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Preface


For a period, the sun did not shine in my world. I was a lonely soul, lost for words and close friendships. My life had become a secluded journey, running on a treadmill and going nowhere. Repetition had become my daily ritual as responsibility and busyness were my backstop. It was like treading water and slowly running out of breath.


Something needed to change as I slowly sank to the bottom of my existence, suffering from clinical depression. Why? I knew I possessed many talents and had played several sports but, verbally, I felt a failure among my peers as shyness was my constant companion. Parts of my brain were frozen in time, suppressing my emotions and intellect in a trance-like state. This meant I was surviving at a superficial level as my true potential was yet to surface. I was lost when it came to finding other people on the same wavelength as I thought outside the box of brotherhood.


A lifelong journey along the road less travelled, I spent years searching for answers, often fighting through the undergrowth, while slowly thawing out my emotions which had been frozen since childhood, in attempting to find my authentic self. This book covers the journey taken along that path without adequate personal support. It tells of the struggles and life lessons eventually learned in finding my authentic self.


Depression and loneliness are rampant in today’s society as possessions and technology take away personal responsibility and become a security blanket for most individuals, as they lose their sense of self to keep up with societal expectations. This march of madness is becoming addictive for many stalwarts as they struggle to keep up with the crowd and the latest trends.


Fortunately, I dug deep within myself for answers rather than joining the superficial world and seeking answers from an external source. This process gave me resilience, inner strength and depth of character to draw upon when times did get tough, allowing me to eventually stand tall among my peers.


The journey included connecting with animals, nature and Indigenous peoples. It involved moving on from the ‘adult-child syndrome’ into mature adulthood and discovering the four components of our make-up (the 4Cs)—the physical, the intellectual, the emotional and the spiritual. Along with the realisation the foundations of life are like the foundations of a building and often need rectification for ongoing stability and longevity. Also, I nurtured my ‘internal garden’ (inner self) for peace and contentment and stepped out of my comfort zone to take personal responsibility to stand alone on the journey to adulthood and wisdom. Then move from denial to discover new strategies to assist in my journey towards finding inner peace and serenity.


Quotes by influential people are used throughout this book to highlight the struggles many individuals face as they go about their daily rituals of repetition to make ends meet. The combined resources shared in this book are written to encourage you to step out of your comfort zone and find a new way of living.


‘Behind the Mask’: Finding an Authentic Self in a Superficial World is my story of a lifelong struggle to find inner peace and contentment. I share this journey in the hope it may help others find their authentic self and reach their full potential.


Enjoy the read!











Introduction


Life offers an abundance of opportunities for all to experience real joy and happiness but, unfortunately, many people miss most of those opportunities. In fact, many people miss all of them. Only a few are blessed with the ability to find real contentment and inner peace when it comes to life’s challenges. Many individuals search for happiness but only find it in fleeting moments, soon forgotten as the pressures of life take hold and consume the masses.


This book is about encouraging you to spend more time in the world of self-awareness and personal growth, so you will be able to take steps towards a happier and healthier future. I do not want you to be one of the many people who are stagnating in a rut, living with short-sightedness and intellectual jargon in a world consumed by superficiality, immaturity and material possessions. These external ‘fillers’ take us away from the authentic self and mask the dysfunctions in our life.


My journey has taken me on a road less travelled. As a bachelor without children, I have had the time to delve into the depths of recovery and personal growth. I bring insights from that inner journey, along with formal qualifications in psychotherapy and counselling, including many varied life experiences gained through a prior 30 years working and growing in the macho building and construction industry. Part of the journey included a combination of satisfaction, struggle and growth that came with running a construction business that finally forced me to my knees and led to clinical depression.


This was a turning point for me. It took me to a place where I sought therapy and personal growth courses. It saw me reading all types of books to bring equilibrium back into my life. Eventually, this journey led to my ability to reclaim my authentic self.


The book is written in layman’s terms, with my well-known ‘wake-up call’ approach to shaking individuals out of their apathy and lack of self-awareness, by holding up a mirror to life, so they may see what is really going on behind their mask. This book is about shining a light on the emotional, spiritual and mental resistance we all carry, to some extent, to protect ourselves.


Finding inner peace and contentment in the world we live in has never been harder than it is right now. This book covers the physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual components of what makes us tick as human beings. These four components are the building blocks for all humanity and the foundational elements for a healthy and well-adjusted individual with feet firmly planted on the ground.


Sadly, it seems to me that humanity is slowly losing the emotional and spiritual aspects of self-development while favouring the physical and intellectual answers to everyday life. Are we missing the point if we only see progress in the form of external validation and status? If so, this leaves big questions like, ‘What makes human life meaningful?’ unasked and then of course, unanswered.


One of the aims is to help you recognise and work on clearing whatever dysfunctions you might unconsciously be playing out in your life. Breaking the chain of dysfunction in this way will free you up to live a more satisfying life and ensure the legacy is not passed on to your future generations. Life is not about avoiding suffering. In the end, it cannot be refused that each of us can only see a small part of the big picture. Therefore, if more of us do not take this responsibility on board, future generations will have to dig even deeper to get out of the quagmire of shame, insecurity, stress, confusion, loneliness and anger that so many individuals carry unconsciously and are struggling with in their lives today.


Another aspect focused on is the current state of men and women in the third decade of the twenty-first century. This opens the opportunity to deconstruct the societal structures that are making it difficult for most people to access real connections with others and a sense of belonging.


As a retired clinician, I take my responsibility to give sound advice very seriously. This is why you will not find any superficial sanctions and band-aid solutions in this book. I am inviting you to start to get to know reality from a deeper perspective. You will find questions to ponder and answer for yourself, as well as case studies of people I have worked with and witnessed as they managed to discover their ‘authentic selves’ in the crazy world we are living in. All names have been changed for confidentiality.


Ultimately, I invite you to gain inner strength and optimism from reading this book. As I see it, the key to tapping into the abundance of opportunities mentioned above is to not accept the status quo but to seek a path of healing that both enriches and empowers. It is incumbent on each person on this planet to seek a path of individual personal growth to reach full maturity and wisdom. I have written this book to help you gain the energy you will need to reach your goals and develop self-awareness.


Throughout the book, you will see the word ‘Other’ written in italics. ‘Other’ refers to any person, authority, department, situation, technological gimmick or heavenly body that takes away our personal responsibility. I am highlighting this because I want you to take charge and be accountable for your own life in a mature and independent way. The cold, hard truth is that there is no ‘Other’ out there who can do the soul-searching and challenging work for you when it comes to finding your authentic self.


The authentic self is about being vulnerable and being true to yourself by means of your thoughts, words and actions. The goal is to have these three areas harmonise with each other to represent the real you, rather than someone you are not—your mask.


The authentic self then allows inner contentment and peace to blossom within.











1 The Man Behind My Mask


“Achieving true success as a writer—that is, successfully expressing your truth—sometimes means risking separation.”


—John Lee1


As another beautiful sunny day reaches an end, the large burnt-orange ball low on the horizon surrenders to the twilight and reflects for a while as fiery, flames flickering on the ocean. Then, this life-giving ball of warmth and sustenance lowers itself below the horizon to rest for the night. The scenario is repeated day after day, millennium after millennium, aeon after aeon.


Early tomorrow, the fiery ball will rise from its slumber to again begin the routine of another dawn. These majestic moments breathe life and energy into our worldly existence as the sun moves across the sky from east to west.


This powerful star soars on its axis with precise accuracy, never failing to turn up on time, never taking a ‘sickie’ on rainy days and always with a smile on its moon-shaped face. The unfailing, unconditional love and devotion to its job make the sun outshine the human workers in its universe. The repetition of the sun’s robotic routine is needed to sustain human life and never neglect our worldly existence. This solar performer is able to shine indefinitely, despite the monotony of its role as a life-giver for the planet on which we live.


Contrast this to the role of a ‘man’ who struggles to shine when stuck in the rut of work routines and societal expectations, with no stars winking at him to tell him things would be okay. The boredom of repetition can cement him to the bottom of his existence and sabotage any chance of self-awareness and personal growth.


Watching this phenomenon take place, I sat on the timber veranda of an old, weather-beaten wooden cottage overlooking a deserted beach. I was lost in a sea of vivid memories and began to reflect on my own life and how it was very much a daily robotic routine. Rising in the morning and set off to work to orbit the 8 am to 6 pm timeslot, return home, then later lower myself into bed at night to rest in broken slumber before stepping back on the treadmill and commencing the routine once again the following morning.


As a man of substance, I too came into this world with innate power and illumination. But somewhere along life’s journey, I had become a dim reflection of my real self and the fire in my belly had slowly expired. The daily grind keeping me entrenched in the robotic routine and useless rituals robbed me of my God-given talent, creativity and ability to recognise my real purpose in life. My potential was buried under a blanket of expectations from parents, school, church, work roles and the culture of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in Australia.


For the most part, I was controlled by the need for money and possessions with which to sustain an overvalued lifestyle and show I had made it and was a ‘success’ in my life. Accumulating confusion was created by constant change, societal expectations and insecurities, all added to my lack of self-awareness and personal growth. My daily grind had become a fast walk on the treadmill of life, heading in a direction to nowhere of any real significance.


Having reached crunch time in my life, the reason for this trip to the Western side of my beloved country, to this deserted beach, was twofold—to try to understand the pain I carried in life and pull some sort of purpose and excitement back into the daily grind of my automated existence. I was tired of running around in denial, holding up a mask to all and sundry. This pseudo-mask of maturity protected the often frightened ‘little boy’ within and carried feelings of denial, shame, confusion and insecurity.


The small cottage I stayed in had been the saviour of other men also lost in the wilderness of Western ways. This was my second bout of clinical depression after another relationship breakdown, overwork, endless pressure to stay afloat and a near-suicide attempt to escape the persistent pain. All these negatives brought me to this point in life. Since childhood, life had been a roller-coaster ride, which then became a treadmill of stress and anxiety after entering the building industry and working without any personal support and encouragement. My masculine and authentic self was lost within the confines of the robotic replica I had unconsciously become to sustain an often, shallow lifestyle.


The sun had set, and the sky turned a dusky pink around the place where the orange ball had been lowered to its resting place. Long grey shadows began to appear in the twilight, moving slowly across the darkening water towards the land. One distinct shadow gradually moved over the water towards the waves lapping on the empty beach, onto the sand, then towards the house and under the wire fence, before finding its way through the long grass of the property. As if it had been here before, it straggled up onto the verandah, across the weathered floorboards and over to the old rickety chair where I sat.


The shadow climbed up my legs and rested on my knee. It sat there for several seconds, contemplating, before making its way up to my chest. Then, as if scripted and knowing my dilemma, with outstretched arms it slowly embraced my body. I felt a chill running up my spine and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end to see what was happening. I sat frozen in time, with tears welling in my eyes and running down my cheeks onto my shirt.


It was sometime later, peering out across the darkening water with wet eyes, that I noticed the sky had become a ceiling of deep grey with little lights winking at me, and a chill was in the air. These flickering starlights told me everything would be okay. But all I could do was peer back, one-eyed, through the keyhole of my own self-importance and realise how insignificant I had really become, in the greater scheme of things.


As the night lengthened, the pain slowly began to consume me and numb my body as I continued to contemplate. Deep within, I knew it was time to confront the ‘shadow side’ of my life and put my demons to rest. For some time, I sat motionless on the rickety chair with fear in my eyes and numbness in the pit of my belly. My head was thick and muddled, and I realised I had become a pale reflection of the person I wanted to be. Slowly, I walked inside the house.


With an extra blanket to try and warm myself up, I climbed onto the squeaky old metal bed with a worn-out mattress and under the blankets. But the cold was on the inside of my body as well. This was the moment I had dreaded for so long, the denial had found its way to the surface, chilling my soul, and there was no turning back.


On returning home, I asked around and found a therapist I felt comfortable with and over many weeks, which turned into months, I began to slowly unravel my root-bound existence. This experience was like entering a dark cave without a torch, I did not know what lay ahead. As time passed, a new dawn and awareness began to unfold. It was one small step at a time as I began to move forward and let go of my loneliness, stress, confusion and anxiety. Many times, I slipped back to my old ways, and my comfort zone welcomed me with open arms, as this was the place I felt most comfortable and wanted to stay. I realised it was going to be difficult to let go of some of my old patterns and beliefs to make way for the new knowledge I was beginning to become aware of—knowledge used as fuel to slowly rekindle the fire in my belly.


This personal chapter is written as a prelude to my struggle to gain a sense of self in my formative years, a journey of ups and downs and personal growth, of experiencing many life encounters before finally discovering my authentic self—resilience, strength of character and backbone, leading to maturity and wisdom (as confirmed by elderly men). To harmonise my story, it was living and learning through the struggles and pitfalls of life—the life experiences where I gained moral fibre, resilience and a depth of character.


As previously mentioned, life offers an abundance of opportunities to experience pleasure, real joy and happiness. I was someone who took decades to get to a place where I was able to feel good about myself being a ‘real’ man. It was, in part, the discovery of my deep masculinity, where my real strength and courage lay, that enabled me to understand the true meaning of life. Also, getting in touch with my feminine side gave me insights into empathy, compassion, the goddess within and a reason to care for others, plus it highlighted certain creative powers and a curiosity for the mystery of life.


I was raised in an extended family—pioneering in building, engineering and dairy cattle. As a young boy, my mother gave me love and attention as best she knew how, though at times, dressed me like a dapper little man to look the part. My immediate family was a typical dysfunctional system to grow up in, as are all families to varying degrees, as no family is perfect. This statement may be challenged by some parents but therein may lay the problem.


As a young boy, I was always torn between great role models for business and industry and struggling for love, honesty and truth on the home front. Business activities and survival always seemed to take precedence over empathy, nurturing, personal growth and love in our household. Most of my early years I cannot recall. However, when I was four years old, I do remember my paternal grandmother coming to our house to look after me and my sister who was four years older, while Mum went to hospital. Grandma, or Mimi as we called her, was a stern lady, and we always did what we were told rather than suffer any consequences. She knew how to deliver ‘tough love’ when it was needed.


After a time in hospital, Mum was taken to a convalescent home in Springwood in the Blue Mountains of New South Wales. Dad, Mimi and I visited her on one occasion, which still stands out in my memory. My sister stayed with a girlfriend next door. We met Mum outside the facility in the shade of a large tree. I remember her breaking down when Dad held her in his arms.


Mum was weeping into Dad’s shoulder and tears were rolling down his cheeks. This was a very perplexing time for me as Mum did not give me a hug. I was not sure what was happening. Mimi held my hand, and we slowly walked around the grounds, leaving Mum and Dad on their own. Being very young, this was a period of deep confusion for me.


When it came time to drive away, we left Mum under the tree waving goodbye as tears continued to roll down her cheeks. The journey home seemed to take forever. There was no conversation in the car and the air felt very tense. I thought I would not see my mother again.


After two long weeks, Mum did return home, much to my relief. Things resumed to some normality, but something had changed. Mum seemed a different person and was not the same nurturing mother as before, now tense and lacking in concentration and affection. Dad was also aloof and very uptight, and this confusion and loneliness had a major impact on my future development as a young boy and into my formative years.


Looking back now, I realise Mum must have been traumatised by her suppressed emotions after the death of my younger brother Kenneth in hospital when only five days old. The reason for my brother’s death was never discussed and a family secret.


The pressure of living in a household in complete denial of a baby’s death was having a severe impact on me and probably did on my older sister as well. We have never spoken of this period in our lives. The household existed on a fundamental familiarity with daily routines of repetition and silence. At no time did I receive any affirmations like, ‘We are here to support you, and everything will be okay’. Someone validating my experiences would have given me some self-esteem for the future. Was this the same experience for my other siblings?


When I was very young, I also remember being taken by Dad to the Royal Botanic Gardens in Sydney with my mother. Several other mothers with small children had gathered to spend the day at a picnic, sitting on rugs on the green grass. This was a day of fun, frivolity and friendship, with the children all running amok and chasing each other around the garden beds with laughter and giggles. This was my first time spent with other children, and I felt lost running around, chasing others and trying to keep up with mêlée of mischief. When it came time to leave, Mum and I waited anxiously at the main gate until Dad finally arrived to take us home. He was very tipsy, and the ride home was tense and frightening.


Dad’s denial over his heartaches was his natural means of protecting himself from the loss and pain and provided him with a coping mechanism medicated with the booze.


Children have a right to feel loved, safe and connected. Unfortunately, these qualities are often missing in many homes and mine was one of them. I often felt fear and self-doubt and had trouble connecting with others around me, as my low self-esteem and confusion generally overruled any thoughts of feeling safe, comfortable and loved. Life always felt lonely and empty, as though something was missing deep within. There was no one around to support and nurture me during these confusing times. Due to my shyness, I later had trouble developing relationships as I just did not know how to connect or relate with others.


On my first day at Gordon Primary School, my sister took me to school via a ten-minute walk over the rail line. During the day, I embarrassingly wet my pants in the classroom when sitting on the floor with other pupils. I sat with fear in the puddle, and it was some time before the teacher noticed my predicament. All these feelings are how I imagined I felt as a young child. My sister was called to the classroom to take me home.


At school, the Commonwealth Bank had set up an in-school bank system for the pupils, and we were each issued a tin money box in the shape of a Commonwealth Bank building with a slot in the top for the coins. These early lessons on saving money formed the foundation for my later years in treasurer roles and in business. Several years later, to gain pocket money each week, one of my chores was to wash Dad’s car on Saturday mornings. Another chore was drying the dishes at night as my eldest sister washed up. We later rotated these responsibilities and would often torment each other during these chores, as siblings often do.


In the early days, I was generally left to my own devices at home. I had to make sense of my shyness and get along with life as best I could. In primary school, I played the kettle drum in the school band but never felt comfortable playing in front of the other pupils and teachers once a week at the morning assembly. Being the centre of attention was very uncomfortable for me, and I was always relieved at the conclusion of the assembly. My suppressed emotions were neatly packed in my school bag each morning for the day ahead. Subsequently, I took the road less travelled in life rather than march to the beat of another’s drum.


During the last year of primary school, at the school athletics carnival, I was announced as the school boys’ senior champion after winning the 100-yard race and the long jump. Both my parents were present on the day and gave me compliments for my efforts. I felt a great sense of satisfaction having achieved this result, although the feeling of loneliness lingered in my body. At the end of that year, the school presentation day was held in the local hall, the seats filled with parents and excited pupils. On stage, many of the students were presented with various awards won over the past year.


When my name was finally called, I nervously walked down the long aisle, up the wooden stairs and onto the stage. I reached up to shake the hand of the headmaster and was presented with a small silver trophy cup. When I turned to walk back to my seat looking at the audience, I felt a deep sadness and loneliness as my parents were not in attendance. I sat down and looked at the cup—they had spelt my surname incorrectly. The loneliness lingered in my body. No wonder I felt sick during this inspiring occasion.


When I was six, my eldest brother was born. Two years later, my younger sister. Another two years, my youngest brother. From early childhood, my eldest brother suffered badly from boils and was covered in lotion and bandages to stop him from scratching in his sleep. Mum’s unacknowledged grief and trepidation may have been transferred to the foetus, possibly creating my brother’s physical problems. His second child also suffered from this debilitating ailment, possibly also from unacknowledged emotions.


During my years of high school, Mum took no interest in my homework, and I was left to my own devices. Mum was overstretched with three younger children and had no time to read to me from any book. In addition, my first birthday party was at 21 years of age, so dissimilar to today’s world. In my first year of high school, I performed reasonably well in the ‘A’ class, however, my marks, performance and concentration deteriorated over the next two years. I always felt disconnected from the things happening around me.


Had I reacted with flight, fight or freeze? Possibly fright and freeze, to escape the reality of what was happening in my life, with the tension and lack of truth and honesty residing in our household. Consequently, there was very little solid foundation to create an identity with which to build my human structure. Comfort and reassurance of who I was as a person were missing, along with any belief in me. With my emotions frozen in time and my muscle memory protecting me from further fear and stress, this became my way of surviving the pressures and need for concentration.


I was often embarrassed when asked a question by the teacher at school as I usually had little idea of the lesson going on in class; I was generally looking out the window at the passing clouds, daydreaming. I felt like the class dummy. At recess and lunch, it was always a relief to leave the classroom and walk out into the fresh air of the playground. The tension in my body took a breather during these times. I usually joined in with other boys playing ball or would sometimes just sit and listen to a group chat. I always felt a sense of dread when the bell rang for the resumption of classes.


Returning to class only accentuated my aloneness as I felt I did not fit into this environment. I found it hard to concentrate during the classes and felt like an outsider.


In these earlier years, my saving grace was the fact I played cricket or soccer on school sports afternoons, as well as Saturday mornings. Sport became my greatest source of pleasure and emotional sustenance in a very barren landscape. These physical activities eased some of the tension in my body. Sport seemed to be a natural aspect of my being, a gift passed down through my genes from Dad and my paternal grandfather, William, who was a champion cricketer and golfer as well as a headmaster of several primary schools over many years.


It seemed a long time between thirst-quenching drinks or the half-time oranges of weekly sport. Unfortunately, in high school, I was not chosen to represent the school in any of the sporting teams, and this rejection added to my woes as I knew I had potential. Shyness kept me in the background and frustration was beginning to bubble inside me, often sabotaging my performances. Deep down, I knew I had a budding talent just waiting to be nurtured and brought to the surface. I just needed someone to help me tap into this talent lying dormant within.


At sixteen years of age, Dad’s sporting prowess as a cricketer had been disrupted due to an apprenticeship as a commercial traveller—his first job in the workforce after World War II. Dad had been the youngest team member to play first-class cricket at that time. Three years later, the unexpected death of his father, who passed away on the operating table during a thyroid operation, must have been very painful. Travelling on a train at the time, Dad was given a telegram late on a Friday night at Bourke Station by the stationmaster—he was to return home immediately. Some years later, Dad witnessed his boss in the millinery business drop dead at work from a major heart attack.


This boss had become a role model for Dad, who had risen to the position of General Manager at this time. The owner’s wife took over the business, bringing her eldest son on board in his first job role. These two new scenarios proved very difficult for Dad to adjust to daily. It took away the confidence he had gained since commencing work. After many months of struggling, Dad left this business and took over another millinery business, running it on his own. Dad’s mother, Mimi, also passed away during this time of new adjustment, which added to his woes.


During the latter period of my school days, virtually overnight, women stopped wearing hats and gloves to outings, due to changes in the fashion industry. Unfortunately, Dad panicked and did not seek help or financial advice on a way to move forward in this new business. In his panic with two daughters at a private school, he sold the business, plus a block of duplex flats he had inherited from his mother, both for a pittance. Dad’s difficult periods of adjustment and unacknowledged grief and anger added to the stress and anxiety in the family home. Being born a sensitive child, I picked up these negative traits, which pushed me further into a frozen state.


Dad’s anxiety and stress, kept bottled up over the years, were now beginning to get the better of him. Like many men of that era, his emotions were pushed underground and buried in his body. Men just got on with life as best they could as though nothing had happened. Dad needed a ‘fix’ and began drinking and gambling on horses to relieve his tension, creating a great deal of ill feelings and anxiety between us. This tension became intolerable at times, as I often confronted him over these issues and pleaded for him to act like a normal father.


Mum usually separated us before we came to fisticuffs. My homework was rarely completed at night due to a lack of concentration. Each morning, I would walk through the train carriages, looking for someone else’s homework to copy to save myself from detention.


My maternal grandfather, Pa, was a successful businessman in retail drapery and Lord Mayor of Burwood Council for two terms. He was also President of the Burwood Bowling Club for five years and a long-term member of the Masonic movement. Gardening was his passion, and he spent much of his spare time pottering around in the soil, bringing plants and shrubs to their peak at differing times of the season. I remember him telling me as a young boy: “If you want to be successful in life, you need to first become a role model so others can learn from your skills.”


I really enjoyed these rare times with Pa in his garden. This role-modelling idea stuck with me as I grew up. I could see the great joy Pa acquired from being seen and heard as a leader. I began to try to replicate this behaviour and always did my best at everything I put my hand to. I did receive compliments from Dad, at times, for my effort and that boosted my confidence. However, I clearly remember one mate who told me he swore at his father one day, saying: ‘It doesn’t matter how bloody hard I try, you still can’t recognise my efforts. Well, fuck you!’


Three months prior to the Intermediate Certificate, my parents invited a local retired teacher to help with my studies. Again, I found it hard to concentrate and really wasn’t that interested in learning as I knew, deep down, I was going to struggle with the upcoming exams.


In the ‘A’ class and only scraping through the Intermediate Certificate with four passes, I was given the option of repeating the year or leaving school. Without thinking, I chose to leave school. I could not repeat the dramas of the past three years and the confines of a classroom. Working would at least give me some independence, money and, finally, the ability to do my own thing by taking more control of life on my terms, away from the school trials and tribulations.


With the realisation that leaving high school was not about leaving everything behind but more about finally having the opportunity to be truly independent and responsible on my own, I was excited and looking forward to the future!


I was offered a position as an indentured, apprentice draftsman at Morrison & Little, a very reputable civil engineering firm in Sydney. Without reservation, I decided to accept the offer, and my new career in the workplace began.


Standing at the railway station in the mornings, waiting for the train to take me into the big city in my new long-trouser business suit, was always challenging. My former school buddies standing on the opposite platform often poked fun at me. ‘Look at the little man in the suit off to conquer the world!’, ‘Don’t spend all your money in a brothel!’, ‘He might grow taller now he is in the workforce!’ I had been one of the shortest pupils in class through high school; hence, the comments and these jokes made me feel uncomfortable. Moving from a school classroom into a man’s world in the city was a huge leap for me, but I thrived on the new challenges. Older colleagues took me under their wing and generally treated me with respect.


However, as a junior worker, I was not allowed any cockiness in the daily rituals. I was given relative freedom each day to collect orders for morning tea, lunch and cigarettes. I picked up these orders at the required times, along with any other work-related items, and delivered plans to architects’ offices around the city or over in North Sydney.


This new personal freedom finally gave me space to think for myself, rather than the ‘Yes sir, no sir, three bags full’ of the classroom in my regimented school days. I was taught drafting skills using a drafting board and the old wooden T-square, needing to stand on an extra high footstool to get access to the top of the drawing board—highlighting how short I was for my age.


Each day, my journey between work, home and the technical college at night took me across the Sydney Harbour Bridge in the ‘red rattler’ train carriages, as they were known in those days. I was always alone on these daily trips, although I often nodded at other regular passengers, older than me. Usually sitting alone, I enjoyed watching others on the train or viewing the scenery as we meandered along.


The construction brain I had inherited from my forefathers was always fascinated with trips over the Sydney Harbour Bridge. No technological answers in those early days, just robust mathematical calculations and tough working conditions for the men involved—sheer brilliance for that era. How did they manage to bring the two arches together with such accuracy? Since it opened on 19th March 1932, the same date and month as my sister’s birthday, the bridge has become one of Australia’s most recognised, photographed and loved icons.


During my early career, the Sydney Opera House was also under construction. A short diversion from my regular route found me peering through the chain wire security fence as this weird sail-like structure took shape. On one occasion, in awe, I lost track of time, and the lunch pick-up was fifteen minutes late. ‘The lunch shop was very busy!’ I remarked to the hungry staff members.


What foresight it was to build a bridge eight lanes wide in those days, and a world-renowned orange peel ‘music hall’ for future generations—the Opera House. Today, where has strong and visionary leadership for the future gone?


Cricket and soccer became my outlet on Saturday afternoons. I enjoyed the competitive nature of these sports. The exercise and challenging roles also allowed my mind and body to thaw out, helped along with a cold beer at the pub on completion of the afternoon’s activities. I had been selected in the Colts team with Gordon Cricket Club at fifteen years of age and played representative games in the Green Shield and Poidevin-Gray Shield sides at sixteen. I then went on and played in fourth and third-grade sides.


Sport gave me the ability to focus on the ball with total concentration and gave me time to be with males my own age. Fitting into the squads as a team player was relatively easy, but the socialising afterwards was awkward as the conversations were at a different level to those in my working life. I preferred the more mature discussions of men, rather than the often, childish banter of the youth in my sporting teams. However, my studying activities soon curtailed further advancement in cricket as I was unable to attend practice, a necessary component of moving up the grades.


My enthusiasm waned, and I dropped out of cricket. It is a great sadness for me to this day, as I was a clone of my paternal grandfather in bowling and batting and had the potential to reach the top. Grandad, who I never met, played one game for New South Wales but was unable to continue to play due to his daytime school teaching commitments.


My rather insular life meant I saved money and was able to buy my first car—four months before I was old enough to get my driver’s licence. Dad let me buy the car as it allowed me to tinker and polish this new acquisition in my spare time. What spare time? The black Morris Minor became the outlet to lose myself when times were tough at home. Dad did accompany me for drives on my Learner’s Plates at night when he was in a good mood. At no time was I bold enough to take the car for a spin on my own without a licence. The car would have been confiscated by Dad had I disobeyed his orders.


On the day of my seventeenth birthday, I became the proud owner of a driver’s licence. Gaining the licence on my first attempt was very gratifying. I took notice of the instructions Dad had taught me and the practice I gained over many weeks. Dad later told me he allowed me to buy the car before obtaining my licence, so it would keep me out of the pubs and away from other misbehaving teenagers at the time.


At nights, I attended Sydney Technical College at Ultimo, five nights a week for the first two years, four nights in my third and fourth years and then three nights for the last year.


Finally, I gained a Building Certificate, Foreman & Clerk of Works Cert. and a Local Govt. Building Inspectors Certificate. These study times curtailed any social life, and I had to use the weekends after sports for study and homework, so there was little time for relaxation and enjoyment. These years robbed me of normal adolescence and fun times.


The emptiness and segregation tore at my heartstrings. I often took long drives late at night after Tech. classes listening to music trying to understand my sadness and aloneness. Connections with family were minimal with the hours I worked and studied. The family were usually in bed when I arrived home at 9:45 pm each night, with dinner left in the oven under tin foil to be eaten on my own, adding to my loneliness.


“Sometimes the best therapy is a long drive and music”


—Anonymous


After five years of drafting and the completion of technical courses, I was given the opportunity to commence site supervision on large building sites around Sydney and beyond. This work involved checking the reinforcement bars before concrete pours, witnessing the concrete pours or checking the structural steel component of the building, as per the office drawings. The largest projects attended over the next six years included The Prince of Wales Hospital—the Ward, the Theatre and the Polyclinic blocks—and two 12-storey home unit blocks in Parramatta with an independent 6-storey car park.


These outdoor activities gave me space, and I enjoyed the responsibility on my own, out in the fresh air. This also forged a sense of freedom away from the confines of the office. Finally, I was beginning to feel a thawing out slowly taking place in my body as the outside freedom gave me time to think for myself. Working with older men was challenging at times, in the office and on construction sites, although these challenging times helped me step into the world of grown-up men.


After eighteen months of fun and freedom in the ‘Morrie’, I then purchased an Austin-Healey ‘Bugeye’ Sprite from Ron Ward Sports Cars at Strathfield. Dad gave his approval and acknowledged my money-saving prowess. Dad had owned a two-door convertible Austin Wasp during his courting time with Mum, so he understood the fun of a ‘topless tourer’. I raced and rallied the Austin-Healey Sprite at the club level for two years before purchasing an MGB.


Mechanical mishaps to the Sprite had to be rectified by myself as I could not afford to go to a professional mechanic. With the car manual and many late nights after Tech, I was usually able to get the car back on the road and again enjoy the wind in my hair. These real-life experiences also added to the responsibility of car maintenance and pride for my hard-earned possession. However, after a time driving sports cars, I began to realise I was looking for something a bit more meaningful in life rather than the pose of a sports car. After selling the MGB, I owned various work utilities for my building business.


My life had become robotic, and I was searching for bigger arenas to spread my suppressed talents. And in 1971, my life took a huge leap forward when I applied and was accepted to participate in the Master Builders Federation of Australia World Study Tour, travelling to nine countries and twelve cities over nearly ten weeks, with 17 older male building executives.


This challenging and awe-inspiring trip took me out into the world and furthered my learning and experiences, but sadly witnessed the seedy side of a few older men away from the daily routine of the family. On my return, I found my inner life had not changed with these external experiences. I had travelled the world and gained many inspirational memories and photographs although these were not enough to fill the lingering emptiness within my soul.


My lonely journey through life, without buddies on the same wavelength, meant I had to journey the road less travelled.











2 Human Struggles


In life, there is a rationale for everything each person acts out, believes, feels and speaks. For every cause, there is an effect and people need to understand their behaviour patterns—known as self-awareness—to become more genuine and alive in daily routines. Many individuals realise the effect of their actions in life, although most individuals are not aware of the cause leading to the effect. This strategy can lead to ‘band-aid’ treatments being given by people or professionals to keep one surviving, rather than growing into a whole and mature person.


Individuality is the part of a person that needs to be examined if humanity is to heal itself from the dysfunctional aspects that permeate today’s society. This deeper, personal understanding allows each person to have a better perception of themselves and others. Aspects of behaviour, both good and bad, exist outside one’s awareness in most cases and need to be brought out into the sunlight for surgery. Due to the defensive nature of humans, many individuals may not want to confront these behaviours, as they can be very painful.


Numerous people may have unknowingly taken the escape route through life, using denial and/or intellectual reasoning as an excuse for not seeking inner personal growth, inner peace and contentment. This tactic prevents emotional and spiritual growth, thus forestalling the progression into full adulthood and maturity. Then our perception of life becomes a reflection of our state of consciousness which in some cases may not be of a healthy nature.


Various needs, wants and fantasies that motivate people are unconscious—they lurk behind the mask. The mechanisms of behaviours are also unconscious, and these can be contradictory to the parts of the personality people are conscious of during life. Many individuals believe they are in control of what they are doing and feeling daily. Unfortunately, blind spots are the challenge, and it is necessary to bring to light what these mysteries are all about. These dysfunctions hide in the shadows of the mask and are often too painful to own and acknowledge while we blindly continue on the treadmill of life.




Every Day Individuals Are Challenged with Life’s Lessons.


Unfortunately, individuals are often in denial—too preoccupied with ‘busyness’. These people are helping others as an excuse to not confront their own issues. They are using their talent for talking to impress others, overworking (yet procrastinating), while trying to achieve perfectionism. They over-exercise, get lost in mundane reading and waste time on social media and play games on the iPad. They take ‘selfies’ to show others, promoting themselves as they complain about all and sundry. And they use self-justification for excuses as they joke to lighten the mood.


Many individuals use any means possible to avoid facing the honest reality that loneliness and dysfunction lurk behind their masks. People connected to others by technology can still be lonely. This loneliness is the perceived lack of deep and meaningful social and emotional connections, and it is this dilemma that is pervading current society. It should be noted here that the word ‘aloneness’ is different in that it is often sought as a refuge for keeping sane in times of ‘community chaos’ or other tensions.


The feeling of loneliness is the emptiness and deep, lingering pain people feel when they are not within the range and safety of others who can support them through tough times. Being isolated and alone may mean there are no distractions to keep the attention focused externally. This may then allow the unacknowledged pain of not being able to face one’s truth to bubble to the surface of awareness. In many cases, this is why busyness and shallow friendships keep the attention at an external level, away from the unconscious, suffering self.
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