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Friendships are Forever
When Bill Culkin took his 10-year-old “little,” Tom Shumate, fishing back in 1982 at Percy Priest Lake, he had some tough news to share. Just three years into their match, Bill, an airlines executive, was moving to Indianapolis.

Bill remembers what he told Tom: “I don’t know what you think, but here’s what I know. Friendships are forever. Even though I’m moving, we’re going to keep seeing each other and I’m going to be involved in your life.”

Tom was upset by the news. Tom’s father had moved out of state years before. His mother had requested the match because she wanted Tom to have a strong male influence in his life. But deep down, Tom knew that his friendship with Bill would not end there.

Tom and Bill were a great match from the start. “Bill took me to a hot-rod show on our first outing,” remembers Tom. “From then on, it didn’t matter whether we were swimming or playing putt-putt golf, we always had a great time.”

Bill, then a single executive who grew up in a loving family with seven children, recalls that the match was built on spending time together doing activities that were fun. 

“I took him to places I’d want to go,” says Bill. “The match coordinator at that time said the young man wants to do what you want to do because you’ll be together. Tom and I became friends."

When Bill left for Indianapolis, he kept his promise about keeping in touch. Tom remembers receiving postcards sent by Bill from around the world while he was traveling for his job. “I’d receive one,” Tom says, “and would take out my globe to see where Bill was. It made me realize how much more was out there.” When Bill was back in town, they would continue to spend time together. Tom was also able to visit Bill in Indianapolis on several occasions.

When Tom was in 8th grade, he and Bill discussed his future. Tom wanted to go to Father Ryan High School, but his mother could not afford it. She had done well to send her four children to private school until then.

Bill, who was raised in Catholic schools and credits his intellectual and moral development to that experience, approved of Tom’s school choice. In fact, he approved of it so much that he made an offer that changed the course of Tom’s life: Bill offered to pay for Tom’s tuition for all four years at Father Ryan. Tom still has the letter that Bill wrote to his mother asking permission to let him pay for Tom’s education.

Tom thrived at Father Ryan. During Tom’s senior year of high school, Bill drove him to Indiana to look at colleges, including Notre Dame. Bill was there when Tom graduated from high school. Then, when Tom attended Vanderbilt, Bill helped out with his college costs as well.

Tom went on to law school at Notre Dame, helping to realize a dream that the two Catholic friends had. “I remember walking around the Notre Dame campus with Bill my senior year of high school, trying to get tickets to a football game and wondering what it would be like to go to school there,” recalls Tom. “It was a great honor for me to be able to take Bill to a Notre Dame football game years later as an alumnus."

To Bill’s way of thinking, he’s received just as much out of his gifts to Tom as his younger friend received. 
“It’s been a great part of my life,” says Bill, now married and living outside of Chicago. “He’s done so much with what he’s received. There are a lot of people who’ve had a lot more advantages – kids who’ve come from wealthy families and real solid families -- who haven’t done as well as Tom.”

Bill’s belief in Tom -- now an attorney practicing business and employment litigation for Evans, Jones and Reynolds, P.C., in Nashville -- is what Tom cherishes most. 

“When I got married, I asked Bill to be my best man,” says Tom. “I wanted to recognize our close friendship and to thank him for believing in me and for all he has done for me.”

The older Tom gets, the more he appreciates how much Bill has done for him. “I hope it hasn’t made Bill feel uncomfortable, but I started sending him cards on Father’s Day several years ago," Tom relayed. "He has certainly been like a father to me, and his involvement changed my life for the better. Without Bill, I wouldn’t be half the man I am today.”
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