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When my father, Harris Winkleman, died, 28 years ago last week, I did what any 
son who happened to be a journalist would do for his father: I pitched his 
obituary to a writer at the Inquirer, the newspaper in Philadelphia, where my 
father lived. I thought he’d find my father’s story interesting—and I was right.   
 
There wasn’t a lot of drama in that story. There were no great professional 
achievements. No noteworthy wartime heroism. No fame. No fortune. What 
made the story interesting was my father’s colorful retirement—10 years in which 
he put behind him decades of handling the books for his family’s lumber business 
to pursue a modeling career, to teach himself to bake, to take my mother 
dancing.  
 
The obituary, which took up nearly half a page, told a very entertaining story – 
and brought lots of people to the memorial service. But it was just a superficial 
look at a guy who was always much more complicated.  
 
I’ve been thinking about my father a lot recently. Partially, that’s because I’m 
about to turn 67, which is how old he was when he died. Partially it’s because the 
brain cancer that killed him, glioblastoma, is the same disease that John McCain 
famously suffered from. But it’s also because of today’s political climate, which, 
on some levels, parallels the political climate during Watergate, when my father 
had a political epiphany and became a Democrat. 
 
Growing up, my relationship with my father was sometimes difficult. We were 
almost stereotypical representatives of the generation gap that defined the 
1960s. Dinner conversations were contentious, with me arguing for civil rights and 
an end to the war in Vietnam and him echoing the politics of his conservative 
extended family, wondering if, as he once put it, the “negroes” wanted “too 
much, too soon” and if a Democratic approach to governing would undercut 
upper middle class prosperity.  
 
Perhaps surprisingly, I looked forward to those dinnertime arguments. It gave me 
a chance to hone my debating skills and to cement my position as the family 



rebel. Some of this rebelliousness was cosmetic, evident in my long hair and 
beard. Some of it ran much deeper, leading me to chart an independent course: 
leaving the prestigious journalism school at Northwestern for a radical 
experimental college in Sarasota; speaking my mind in corporate, temple, and 
extended family settings, often with less than happy results; moving in with 
Andrea before we were married. 
 
Much of this met with overt disapproval from my father’s family. And I know it 
made my father uncomfortable—he was the peacemaker in his family, not the 
rebel. But he was always supportive. He may have disagreed with my positions, 
my actions, my choices, but he backed my right to those positions and choices 
100%. 
 
For my father, fatherhood was uncharted territory. His own father had always 
been a distant figure and after he left the family, when my dad was 11, my dad 
rarely saw him. So my father felt that with his own sons, he had to compensate 
for what he hadn’t had—but he had no role models upon which to draw. He’d 
been raised by a bitter and overbearing mother and by her brilliant but 
dangerously judgmental sister. He’d been drafted into the family business after 
the Second World War, putting aside any independent ambitions he might have 
had in order to keep the family peace.  
 
So figuring out what to do with a rebellious son, who challenged him on every 
front, criticized him for his own life choices, inadvertently embarrassed him in 
front of his extended family, and took every opportunity to widen the generation 
gap couldn’t have been easy.  
 
But he rose to the challenge and never let it poison his relationship with me. He 
actually seemed to enjoy the dinnertime discourse, to be proud of my eagerness 
to take him on. And he always defended me to his family, as uncomfortable as 
that must have made him.  
 
Most of all, by charting his own path into fatherhood, he helped establish a path 
for me with my own children—two of whom he never got to meet. While the 
spirited political discussions we have at dinner are not contentious, while we’re 
usually all on the same page when it comes to extended family dynamics, while 
there are no rebels in our household—there is a spirit of nuclear family unity, of 



unconditional support for everyone’s chosen path, of working through every 
challenge we face as a team.  
 
So, although the obituary I placed described one aspect of my dad’s life—the 
decade during which, as he often put it, he was “too busy to work”—it missed the 
bigger, deeper, more interesting parts. It told a good story, but only part of it. I’m 
grateful to have had the opportunity to tell more of it today.  


