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DEEPER “D

id you see the 
squash we grew 
in our garden?! 
It was on my 
dad’s Facebook!” 

shouts Ava, a young girl 
who has come to E.P. “Tom” 
Sawyer State Park in eastern 
Jeferson County with her 
father, Paul Darst, and brother, 
Faeden. Tey’re here on this 
humid August morning with 
Louisville At-Home Dads, four 
30- and 40-somethings who 
meet weekly on Tursdays at 
this park (or the zoo or science 
center or library). 

Michael Casper, who is here 
with his two boys, extends 
his arms, spreads his hands 
about two feet apart. “Yeah! It 
was at least this big,” he says 
to Ava, tickling her until she 
squeals and runs toward the 
slide, brownish hair streaming 
behind her. Casper turns to 
Darst and says, “You know, 
you can slice the skin of of 
that really thin, bake it with 
some onion, garlic, peppers 
and tomato sauce. Delicious.”

It’s becoming more common 
for fathers in two-parent 
households to be primary 
caregivers. Al Watts, president 
of the National At-Home Dad 
Network, says the percentage 
of dads who stay home by 
choice has increased from 5 
percent to 21 percent over the 
past two decades. Darst has 
heard the stereotypes before: 
“Tat we’re lazy. Tat we’re 
simply unemployed and not 
truly engaged in being an at-
home parent. Tat we aren’t 
nurturing.”

At the park, Jason Jones has 
his fve-month-old, Finnegan, 
bobbing contentedly in a 
forward-facing sling, and sons 
Killian and Jameson, each 
holding one of Dad’s hands. 
Jones and his wife moved to 
Crestwood from Southern 
California because they wanted 

More Than Mr. Mom
By Ashlie Stevens
Illustration by Carrie Neumayer

Bucking tradition, more dads 

are taking on the role of primary 

household caregiver.

more space to raise their kids 
— and chickens. “I was getting 
the kids into the van when 
I heard one of my chickens 
squalling,” Jones says. He 
makes an elongated bwaaaawk 
sound. “I thought something 
got into the coop, but turns 
out she was just laying an egg.” 

Jones, who likes to show 
up to dads’ nights out on 
his motorcycle, is trying to 
improve the online presence 
of Louisville At-Home Dads. 
On this morning, the group’s 
Facebook page shows fve 
“likes” — the four dads and 
Casper’s sister. Here’s how the 
page describes the meet-ups: 
“Feel awkward hanging with a 
bunch of moms? No problem! 
Get together with your little 
ones and other stay-at-home 
dads and their children. 
Playgroups are an easy way to 
let you and your kids socialize 
at the same time. And you 
get to talk with other dudes.  
Dudes like you.”

Casper mentions how, 
the day before, a new dad in 
Louisville reached out: “He 
said that it seemed that there 
were a gazillion (groups) for 
women.”

n an August afternoon 
at the Louisville Zoo, 
Stuart Ungar hangs 
with his daughter, 

Eden, their last outing before 
school starts. He holds the 
12-year-old’s hand, sticky 
from a melted ice cream cone’s 
sugary residue. “Once in a 
while, you get a comment like, 
‘So, you’re babysitting today?’ 
As if you can babysit your own 
child,” Ungar says. 

In 1999, he and his wife 
Laura were living in Delaware 
and had just had their frst 
child, Aaron. “My wife and 
I had a discussion about it 
pretty early on,” he says. “In 
general, she has always been 
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very passionate about her work, being a 
journalist. While I was always very good at 
my work, after a while I would get bored 
and feel it wasn’t challenging enough.” 

Ungar reached out to an existing 
playgroup. “I told the woman that ran 
it that I was the primary caregiver in 
our family, but she didn’t get it. It was 
a one-way conversation: ‘Tis is a mom 
group,’” Ungar recalls her saying. On a 
Listserv through the National At-Home 
Dad Network, Ungar tried to fnd 
Delaware dads like him. To his surprise, 
a local father of three replied. Soon, a 
dozen fathers and their kids were getting 
together each week. A few years later, 
the Ungars moved to Louisville so Laura 
could become the medical writer at the 
Courier-Journal. Aaron was going into 
kindergarten, but daughter Eden was only 
three. “I wanted to have a group for her, 
since I knew what a beneft it was for my 
son,” Ungar says. Louisville At-Home 
Dads was born. As the kids got older, the 
group disbanded. Earlier this year, though, 
Ungar was working as a freelance writer 
when one of his sources mentioned a local 
at-home dad. Ungar got in touch with the 
guy. Soon, Louisville At-Home Dads was 
reborn.

“I often fnd myself seeing dads with 
their kids at the mall, the grocery store or 
Home Depot and end up wondering if 
they are at-home dads,” Ungar says. 

“We can’t be the only stay-at-home dads 
in Louisville.”

Why does Ungar stay involved when 
Eden will soon be in high school? He 
shrugs. “I remember once when Aaron was 
little, we were at a bagel place. And when 
we were fnishing up, an older lady came 
up to me and said she was watching us 
and recognized our special bond,” he says. 
“So, in general, providing that for others 
— it just feels right to me.”

ook what I got for my nature 
table,” says Faeden, Darst’s 
four-year old boy, whose 
foppy hair grows increasingly 

curlier toward his cheekbones. Faeden 
holds a small dandelion bud, ripped from 
the stem and wilted from time spent in 
his warm palm. Darst and his son are at 
Heine Brothers’; Faeden’s having a box 

of chocolate milk and a Kizito chocolate-
chip cookie. He was originally interested 
in a Cellar Door chocolate shaped like a 
jockey’s silks but determined that white 
chocolate makes milk taste funny. 

Darst opens a bag of activities he 
brought for Faeden, who settles on crayons 
in a tin box and a coloring sheet of Elsa 
from Frozen. Faeden fips the paper over 
and begins to quietly trace the oversized 
snowfake delicately poised between the 
princess’ fngers. 

Darst has been a stay-at-home dad 
since May 18, 2013 — his last day in HR 
analytics at Humana was the day before. 
He and his wife Joanna, who is the director 
of digital marketing at Brown-Forman, 
agreed on the move. “We wanted to have 
a parent home and be an active part of 
raising our kids,” Darst says. “Joanna got 
started in her professional career before 
I did, so it always made sense from a 
fnancial standpoint that she would 
continue to work when we got comfortable 
enough for one of us to quit. 

“I didn’t have anybody to talk to but the 
two kids, so I wanted some adults to talk to 
who were going through the same things,” 
he says. 

He attended the National At-Home 
Dads Network conference in Denver, 
meeting with 59 fathers like him. Darst 
returned to Louisville with some cooking 
lessons under his belt and a couple of 
child-psychology books, but he knew he’d 
miss the camaraderie from the conference. 
Ten, a few months ago, a friend spotted 
one of Ungar’s fiers at Panera Bread on 
Westport Road and sent it to Darst, who 
has been getting together with the other 
dads ever since. “For the kids, they get new 
friends and get to go on a new adventure 
every Tursday morning,” he says. 

“For me, it’s the adult interaction I get 
with the other guys.”   

“Once in a while, you get a comment 

like, ‘So, you’re babysitting today?’ 

As if you can babysit your own 

child.” 

—Dads’ group founder Stuart Ungar
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