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Crossing the Bar: A Tale of Transitions Turns to Focus on Self 
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Abstract 

Post war Australia bore little semblance to the nation stricken by fear of invasion. The emotional 

turmoil of young people joining the forces struck individuals, families and social structures. 

Rehabilitation of ex-service personnel was a key concern. The Ministry for Post-War 

Reconstruction facilitated their transitions to civilian life and equipped them with vocational skills. 

One who undertook post-war training explains, ʻYou of my number understand these things, those 

outside would not, perhaps, understandʼ. 

 

At the best of times is difficult to switch off from the past and on to the present, but in the context of 

this paper, a group of young men with agricultural interests undertook a program to re-establish 

them in society. Set within current research of a biographical history, it hones in on their transition 

from a military existence to civilian life and their bond as a group. Supported by senior lecturer 

Lawrie Shears, the transition equipped them with skills and confidence to move on.  

 

My quest to include this story as an integral part of my project led me to ponder upon the process 

of hearing othersʼ stories and to reflect on my part as a stranger who in crossing the bar acquired 

acceptance and trust. It involved gaining access to anotherʼs life story, and attaining and 

maintaining a link as self interacted with other. Considering the fluidity of our identities and our 

interactions contextually guides me to reflect on crossing the bar to listen to the menʼs stories, to 

learn from them and gain insight into their lives. On a trajectory of gaining acceptance and ability to 

share their accounts resembles the moment the holy spark leaps across the gap, as Martin Buber 

perceived, and I witness the gem that I sought. 

Introduction to the topic 

Post war Australia bore little semblance to the nation stricken by fear of invasion. The emotional 

turmoil of young people joining the forces struck individuals, families and social structures. After the 

war, rehabilitation of ex-service personnel was a key concern as they attempted to re-establish 

their lives. To facilitate their transitions to civilian life and equip them with vocational skills, the 

Commonwealth established the Ministry for Post-War Reconstruction. During the peak period from 

1945-1947 it proposed a ʻcoherent, integrated plan to move Australians from war to peaceʼ, offering 

a ʻrelatively smooth transition to civilian life and vocational, professional and rural trainingʼ. One 

who undertook post war training explains, ʻI could speak of the environment of war and its 

aftermath, but I do not feel confident writing on such matters. You of my number understand these 

things, those outside would not, perhaps, understandʼ. (Dookie Collegian 1947 p 37) 

 

At the best of times is difficult to switch off from the past and on to the present or to change 

direction, but in the context of this paper, a group of young men with agricultural interests partook in 

a program to re-establish themselves into society. Set within current research of a biographical 

history, it hones in on the menʼs journey from a military existence to civilian life and their bond as a 

group at the Rural Training Centre (RTC), an annex of Dookie Agricultural College, Victoria. 

Supported by senior lecturer Lawrie Shears and a staff with extensive knowledge in agriculture the 

transition equipped them with skills to move on.  
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Context of the paper 

The challenge to write a biographical history has been a journey of discovery as I am challenged to 

learn stories of the growth in provision of education in post war Victoria and privy to meet some 

who laid the foundation for the system today. The biography revolves about one who played a key 

role in the expansion of schooling, teacher education and restructuring the administration of 

education in Victoria. Central to the biography is the history of education during a span exceeding 

half a century of extraordinary growth and change.  Becoming a first time author I have crossed the 

bar in my transition from teaching adults to become an educational historian. This new hat was not 

easily worn to begin but as I travelled my journey it became a comfortable fit. I see myself in this 

role through the eyes of others who recognise my authority when they have questions to ask, which 

as often as not guides me to places previously unknown. As an educational historian I join a throng 

of others, each seeking to explore a particular aspect of the past. My own journey has been multi-

faceted, giving rise to numerous stories vital to the whole, but beyond these are the people I meet 

and their willingness to share their knowledge with me.  

 

My quest to include the story of the ex-servicemen at the RTC as an integral part of my project led 

me to ponder upon the process of hearing othersʼ stories. I reflect on my part as a stranger who in 

crossing the bar acquired acceptance and trust, gained access to anotherʼs story, and attained and 

maintained a link as my outsider self interacted with other, in this instance ʻyou of my numberʼ. 

Frequently during our lives we meet people and want to know more. On occasions a barrier of 

resistance obscures our view, yet at other times common ground leads us to mutual understanding. 

Positioning this paper in the context of my research I consider the fluidity of the identities of the 

men and myself as we interact, and reflect on my ability to cross the bar to listen, to learn and gain 

insight into their lives. Though I may not ʻperhaps understandʼ by travelling the radial from the 

outside inwards, I gained approval, acceptance and the ability to share the menʼs accounts. 

Standing on common ground, and finding myself at the heart of the matter it seems the holy spark 

had leapt across the gap bonding us, as Martin Buber described. Rather than merely acquire the 

gem that I sought, I became part of the story. 

 

In this paper I question the bonding experience and processes involved in crossing the bar to enter 

anotherʼs domain. Concepts of self and other are crucial factors to uniting in a common thread of 

kinship. Exploring the phenomenon Geeʼs (2000-2001) notion of affinity identities fits with Buberʼs 

theory of relationships, as interpreted by Shears (1973). Delving deeper to understand the bonding 

experience I venture to define community, and how self and other interplay in identity and 

relationship building. Locating this contextually in the bigger picture of my research, I trace the 
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history of post war training, introduce the situation at the RTC, and question my interpretation of 

relationship building. 

 

Theoretical concepts 

Community 

We tend to think of community as an overarching body where within the broader structure discrete 

units function independently yet are integral to the whole. Community assumes unity based on 

mutuality and ecological co-existence, as Kostogriz and Peeler (2004) describe. These features 

ensure parity and accord though they acknowledge within the kinship of community competing 

forces determine membership and conventions of acceptance. Absolute harmony is rare, more 

frequently members hold competing views; hence healthy debate either defers or leads to 

achieving the common goal (Wegner 1998). Whether or not accordance is met, mutual intra-group 

relationships underlie the dynamics of group interaction to enable healthy debate, and opportunities 

to share responsibilities and exchange roles. The giving and taking helps achieve balance, builds 

positive relationships and minimises social distance (Shears, 1952). While this is pertinent to my 

interactions with the men of the RTC, in my role as researcher I am similarly dependent on 

mutuality, or affinity. As the story-taker I come to terms with the ʻhistoric situationʼ and ʻsocial 

structureʼ that the men and desire to share the ʻmoment of experienceʼ (Denzin, 1997 p. 39). In this 

context, giving, taking and collaboration help balance relationships, for as  Goodson (2003 p. 45) 

implies stories ʻcannot be all give and no takeʼ. 

 

Meeting others, presenting ourselves and interpreting each other involves a process of self-

definition as we establish relationships and degrees of affinity with those we meet (Gee, 2001). 

Defining self in relation to other, as Bahktin implies, our identities mutate in a fluid sense. The 

nature of the relationship we develop can affect the degree of mutuality, or the affinity we establish, 

the ability to share common ground and attain a sense of belonging (Alfred, 2001). The relationship 

potentially influences what is shared, particularly when we  meet as strangers when our ensuing 

interactions are unpredictable (Denzin, 1997). The importance of this to for me is to hear stories of 

bygone days to gain insight into what the other has known; each word crafting a picture to 

assemble, like the planes of a crystal put into a whole (Janesickʼs 2000). Our interactions create a 

multidimensional picture of the social world that was and the players involved (Richardson 2000). 

Meeting the men, now grey-haired or balding, shuffling not sprinting, but richer in life, my 

perceptions of identity are challenged by imagined images of brave young men, war torn and weary 

who built a new life. The notion of selfhood has taken shifts and turns through life stages, their 

achievements and the influence of fellow travellers.  
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Thus is the challenge to write a biography, stepping into the past to view a life through a 

multifaceted lens. In 1947, a youthful teacher Lawrie Shears, my subject, was the newcomer sent 

to teach at the RTC. Challenged by not belonging he was able to cross the domain to become 

ʻalmost oneʼ. Over the years the gap between the men and him has decreased and in a similar way 

the gap between the men and me had diminished when we met on later occasions. The initial ʻI, itʼ 

relationship unwittingly transformed to comply with Buberʼs ʻI, thouʼ connection. My position as ʻitʼ 

had shifted to become ʻthou. 

 

Interpreting Buber in terms of the teaching profession Shears (1973) wrote, 

 

The quality of our life will be determined by the extent to which we establish, ʻI thouʼ relationships 

and not ʻI, itʼ … as teachers we should always have before us the prospect that in the classroom 

situation the relationship we establish should be an ʻI thouʼ relationship, the nurturing of the child for 

what he is, not using up the child for all sorts of other purposes. 

 

Teacher - child, researcher - subject, community member - newcomer, self and other are amongst 

the mass of different roles we perform and with whom we interface throughout our lives. The self 

we present and the other presented, interact to negotiate meaning (Goffman, 1959). My concept of 

identities as fluid-like, fluctuating and transformative supports the frequent shifts and turns we take 

in a particular role and during our interactions. Akin to this concept, our perceptions of self similarly 

alter during our interactions and the situation in which we are placed (Kostogriz & Peeler 2004). In 

the context of meeting the ex-servicemen at the 2008 reunion, as we each presented our selves, 

we in turn interpreted the other (Gee, J.P., 2000-2001; Goffman, 1959). Understanding that our 

perceptions of self vary according to our role, position and performance and respond to our group 

affiliations, values, interests and beliefs (Ivanic, 1997), my privileged position as biographer 

endorsed by the University of Melbourne let me slide several notches inwards on the radial of 

connection. I think of this in terms of leap-frogging into the situation.  

 

The concept of ʻleap-froggingʼ can be applied to the mentoring process. Peeler and Jane (2005) 

considered relationship from Ballʼs (2000) Vygotskian stance whereby those more knowledgeable 

support newcomers in the process of negotiating meaning. As Kostogriz (2004) argues, 

newcomers must become familiar with the established norms, comply with what is acceptable, find 

appropriate means to fit and thus avoid the risk of rejection. In terms of Gee (2000-2001), building 

effective relationships is fundamental to oneʼs ability to cross the bar, or articulate into a 

community. Finding a sense of belonging hinges on the newcomerʼs capacity to find common 

ground and while co-constructing the connection, and breaking the barrier to promote 

understanding (Alfred, 2001). For my part, these concepts place the onus on me to consider the 
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ʻleap-froggingʼ or mentoring experience as more than placing me in a privy position but one of 

responsibility on my part.  

 

The three levels of interdependence this paper draws to light are symbolic of relationships in our 

everyday lives wherein we move concurrently within overlapping social /relationship /friendship 

circles at any one time. In this case the teacher and the ex-servicemen students, the men and me 

and their teacher /friend and his biographer. Each reliant upon the other created the atmosphere 

that allowed me to enter the world of the men, by way of their teacherʼs introduction and recognition 

of his worth as the subject of the biographical history. Initially we presented our selves according to 

our roles past and present, the ex-servicemen and their teacher, the biographical subject and 

researcher, and yet we developed a bond as our relationship grew.  

 

Gee (2000-2001) suggests our identities comprise four aspects, which he likens to four entwining 

thread-like strands. This concept is relevant to the relationship the men and I developed and 

presented ourselves to each other, as one of the four aspects was more pronounced. Our Nature 

Identities revealed we were years apart by birth, experience and time of life. Likewise our diverse 

family background, educational experience and social attachments defined distinct Institutional 

Identities, none-the-least their unity as ex-servicemen, members of various Returned Service 

Leagues, the football team and life encountered at the RTC. Disparities in our Discourse Identities, 

theirs the war experience and life at the RTC, the land, its productivity and allied industries then 

and now, and mine education and research, rent us apart. Yet despite divergence we struck 

common ground through my own rural background, my status and interest in hearing their stories. 

Like striking gold, time shared over the course of thirty-six hours led to a harmonious kinship as we 

talked over drinks and dinner, toured the farm in a bus, paused in reverence at the Mt Major rock 

beside the blue gums and passed the remaining huts. The greatest testimony to developing kinship 

was to share the poignancy of remembrance beneath the Lone Pine Tree they planted in 1996.  

 

Context of the study 

Post War Training at the Rural Training Centre 

Meeting the needs of repatriated and discharged ex-service personnel required specific training to 

reabsorb them into civilian life while satisfying post war labour requirements. One must reflect on 

the times to realize the ʻmammoth task in a nation of Australiaʼs size in 1945, occurring as it did 

after the Depression of the 1930s, after six years of war, and while Australia was embarking on an 

immigration program of major proportionsʼ (Gallagher 2003). In this social climate, the 

Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme sparked post war development. Approximately 
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251,500 men and women benefited between 1945 and 1952, ninety per cent of whom attended 

technical schools, colleges and approved industrial institutions to complete full or part time courses.  

 

Lessons learned from the Great War guided the rural reconstruction programs. Authorities wanted 

to avoid the plight suffered by those who stuck it out or walked off their holdings. Physically and 

mentally broken, normality was a far cry and hope seemed an impossible dream. Victoria settled 

11,000 ex-servicemen on the land between 1915 and 1938 but almost 7000 walked away. The 

Pike Report of 1929 identified political pressure, an unreasonable timeframe and placement of 

untried and ill trained men on unsuitable blocks. In the wake of WW2 James Leslie Provan, 

Principal of Dookie Agricultural College, steered it through turbulent years of growth. Numbers 

surged with revived interest in agriculture, re-enrolments of those who returned from service to 

resume their studies and a new group, the ex-servicemen. The Rural Reconstruction Committee 

through discussion with the Department of Agriculture proposed that the RTC would function as an 

Annex to the existing college with of C.P. Denton as Officer in Charge. School leavers at the main 

college under Provan and the ex-service group had discrete facilities and though both studied the 

Dookie Diploma of Agriculture (DDA), the latter with an average age of twenty-five and keen to 

move on with their lives had the DDA ʻshortened in time but not in scopeʼ by fitting the six terms into 

two yearsʼ.  

 

On 1st October 1946 the first student group was keen to ʻget crackingʼ. Lodged in ex-air force huts 

shipped from Shepparton, in each of the seven units they were placed two to a room. The ablutions 

block was incomplete so sanitary arrangements were the copse of sugar gums nearby and they 

washed in a trough. By January 1947 only 90 men remained of the intake of 120. Despite a 

repatriation allowance, farm-fresh food and accommodation, coming from regimented service 

routines the men could not cope with the programʼs disorganization. There was no timetable, no 

curriculum, tools and textbooks were too few and though practical subjects held interest, academic 

aspects were poorly taught. The teacher of English was a phoney, one said, allegedly with a 

doctorate abroad and commendable service record. His incompetence showed. His removal before 

the end of the year aggravated the staffing dilemma. At the 2008 reunion I was told, ʻHe taught us 

English – failed most of us. He was self-decorated. It was all a lot of bull dustʼ. Another man 

identified three distinct groups among the ex-servicemen; those who were older with educational 

experience, those with too little education to be at an agricultural college and others that lay 

between. The situation required an educator who understood individuals, could tailor teaching to 

their needs and talk with them rather than at them or above their heads. The dilemma roused 

discussion between Alec McDonell, Assistant Chief Inspector of Secondary Schools, and George 

Woodgate, Superintendent of Agricultural Education, who sought a suitable person to teach the 
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men at the RTC. Responsible for administering the Secondary Division McDonell could identify the 

merits and shortcomings of all registered teachers state-wide. When an urgent need arose it was 

common practice for ʻthe Education Department to ask inspectors to recommend teachers to fill the 

vacancyʼ (Bell, 2007).  

 

The new man crossing the bar 

Nature and Institutional identities come into play, or conflict, as the story continues with the 

appointment of Lawrie Shears, a graduate with a Trained Primary Teachersʼ Certificate, degree 

status in Commerce and Arts and completing his Bachelor of Education. This, his fourth year in the 

teaching profession, was his first experience teaching adults. The story of how he turned things 

around is told in the book but here I indulge to share an extract to show how he crossed the bar to 

gain acceptance into the group. The selection of Shears was a gamble. He showed sound teaching 

and organizational skills but this venture took him into the realm of adult education. The life 

experiences of the ex-service students differed vastly from his. They had entered the war as boys 

and exited as men tainted by war. George Woodgate (1955) who organised the program was 

aware that ʻdischarged men would be very restive under the tutelage, restraints and discipline of a 

college, and that this would be manifested particularly towards any member of the staff who was 

not a servicemanʼ. Seconded to the Agricultural Department Shears was to be Second in 

Command (2IC) and senior lecturer in the educational program, teaching English, Rural Economics 

and General Principles of Accountancy.  

 

Shears knew of the menʼs discontent and that he held the key to their success. Apart from 

educational problems, being the first group they had no one to follow, no rituals and no structures in 

place. By the time he arrived they had established social and sporting routines, set up a canteen, 

joined the local Returned Services League and founded a newssheet. Though united through these 

activities they were a fractious group, and having been let down once were keen to take the new 

fellow on. Shears was small in stature and could have been an easy target but they noted an air of 

humour and ability to make sound judgment. 

 

The first session was daunting. Heat from the iron roof and brick walls permeated the lecture hall. 

Standing behind the lectern Shears faced a sea of men who sat motionless and blank at wooden 

benches that crammed the room. They were coatless, some wore ties, and most had unbuttoned 

the necks of their shirt. English had been a sour experience and this young bloke was confounding 

them … wandʼring lonely as a cloud … midst a host of daffodils … beside the lake … with the 

timbre of Wordsworth. Why oh why did golden daffodils matter when they wanted to know about 

golden wheat and the appropriate time to harvest the crop? Why think about lakes when their 
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concern was irrigation and watering systems? Despite the menʼs doubts about the new man and 

lethargy towards the subject matter, he exhibited warmth and seemed to care. A spark ignited. His 

energy engaged them and from this moment they united. It is an abstract concept and hard to 

define the qualities of a teacher to hold a class. The men saw structure in the lecture; it was brisk 

and carefully planned. He engaged with men of diverse educational experience and seemed to 

understand their specific interests and needs. During that lecture the men felt the promise of 

success and held hope in their second chance. As he developed the courses, listened to their 

cause and tightened procedures he gained their trust and during this process their disparate 

Discourse Identities melded in response to an affinity developing between them.   

 

Gaining insight into othersʼ lives 

A tribute to Shears as their teacher who presented a program to reduce the drop-out rate, 

organised timetables and curriculum, coached the football team and had a beer with the boys, is 

the reunions he organises every two years. On these occasions a smaller group now meet with 

their wives or carers to reflect on old times and share stories of life. The ceremony under the Lone 

Pine Tree, planted in 1996 is a time to remember comrades who did not return, those of their 

number who have since fallen, and those unable to come. On such occasions when we share as 

one the Institutional Identities of the men meld with newcomers such as me. 

 

In 2008 the ex-servicemen met as usual at the RTC, this time to celebrate 60 years since their 

graduation. As the biographer of their teacher I was welcomed, and my endorsement by the 

Graduate School of Education at the University of Melbourne gave me status, though I may have 

ʻleap-froggedʼ to share the occasion. Whatever the spur, self and other relationships came into play 

and while I was accepted on the above terms I was not one of the men, had not experienced war or 

the good times and bad at the RTC. On reflection, recording their conversations as I did at the 62nd 

reunion I intervened on their lives, yet as they shared their stories I became part of the narrative I 

had tried to explore. In terms of Buberʼs philosophy I was positioned as ʻthouʼ rather than ʻitʼ.  

 

Situating self and other: Teacher – student relationship 

Whether in the classroom as teachers where we interact with students or in the field as researchers 

who attempt to enter anotherʼs world, we experience extraordinary moments when our lives 

connect. Basic elements to teaching and research are the need to develop a meaningful 

relationship; experience an event in common; and live it from the stance of the other. My degree of 

acceptance hinged on the relationship the men had with their teacher, and subsequently developed 

with me. When they first met in 1947 they were twenty-four or twenty-five years of age and their 

teacher one year their senior. Set apart from their disparate war experiences, and though their 
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teacher was unable to serve, they found common ground to build their relationship. Although 

Shears became one of the boys on the football field or in the bar, his authoritative stance gained 

and retained their respect he was not among the number to have witnessed war. He remains a 

degree to the margin.    

 

Situating self and other: Researcher – researched relationship 

The significance of relationship did not occur to me at the time of the 2008 reunion. I was present 

with the teacher who had led them out of the depths of despair, and as the biographer was anxious 

to understand the world of my subject and to meet the men. My privileged position enabled me, an 

outsider, to witness the reunion ritual, put faces to names and access records held at the Dookie 

College Library. I expected to meet the men in a matter-of-fact manner and get a sense of 

satisfaction in an everyday transactional manner, an ʻIʼ – ʻitʼ encounter as Buber describes (cited in 

Shears 1973). Instead, the holy spark leapt to unite us and on common ground we developed a 

bond. Whether the spark was ignited through stories shared of bygone days or those that fondly 

described the ʻlittle bastardʼ who ʻcouldnʼt tell one end of a cow from the otherʼ but I became a 

member of the group. Several men invited me to return next time and in the interim I represented 

the group at the funeral of one after the Marysville fires.  

 

While I gained acceptance by listening to learn and live the experience, I question my location on 

the radial of connection, shifting from outsider to insider though Iʼm not sure to what point, and the 

influence of my ʻleap-froggingʼ act. From periphery I moved inwards to gain the menʼs trust, and 

thenceforth shared stories on a more intimate plane. Perhaps through our brief encounter I cannot 

truly understand, but the point I reached on the radial brought me closer to know life as they knew it 

and the significance of their experience at the Rural Training Centre. Again I stress Buberʼs ʻI, thouʼ 

relationship when two parties connect, whether the teacher and student who work as one or the 

deep insight the researcher gains to imagine life as lived by the other. This highlights another 

dimension of my role in describing the past to ensure that nothing is lost. 

 

Further thoughts 

Attending the reunion, from the periphery I looked in, tried to learn, live, understand the lives of the 

ex-servicemen from the inside out. I wonder how well this was achieved, how well I truly 

understood what the men felt, and what they went through at the RTC. Presenting ourselves to 

each other was a two-way process, wherein while I was the observer I was also observed. Though 

I had credentials as their teacherʼs biographer and the University of Melbourne endorsement, it was 

the moment of contact, eye-to-eye, one-to-one, one-amongst-others that made a difference. The 

mutability of each of ourselves shifted in response to the situation we shared: the dinner, the farm 
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tour, the rock and the Lone Pine. This is possibly where we were most at one, united in respect for 

others of their group, those who had served and all in the nation who honour those who fell in 

conflict. As we departed after the barbeque lunch to go home to our families our connectedness 

faded but the bond remained strong.  

 

The spark has ignited in other aspects of my research. While I have ʻleap-froggedʼ to gain contact 

with all sorts of prominent people, I have always attempted to ʻleave the door openʼ or make sure 

the opportunity exists to maintain contact with those who helped me. As they became part of my 

story, I also became part of theirs. My advice to others who research an educational history and 

have a chance to meet those involved in the story, go gently, do your homework, show compassion 

and have trust that you may enter their world. Though the moment is fleeting, you will cross the bar 

where common ground ignites the holy spark.  

 

In this paper I have not dealt with assessing the level of affinity, or point on the radial of connection 

that is described, but being aware of the fluidity of our identities supports the shifting nature of 

relationships between periphery and central point according to the situation and the essence of 

what is shared. 

 

The notion of ʻleap-froggingʼ suggests responsibility for those who seek to hear othersʼ stories. 

Being supportive and guiding fellow teachers or researchers in their quest is another means of 

nurturing an ʻI, thouʼ relationship. Supporting them to cross the bar into anotherʼs world is a means 

of mentoring them to form a bridge of connection that converts an ʻI, itʼ relationship to an ʻI, thouʼ 

bond. It similarly highlights the responsibility placed on the other who is doing research to make the 

most of the opportunity offered.  

 

ʻIt was nice to have you here Eleanor.ʼ I will always remember and can still hear these words 

spoken by the one who wrote, ʻYou of my number understand these things, those outside would 

not, perhaps, understandʼ.  
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