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After months of anticipation, December 29th had finally arrived. The trip I had used as bribery in convincing myself to study during the monotony of TEE (or HSC, or VCE, or whatever you want to call it…) was about to begin. I think my mother was expecting tears at Perth airport, not a casual goodbye and an excited grin. 

Our trip began in slick Sydney. Sydneysiders, we quickly realized, must be extreme-sports lovers. Even on our first night at President Barry’s barbeque, the Menai Lions seemed very keen for us to get in the pool and impress them with our swimming skills. This was soon bettered by scenic flights in light planes, harbour-bridge climbing, white water rafting and motorbike riding. My fellow Youths of the Year took great delight in announcing all the way around Australia that I did, indeed, fall asleep during the motorbike ride. A highlight for me was watching the fireworks on New Years’ Eve from the Dawes Point viewing area, a simply spectacular experience, despite slightly inebriated partygoers demanding of us what you have to do to be a Youth of the Year – they wanted a cool polo shirt, too.

Then it was off to the Gold Coast, where the sun is always shining… except for when it rains and floods and cyclones. Actually, we were very fortunate with the weather and spent most of our time trying not to fry in the sun. We had a great time at theme parks Dreamworld and Wet ‘n’ Wild, with the group becoming noticeably more comfortable with each other. Comfortable enough to start teasing Hannah for her ear-piercing screams on the scary rides, anyway! We were also fortunate enough to be hosted by the Coast Guard volunteers for morning tea at the official function. I was blown away by the fact that such a valuable and vital service relied solely on committed volunteers. It was a timely reminder of the importance of service in our communities, especially when I was already amazed by the generosity of all the Lions we had met so far.

When the others faced the thought of a five hour plane trip to Perth, they groaned and complained. I, the West Aussie, could not understand their logic. My family drives five hours to spend a weekend down south and it takes perhaps an hour to get out of the Perth metropolitan area! Perhaps this explains my ability to sleep on any mode of transport… It was good to come home for five days, with the four other girls all in our spare room. I felt proud to show Perth and our reasonably relaxed lifestyle off – picnics at Kings Park, fish ‘n’ chips on the Swan River foreshore, Fremantle markets and a beautiful day at Rottnest Island complete with a decent bike ride. We were invited by the Mandurah Lions to visit their hometown, about an hour south of Perth. Peter Lamb’s crazy boat ride in the open ocean was a hit, for sure! We all agreed it provided more of an adrenaline rush than the Dreamworld roller coaster. 

With the rest of the group being city-slickers, it was good fun to have Lucy show us the country lifestyle in Balaklava. ‘Balak,’ as we honorary locals call it, provided us with the opportunity to see where Woolworths tomatoes actually come from, the big business of hay and straw distribution to Japan (I now know the difference between the two feed types) and the challenges of living in a small town. A keen French student myself, I was gobsmacked at Lucy’s dedication to the language – she successfully completed the Year 12 course by distance education, talking to her teacher on the phone once a week. It was easy for me to see I had certainly taken for granted the advantages of urban living, but I was also impressed by the strong sense of community in Balak, and Lucy’s close relationship with the people in her town.

The national capital was a welcomed addition to the trip this year, not in the least because we were able to meet the PM, K. Rudd as we like to call him. Mr Rudd was polite and friendly – following our meeting a few of the girls (and boys) seemed a little star struck, more as if they had met their favourite hunky rock star, rather than a bespectacled politician! For all the aspiring high court judges and politicians amongst us, Canberra provided inspiration. I was impressed by the optimism and ambitions of my fellow Youths of the Year. With such passion and commitment to hard work, I have no doubt that they are well equipped to achieve their dreams. For me, as a lover of history and art, it was wonderful to simply visit Old Parliament House and the National Art Gallery to soak up the rich atmosphere. 

Cosmopolitan Melbourne welcomed us as our time together drew to a close. By now we were pretty much siblings, with Joshua Anderson applauded by his ‘sisters’ for sourcing some fresh outfits from his wardrobe at home! The Australian Open was on, and while I must admit that prior to the trip I thought Federer was a type of car, I was soon converted to the game by the rest of the group – sadly, my beloved AFL remains a lost cause to all but Victorian Josh. In true Melbourne style, we went to see the Priscilla Queen of the Desert musical on Australia Day, which was absolutely hilarious, and performed in a beautiful, historic theatre. What I remember most of Melbourne, however, is the camaraderie of the group - playing ‘truth or dare’ on the lawn in between matches at the tennis and recounting funny moments of the trip to each other.

Sadly, it came time for our last port of call, Tasmania. We started off in Grace’s hometown Launceston where we were treated to the natural beauty of Cataract Gorge. A home-cooked meal at Grace’s and a competitive game of Articulate provide fond memories, as does the car-ride to Hobart (the two Joshua’s took a brief detour to a small town known as Jericho for novelty reasons). A scenic boat ride and a meal of Tasmanian produce were fine ways to end an epic trip. Our goodbyes lasted an extraordinarily long time – there were tears, photos and hugs, and frantic waving as we went our separate ways.

At the end of it all, what can I say? I’ve gained six life-long friends, kids who I can relate to on a serious level, kids who understand the need to ‘make a difference’ and are educated and informed. Also, though, I’ve now got six new ‘mates,’ all with a fantastic sense of humour and a down to earth attitude, which means one conversation can include a discussion of ethics and morals, as well as who can pull the best funny face (I forget who won). 

When I returned home, the first few days especially saw me a bit lost, remembering the great company I had kept for the past thirty-five days. However, I am certain that our pledge to meet up once a year for a holiday somewhere in Australia – 2009 is Augusta in WA – will maintain the bonds we have formed and allow us to continue to bounce ideas off each other. At the moment, we discuss university courses, possible careers and the perils of learning to drive. Perhaps in the future we will discuss balancing busy careers with family, or the latest political crisis. We will definitely be nagging future PMs Josh Anderson/Josh Underwood to do the right thing by their old buddies!

So finally, thank you. Thank you for overseeing and organising such a valuable and rewarding competition. Thank you to all the Lions who have nurtured and mentored us. Thank you for showing us the way you go about your own lives, for inspiring us with your positivity and passion for service. Thank you for having so much confidence in us as future leaders. During a sometimes confusing stage of life, such support means a lot. We will do our best! 

