YOUTH OF THE YEAR

National Tour of the 2006-2007 State winners

Joshua Underwood
Q Districts

Leaving the Gold Coast I had no idea what to expect.  I’d just boarded the first of many flights that would take the other state winners and me on a journey we would never forget.  I sat quietly as the plane lifted off the Coolangatta tarmac, engines roaring.  After what seemed like minutes, the plane landed.

I exited the terminal searching for anyone wearing the Lions Uniform.  Relieved, I spotted Chelsea, Emily and Lucy – the state winners of NSW, WA and SA.  Soon, Josh Anderson (the National Winner) and Hannah (Leo of the Year) joined us.  Immediately we all started talking about grade 12 and University prospects as if we had known each other forever.  It was incredible, we were each so unique yet so similar in our ambition (5 out of the 6 of us were planning to complete an Law/Arts degree!) and general nature.  

From that gentle reunion the tour started to take off.  Literally.  In Sydney we boarded small aircraft to take an aerial tour of the city.  I was with Hannah and luckily we were both comfortable with flying and didn’t become sick!  We went from flying over the beaches of Sydney to swimming in them the next day.  After having a dip in Cronulla beach (the water felt freezing as compared to Queensland waters, although Josh Anderson felt right at home, hehe) we journeyed into the city to view the world renowned Sydney Harbour New Years’ Eve fireworks.  To me, this was one of the many highlights of the trip.  The atmosphere was electric; everyone was carefree and happy, and above us shone the greatest number of fireworks I had ever seen – the skyline was so bright that it felt like it was daytime. Due to the huge crowds of revellers we didn’t get home until about 3am the following morning, and we were all very tired – most notably Emily.  Even though the following day had motor bike rides through Sydney National Park (one of the most exhilarating experiences of my life), Emily was simply too tired and fell asleep … while still on the back of the motor bike!  Emily was indeed the most tired (and brave!) of us all.  Yet the action kept pumping as we arrived at Penrith White Water Rafting Olympic Facility.  Any hopes I had had about staying dry were quickly drowned – we all got drenched, and had an awesome time too!  Before long we were saying goodbye to our respective hosts and jet-setting to my hometown, the Gold Coast.

After a brief sojourn in the sky we were beginning our descent into the Gold (or should I say ‘Grey’) Coast. Unfortunately, the Gold Coast, and much of Queensland, had been battered by a series of cyclones and so our pristine beaches were almost non-existent, nursing injuries from massive waves. Thankfully Mother Nature decided to give the Gold Coast a reprieve and we were able to ride all the terribly frightening rides at Dreamworld and Wet’n’Wild to our heart’s content.  I will never forget the Giant Drop ride at Dreamworld where Josh, Hannah Emily and I were all virtually hyperventilating at the thought of plummeting about 200m to the ground!  At Wet’n’Wild, although perhaps less frightening than Dreamworld, Hannah and I waited nervously in line for over an hour for a ride where we yelled as loud as humanly possible due to sheer fright!  Overall the Gold Coast was a time where we got to know each other even more and proceeded to becoming even closer friends (amidst being thrilled and petrified at the themeparks, of course).

Beginning the 10th of January we arrived in Perth – my favourite city amongst all those to which we travelled.  After the official National Australia Bank welcome on the second day we roamed Kings Park while overlooking the city.  Here, there was a massive fountain and Chelsea – being a fun-loving kid at heart – relished in the idea of getting wet with the other kids.  The next day we went to Freemantle visiting famous Freeo’ Markets, the Maritime Museum (where we spent over an hour looking for the Duyfken which happened to be in a different museum!) and the spooky Freemantle Jail – our tour guide Terry took great joy in locking us in one of the solitary confinement cells for about 20 seconds; we enjoyed the experience a little less than he did. To top off the trip we set sail to Rottnest Island (an island that could easily be mistaken for being located in the Great Barrier Reef).  We rode around the island and swam at any beaches that took our fancy – we were doing it tough indeed, hehe. 

Taking a well-needed rest from major cities we headed to the charming town of Balaklava situated about 100 kilometres North of Adelaide.  Though Balaklava was our headquarters, we did travel to Adelaide a few time to do things such as: take a VIP tour of Parliament House SA, shop in Rundle Mall, see Miss Saigon at the Festival Theatre (it was absolutely brilliant may I add!), and ride the famous paddle boats in the river Torrens (where we had ample fun chasing each other!).  While in Balak’, as it came to be affectionately known, we took unique tours of an Automated Dairy, a Tomato Hydroponics facility, and a broad acre farm. Unfortunately, at the end of this part of the journey Grace and Chelsea had to leave us until we all reached Tasmania, and so our number was reduced to five.

Well over halfway through our tour now, Josh, Emily, Hannah, Lucy and I safely landed in our nation’s capital, Canberra. Here we certainly experienced more than we had planned!  Though we had a comparatively short stopover in Canberra, we definitely made the most of our time.  On the first day we went to Mount Ainsley (viewing Canberra from on high), the National Gallery (the home of the controversial ‘blue poles’ painting), the High Court of Australia (something of very special significance to Lucy and me, considering that we both have aspirations of taking silk and being appointed to the Bench in future) and put on another appearance at a Lions function where got to know the local Lions. The next day saw us all go to Questacon (Emily, Josh and I challenged each other to a power walking competition and proceeded to walk around the exhibits at warp speed, much to the amusement of ourselves and strangers, hehe), Old Parliament House where we entered the Prime Ministers Office, the Cabinet Room, and the old Senate and House of Representative Chambers (all now disused and on public display).  On day three, perhaps the most memorable day of the Tour, we took a VIP tour of Parliament House and The Australian War Memorial.  By sheer chance, as we were being guided through Parliament House we passed the Treasurer, Wayne Swan MP, and met the Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd MP, who kindly spent a few minutes talking to us about the merits of the Lions Competition and our respective future plans. It was certainly a day to remember!

After Canberra, we arrived in Josh’s hometown, Melbourne.  Much to my delight, as a tennis player myself, we got to go to the Australian Open and see the infamous match between Federer and Djokovic – Josh and Hannah were going for Djokovic and Lucy and I were barracking for Federer (. January 26th, Australia Day, saw us go to an Australia Day breakfast, St Kilda beach (which Josh and I had had a deal that I swim in; luckily for me it was not too cold after all!) and one of the funniest musicals I have seen: Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.  The next day we journeyed around the city of Melbourne; going to the Queen Victoria Market (and eating some of the most delicious doughnuts in Australia!), Bourke St, Chapel St, Collins St, and Lygon St, ending up at the newly built Eureka Tower. Here we survived ‘The Edge Experience’ where a group of people are jettisoned from the building in a clear glass box and then slowly drawn into the building again (I had to ask myself many times, ‘Why are we paying for this?’).  The last day saw us amuse ourselves with the many animals of the zoo. It appeared that Emily’s and my favourite was the Meerkat exhibit – they just seemed so funny scurrying around and playing with each other – although the lion’s enclosure is one not to miss either. 

Before long we were at our final destination: Tasmania. Here we were a full group again; Grace and Chelsea were with us for the final few days.  Although we pushed the idea of leaving each other out of minds, it was a recurrent nagging thought that in a matter of short days, the tour would come to an abrupt end.  We enjoyed our time in Grace’s hometown, Launceston, before making the final trek to Hobart.  Here is where we finally started to realise that the tour would come to a close.  Quite vividly I remember us all bidding each other farewell and thinking to myself how supremely privileged I had been to be taken to such magnificent places with such a truly extraordinary set of friends.  Indeed, without sounding too sentimental, it is the fond memories I have of the fellow contestants in the Lions Youth of the Year Quest that has made my experience genuinely worthwhile.  My utmost thanks go to the organisers of this exceptional Tour – unfortunately, there are simply too many people involved for me to name each of them individually, although I do believe Adrian Miles, and Bruce McLeod deserve special recognition.  I would also like to impart my many thanks to those generous individuals who I had the pleasure of staying with on the tour: Jim & Denise Gellett, Dallas Hayes, Peter & Kossie Chegwin, Carl & Beverly von Stein, Nick & Julie Anderson, Mr & Mrs McLaughlin, and Mr & Ms Hazel. To Lions members who may be reading this at the Lions MultiDistrict Convention 2008, feel proud to be in such an esteemed and well-meaning organisation, you all have my fullest admiration.  And, if perchance, a Youth of the Year Quest 2008 Contestant is reading: congratulations on reaching the National Final; I wish you the very best of luck for the competition (especially to the Queensland State Winner!); and have an awesome time on the National Tour, I’m sure you will.

