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At last, after seven months of anticipation, day one of the national tour arrived.  At midday, I boarded the plane. Destination: Sydney, the first leg of our five-week-long, seven-legged trip around Australia.  On the second day, the Youths of the Year lent a hand at our Sydney host club’s fundraising BBQ in the car park of the local Bunnings.  It was here that I honed my mass barbequing skills, which was a very satisfying experience.  The group was able to comprehend the enormity of the task of hosting the Youth of the Year (henceforth known as ‘the group’) thanks to the monstrous itinerary prepared by the Burwood Lions Club, and so we were only to happy to help.  Over the week, we went ten-pin bowling, played laser tag, had a lifelike experience of a U2 concert at IMAX, watched fireworks over Sydney Harbour, walked around the top of the Centrepoint Tower, risked our lives on the Wild Mouse rollercoaster at Luna Park, went shopping, ate ‘Pancakes on the Rocks’, spontaneously attended a Twenty20 cricket match and visited many of the fantastic attractions around the city.  It was an exhausting week, a result, in part, of late-night conversations, but it was a very well rounded experience of Australia’s largest and oldest city.
Our next port of call was the town of Narangba, near Caboolture, in Queensland.  After a night of recovery from the Sydney leg, we went up into the hinterland, where we swam under a waterfall and I fed a couple of leeches with my foot.  Then it was off to the beach for an evening meal of fish and chips.  Whilst we explored an urban environment in Sydney, the Queensland itinerary was quite a contrast.  We spent much of our time in the great outdoors.  Jason’s dad, Andrew, and Brian took the group four-wheel-driving on Forty Mile Beach.  Those Youths of the Year, myself included, with licenses even had a turn behind the wheel!  Two days were spent on the Gold Coast, with the Dreamworld theme park accounting for one of those days.  We spent our final day in Queensland exploring the city of Brisbane before returning home for a barbeque with the Lions of Narangba and one last night in the ‘sunshine state’.

It was a long flight from Brisbane to Perth, but thankfully there were movies to offset the boredom.  The Perth leg began with a barbeque lunch at a local school farm, where we met the Ballajura Lions.  The following day, we boarded the ferry to Rottnest Island, or ‘Rotto’ as the locals know it.  Whilst the temperature was getting close to 40°C back on the mainland, we were cycling around the island and swimming in the crystal clear waters of Georges Bay.  It was paradise one day then prison the next.  The day after our excursion to Rotto, we visited Fremantle Prison where we took the ‘tunnel tour’ through the old aqueducts deep under the compound.  The rest of the week consisted of a morning tea at the WA NAB headquarters, a walk around the city centre of Perth and a trip to Mandurah.  It was only in WA that ‘the group’ got two for the price of one, meeting a second Lions club in Mandurah on our final day.
We celebrated the halfway point of our trip, after two and a half weeks and three legs, with a flight from Adelaide to Port Augusta in a small 19-seater propeller-driven plane.  It was a momentous occasion, as Ed was finally starting to come to grips with his dislike of flying.  Little did we know, as we landed near the township of Port Augusta, that we had finally arrived at ‘the centre of the universe’.  ‘The group’, with the exception of Seb, was skeptical of the locals’ claim at first, but as the week progressed we began to see some justification for their argument.  For some of us, it was our first time in the desert, and the trips to the Arid Lands Botanical Gardens, the Wadlata Outback Centre and Wilpena Pound gave us a well-rounded experience of this new, dry environment.  We also visited the big power station, the Royal Flying Doctor Service base and the Pika Wiya Aboriginal Health Service centre.

The Spencer Gulf also featured prominently in the itinerary, and we had a session on a ski biscuit (towed behind a boat) and two cruises.  We spent one afternoon at a Lion’s shack on the foreshore, looking for crabs, mud-wrestling, driving golf balls and watching the cricket.
It took three flights to get from Port Augusta to Canberra, and we were only too glad to rest up for the evening.  The next morning, however, we began three days of intensive sightseeing in our nation’s capital.  Although we had been to many a gallery and museum over the past few weeks, I was left craving for more time at the Australian War Memorial.  Other places we visited were the High Court, the brand new National Portrait Gallery, both old and new Parliament Houses, Questacon and the museum.  We stretched our legs with a stint on the paddleboats on Lake Burley Griffin.  However, that was not our only encounter with the treacherous seas of the lake.  One evening, we had a dinner cruise on a large houseboat, but halfway through the night we had to return to shore as visibility was too poor and there were small waves forming on the water.  It was a lot of sightseeing in the ACT, but the vast majority of it was fantastic!

Our stay in Melbourne began with a ride on the new, but now broken, Melbourne Wheel at Docklands, and following that, a BBQ at my host family’s house.  The next day, we went to the Australian Open where we watched the world number one men’s doubles pair, the Bryan brothers, play under the hot sun.  It was at this stage that the temperature was starting to climb towards 40°C, something we hadn’t expected to happen in the second southernmost destination of the tour.  On Australia Day, we drove to Lorne on the Great Ocean Road and spent some time on the beach.  We stayed the night, and frolicked in the waves in the morning, before returning to the city in the afternoon.  The following day, we explored the city centre in sweltering heat.  The minibus turned into a sauna!  After a hot, restless night, we boarded the flight to Tasmania for the final section of the tour.
From Launceston Airport, we went straight to lunch, before exploring the Cataract Gorge later in the afternoon.  We rode the chairlift and swam across the basin.  Later that evening, my family hosted a BBQ, finally satisfying my tour-long craving for Tasmanian salmon.  We spent the next day touring the West Tamar, visiting a wildlife park to see some Tasmanian devils, the Beaconsfield Mine museum and a seahorse farm.  The next morning, we jumped in the cars and drove to Hobart, where we wandered around Salamanca Market and the centre of town.  That evening, we ate at the all-you-can-eat China Diner and went ten-pin bowling.  ‘The group’ stayed up exceptionally late having one last conversation, and in the morning, after very little sleep, we drove out to the airport.  It was a somewhat difficult goodbye, after having spent five weeks straight together, but we were all ready for a rest and time with family.
It was an incredible experience that could not have happened without the support of our hosts in each state (and territory).  I would’ve liked to have thanked everyone, but unfortunately I was only allowed a double-sided page.  However, I will single out my host families: the Millers in Sydney, the Pattys in Narangba, Jill and Buddy in Perth, Lloyd and Lorraine in Port Augusta, Gary and Jenny in Canberra, and Maureen and Len in Melbourne.  The hospitality everywhere I went was far beyond my expectations.  
I didn’t even get sick of barbeques, but that could’ve been due to the great conversations I had with Lions from all over Australia.  Whilst we did some fantastic sightseeing over the course of the five weeks, the tour was far more than that as we met dozens of dedicated service volunteers.  I’m sure ‘the group’ would agree that it gave us a greater understanding and appreciation of how organisations like Lions not only sell Christmas cakes and sausages, but also how they bring together and form a community.  
Whilst having one contestant from each state provides for a great itinerary, it means that at the end of tour, six best friends are sent back to various and separate corners of the country.  It is a cruel ending to such an amazing journey.  

In conclusion, I sincerely thank everyone who contributed to this experience.
