men?

Where are the men?

When my partner and I first approached the medical world and I wanted to find men who were going through the same experience, I could not find one single man who was facing the same issue. Luckily some things have changed and there are more stories about men who share their experiences about fertility problems. As open as women are about them, as closed are the men. It must be one of the biggest taboo subjects among men. It is quickly deemed as failure and as failing as a man, patriarch, partner, human. It also does not match the image of the successful alpha male that spreads his seed widely across God’s gardens. We all want to be a man like that, don’t we?

The man in survival mode

Almost every man undergoing fertility treatment says that it is harder for the woman and that she deserves more support than the man. And this is also true. The process is far more difficult physically for women. Endless examinations, hormone injections or pills, punctures. As the man, you are with her and watch. You want to be strong and to support your partner in this difficult time. And this is exactly the trap into which men fall. Men want to live the stereotyped image of the strong man, the shoulder for the woman to cry on, and it seems as though this image is only strengthened during fertility treatment. We are there for our women. We deal with the emotional rollercoaster that overcomes our partners when the hormones do their work, or when they are stressed because of all the tension that the treatment brings. But maybe this role brings us comfort, or is a survival strategy. Either way, it is a role that suits us men.

While going through our treatment I adopted a kind of survival mode. As a future father I had a job to do – make sure that eggs could be harvested. This in itself was already hard enough. Your partner has to perform. And as her partner, you have the job of ensuring that nothing stands in the way of that performance. You are so wrapped up in fulfilling that job that you forget yourself. You hide your feelings, ignore them and push them away. You have to be practical for the time being. It is an amazingly good coping mechanism. It may work in the short term, but it definitely does not work in the long term. In my case it was a sort of postponed grief. It was only after the third failed intracytoplasmic sperm injection (ICSI) that I realised how hard that period had been and how little time I had taken to look at myself in all honesty and see what it had done to me.

Childlessness has many faces

I am the perfect example of the happily married heterosexual man who would like to have children with the love of his life. But my flawed physiology did not allow this to happen. Not even with the help of a lot of medical bells and whistles.

I am not the only childless man. Take Bert and Rachid. As a homosexual couple, they wanted a family with children. They each had their own way to almost make it happen. One was to have a child through a lesbian couple they knew. This almost worked until the time came to fill in documents about co-parenting. Another was when they almost donated sperm to a single woman who saw Bert and Rachid as the last chance to become a mother and was happy to have a nice homosexual man as a non-anonymous father.

Or Carel, the involuntarily childless retired man who could have been a grandfather and now seems to be happy with the life he is leading. He has a good relationship with his nieces and nephews.

Then there is Evert who was single yet again and did not have children because they did not fit in the relationships that he had.

Samir, the man with no ties who was free to travel the world. He has a girlfriend once in a while, but did not have any children because of his lifestyle. A happy single man with a girl in every port.

Another good example of a childless ‘face’ is Catja and Leendert who only met each other later in life and discovered that they were each other’s true love. It was too late to talk about children so they are going through life as a happy childless couple. What would their lives be like if they had met each other 10 years earlier? Would they have had a family? Life follows its own course.

Coming out

During my quest for other childless fathers, I had amazing encounters and wonderful conversations about both being a parent and not being a parent. I had face-to-face conversations and contact through the media. My response to an article was published in the Trouw daily newspaper and on social media. After coming out on Facebook, I thought that if I had 10 likes in 24 hours I would have hit on a hot topic. But nothing was further from the truth. There was resounding silence. My mannen-zonder-kinderen (men without children) Facebook page appeared to be dying a quiet death. Why? I know enough men without children and I also know them on that social media channel. Why did my page not generate any discussion? Is it not relevant for these men? Am I the only one talking about my grief and the process I was going through? Does the average man without children not suffer? Or is it still too sensitive an issue? Is it a taboo subject? Are men ashamed and want me gone because I am breaking the silence?

Luckily though, it did not stay quiet. Something wonderful even happened. Bert liked my page. He also had the guts to answer the question in my poll: 1) intentionally childless, or 2) unintentionally childless? He chose option two. A week later we had dinner together on a pavement café in the middle of Grenoble. It was pure coincidence that we were both there for work and we took the opportunity to spend an evening talking about the subject that we had in common.

We quickly turned to my, as yet not that successful, Facebook page and our shared unfulfilled desire to have children. Bert is married to Bouke. Their homosexual relationship means that it is difficult to have children together. We talked about Bert’s previous relationships when he was still going through life as a heterosexual man. We talked about the opportunities to become fathers that passed through our lives. In his case, there had been a woman in an on and off relationship who was heavily pregnant from another man and who may have wanted to continue the relationship with him. In my case, the fear that I may have made a French grape picker pregnant during a nocturnal adventure on a beach in the South of France. Bert and I had a wonderful evening and laughed a lot about our similar experiences.

The next evening was good too. This time I spent it with Maurizio, an Italian professor. I told him about my book and the background story of my childlessness. This opened a conversation about the difficulties that he and his wife had had to have a son. The second pregnancy did not come to full term. Many couples he knew had just one child, many foetuses were lost or babies miscarried which were never discussed. After all, most people would rather talk about their successes than their failures.

The time is ripe: the media is scrambling to cover the subject

The media has discovered this subject too. You read more and more stories about involuntary childlessness among men around Father’s Day. And once in a while a celebrity will share his/her story about childlessness.

In 2016, Halina Reijn, a Dutch actress, director and author, made a documentary called ‘De OK-vrouw’ (the OK woman). OK stands for Ongewild Kinderloos (involuntary childlessness). In the documentary, Reijn openly asks what issues men struggle with in terms of involuntary childlessness. It is a question that I often asked when my desire to have children was still strong.

While writing this book, an article was published about childless politicians in Europe in ‘EW magazine’. At the time of writing, several major leaders were childless: Macron, May, Merkel, and Rutte. What is going on? Is it a trend that will continue?

What is going on in the minds of childless men?

More and more men are signing up in the safe spaces of the internet to talk about their experiences and share their joys and sorrows. And I meet more and more men who are in the same boat. This led me to start coaching support groups for men who are undergoing the same fate. It is truly amazing to do this and I am very grateful that I may do this. I hope I can offer something to others. A shoulder to cry on, advice or something else that would have helped me when we started the fertility treatment. Oddly enough, the Covid pandemic helped. It is far easier to spend an hour at your laptop on Zoom talking about fertility than it is to get in your car after a long day of work to go to a dull room somewhere down a side street in the middle of the country to talk and drink bad coffee.

The subjects that come up during an evening like this are not that different to the subjects that childless mothers discuss with each other. We share practical tips about treatments at various clinics, discuss test results, and support each other should someone be in a bad way. And we celebrate it if someone does manage to become a father after years of exhausting treatment. Nobody knows better than we do – the men who have gone through it – how heavy the fertility journey is. Our discussions are personal. We often go deep into the subject. And yes, sometimes the group falls silent. And then we resume our discussion.

So this is my story on paper

I now know how to find the stories of involuntarily childless men on childless life websites, bloggers on the desire to have children, or websites such as devergetenvader (the forgotten father). Freya, the society for people with fertility problems in the Netherlands, too has a small section for interested men. Despite all these, outlets for men still remain few and far between. This is why I wrote this book. It tells my story in the way I want to tell it. It talks about my quest for continued strength, recognition, and a new meaning for my and our life. Talking to other men who shared this experience helped me enormously. I found comfort among people other than your own partner who is not always able to offer comfort. Partners sometimes lose each other during such a heavy and emotional period such as fertility treatment. It is also good to let off steam about your wife to other men, and talk about the mood swings that she has because of the huge amount of hormones that she has to take. And it is good to share your fears, concerns and feelings of powerlessness with other men, men who understand your side of the story.

At the same time, I want to give men without children a voice and a face. During the discussions that I had with them, I got to really know the men without children. The childless fathers.

My story is made up of four parts.

In part one, I look at the art of making children, and take you through the wondrous world of male infertility and the medical options.

After that, in part two, I talk about our own medical journey, the meetings with legions of specialists, and visits to non-traditional medical practitioners. I also share information about testosterone and tips to improve the quality of your sperm.

In part three, I describe how our failed medical adventure forced me to realise that I would never put children on this world and how I dealt with it. Not being a father can lead to unexpected, moving, awkward and funny moments.

Finally, in part four, I share some tips on how I gave meaning to my childless life with Kathleen and show you what you can learn from childless fathers.

Joost Kadijk, October 2021





I




The art of conceiving children








Involuntary childlessness has many causes



Couples are becoming parents at an older age and more people are remaining childless. Of the generation that was born around World War II – like my parents – twelve percent were childless. Fifteen years later this percentage had risen to seventeen percent. Women are bearing their first child later. In the year of my birth (1970), women became mothers at around twenty-five years old. By 2018, that age had risen to thirty years old.



In 2021, about twenty percent of couples were childless. About half are involuntarily childless. This percentage will only rise as couples postpone having children. Couples are fulfilling their wish to have children later by first arranging important things: seeing the world, buying a house, starting a career, and ensuring they have a steady job. And then just when you think that you are settled, it turns out that your partner is not the person that you want to start a family with after all. Some things will simply never happen as the biological clock is merciless. Once you pass thirty, your fertility drops radically and once past forty, there is little left of it. This does not only apply to women. It happens to men too.



A man is not a chimpanzee



Men believe that they can share their sperm far into old age and produce offspring. They believe that this is part of nature. Males mate greedily with many of the same species, thus ensuring a great diversity of offspring among many different females. This is, after all, good for the survival of the species. Anyone believing this and having ‘evidence’ (after all, Mick Jagger became a father when he was seventy-three years old) obviously do not take statistics into account nor the fact that men in the animal kingdom do not usually live as long as homo sapiens. Chimpanzees (genetically close to us) in the wild rarely exceed the age of 50.



While men live longer than chimpanzees in the wild, their fertility drastically reduces after the age of forty-five. The higher the age, the higher the odds of a problem with the sperm. The sperm factory simply works less effectively at a later age. Just as with our whole body, the cell division makes more mistakes the older we get. Some studies even show that men are infertile around the age of fifty. How long do chimpanzees live again? So yes, men too are affected by the biological clock and need to hurry if they want to have children naturally.



Another major difference between chimpanzees and man is that in general, chimpanzees in the wild live healthier lives than the average man in the wealthy West. The chimpanzee’s diet is largely vegetarian, consisting mostly of fruit, nuts and seeds, with an egg, insects and meat once in a while. They also run around through the forest for much of the day and burn off a lot of calories. Chimpanzees suffering from obesity and other lifestyle related illnesses such as diabetes are rare. Chimpanzees do not wear tight boxer shorts and ingest very few hormone disrupting substances.



In contrast, men in the West eat less healthily, smoke and drink alcohol, exercise less, wear tight underpants and, even from the start of life, through the placenta ingest unhealthy substances such as bisphenol A and other hormone disruptors that can be found in some pesticides and plastics. Hormone disruptors appear to be one of the major villains that you cannot compensate for with a healthy lifestyle as they enter your body at a very early age. They are everywhere. They are in products like pesticides, medicines, cosmetics, clothing, toys, glue, paint and ink (on receipts for example). These substances all have a unique feature – they are very good at disrupting the natural hormone balance. They appear to have major consequences on unborn children and babies and can cause deformities in the genitalia, various types of cancer, or defects in brain development. Not only humans, but animals have problems with them too. They enter animals’ bodies through surface water or in the form of growth hormone preparations. After all, the faster you grow your cattle, the faster you can slaughter it and the faster it generates money. And time is money.



It’s not easy



Shockingly, infertility among men is rising because of the dramatic drop in sperm quality. In cases of infertility, we still often look to women. Research into infertility among men is still relatively new. For the men who are reading this and still think that it is not that bad, a few facts.



In 1973 a one millilitre sperm sample contained about ninety-nine million sperm cells. By 2011 this had almost halved, to about forty-seven million. This is a loss of 1.3 million sperm cells per year.
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