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When I won the state final, I must admit that initially I was a little hesitant about the prospect of national tour. However, after the national final, I become much more enthusiastic about the prospect of the tour. The tour started off for me from Adelaide airport, the plane I was on bound for Sydney somewhat coincidentally called Port Augusta (my hometown). 

It was great to see the others again, and so a jolly little reunion was had at Sydney airport. My hair hadn’t been cut since the national final, so more than one person was a little surprised with my appearance! The Burwood Lions Club kept us very busy for the first two mornings of our stay with barbeques at Bunning’s Warehouse. Although we grumbled about it a bit, due mainly to the early starts it entailed, it was a great group bonding experience. This experience was worse for Jason, who had to be up very early in the morning to pick up supplies with the local president! Sydney was very busy, and we travelled all over the city, visiting such famed locations as Bondi Beach, Taronga Zoo and the Harbour Bridge. 
Jason, the Queensland winner, came from a suburb in North Brisbane. All of the four boys stayed at his house, which was another great chance for us to get to know each other better. We spent a day at the Gold Coast, visiting Dream World. Now, I’m not really a “rides” person, and I honestly was feeling a little off colour on the day anyway, so although I loved the rides such as the Tower of Terror and the Claw, I drew the line at the Giant Drop. Watching the others plummeting down the side of the enormous tower, I had no regrets about my decision in the slightest. If I want to experience zero gravity, I’ll become an astronaut! 

The other big highlight of Queensland was 4WDing along the beach, and then along lonely bush tracks. It was something I’ve never experienced before, and Jason’s dad, Andrew, kept us entertained with tales from his days in a jazz band. 
From Brisbane we flew on to Perth. With the obvious exception of Ditza, none of us had ever been to WA before, so it was a bit of an adventure. On the afternoon of our arrival, we visited a school farm and walked around looking at the livestock. Without doubt, the high point of Perth was our visit to Rottnest Island. We spent a lazy day cycling around the island on rented bicycles in perfect sunny weather – not a cloud in the sky. After working up a sweat riding up to the lighthouse, we went down to the bay and cooled ourselves with a swim in the ocean.
We also took a day trip south to Mandurah. The house we spent the day in was stunning, and we went out on the canals on a motor boat.  
Coming to Port Augusta was a great opportunity to show my town to the other national finalists. We flew directly to Port Augusta from Adelaide in a small twin-propeller plane. Although this method of transport provided fantastic views of the Flinders Ranges, Edward had a slight fear of flying and so the prospect was a little intimidating for him. 
The setting seemed to definitely impress the other finalists: the gulf, the hills and the red earth were a combination to which they had not been exposed before. The uniqueness of the outback was somewhat of a focus of the activities organised by my host club. We visited the Wadlata Outback Centre, Arid Lands Botanic Gardens and Wilpena Pound, as well as a day at the shacks. Edward and Danielle decided to partake in a bit of mud wrestling in the thick black mud along the gulf. While they enjoyed themselves immensely, the locals were worried they might step on a razor fish! 
We finished off our time in Port Augusta with a tour of the coal-fired power station (which supplies 40% of SA’s power). 

Next stop was Canberra, via Melbourne. This was the first time I’d been to the nation’s capital, and I was looking forward to using the chance to learn a little more about the running of Australia, as well as visiting some of the museums and galleries. The host club in Canberra was extremely generous by taking us in, as there wasn’t a winner from Canberra. 
Canberra had a great impression on me, as I was struck by the beauty and efficiency of its layout, and its location nestled in the hills. The New Parliament House would have to be one of the most awe-inspiring buildings I have ever seen.
We also visited the National Portrait Gallery, Old Parliament House, the National Museum and the War Memorial. 
The War Memorial was both haunting and amazing. There was a wealth of information about the history of the Australian military and all the wars in which our soldiers have fought, and it made me really think about both the sacrifices and the horrors of war. 
The best experience of Canberra however would have to have been the dinner we had on the lake. While the boat was out, a huge storm came in from the hills. Although it was still early evening, the sky was pitch black and the rain was almost horizontal due to the strong winds. It was beautiful to watch the lightning silhouetting the hills
Leaving Canberra, we came to Melbourne. We had the luck to be in Melbourne during what was probably their hottest week for years. Even coming from a place like Port Augusta, which often has days of 40°+, I found the heat oppressive. 
We were in Melbourne while the Australian Open was being played, so the city was very busy. 
The President of the Melbourne City Lions Club was a young lawyer named Ben, and he and his wife Angie rented a mini bus and were our transport for the week. They also had their little baby boy with them, and he was a constant source of entertainment for the group. The other advantage of being driven around like this is that Ben and Angie knew the sort of places that young people would like and told us jokes and kept us amused. 
On the eve of Australia Day, we went down to Lorne on the Great Ocean Road and stayed the night in a motel. It was a nice chance to relax and ‘touch base’. We rented some body boards, but none of stayed in the water for long – it was far too cold. As the Australian Open was on, we elected to spend a day at the tennis.
The last state we visited was Tasmania. Michael was from Launceston. Unfortunately we were running out of time towards the end of the tour, and so only had a day in Launceston and a day in Hobart. We spent the afternoon at Cataract Gorge. Although the water was cold, it was a hot day and we all happily changed and jumped in for a swim. After drying off, we took the chairlift across the gorge; the views were amazing! 

Once again, all four boys were sleeping in the same house, this time with Michael’s family. We stayed up late, relishing our penultimate night in the company of our surrogate brothers. 
The next morning, we drove down to Hobart and headed for the Salamanca markets. It began raining during the late afternoon, and so we went back to the motel. We spent that evening talking to the members of Michael’s Lions Club who had come down to Hobart with us. When it came time for bed, all six of us went into the one room and sat around most of the night talking about the tour and discussing the experiences we had shared over the 5 weeks we had spent together. 

The next morning it was off early to the airport to catch our planes home. I shared the leg of my flight to Melbourne with Danielle and Ditza, so I farewelled the boys in Hobart. Having spent over a month with these five people, it was very emotional to say goodbye. 
Although I knew I would miss the companionship of the other state winners, I also was a little homesick, and was certainly glad to be back in South Australia! I wasn’t home until about 9pm on Sunday night though, and it was back to school the next day...

