YOUTH OF THE YEAR

National Tour of the 2008-2009 State winners
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On the 30th of December 2009, five very different people met up in Newcastle to begin the YOTY tour of Australia. It had been many months since we met at the Nationals in April, and the feeling amongst the group was one of trepidation and nervousness. However, from New Years’ Eve, it was obvious that that this would be the trip of a lifetime – and what better way to begin than with a BBQ, fireworks, swimming and AC/DC’s greatest hits, courtesy of the Lions of Lake Macquarie North. The feelings of homesickness, tiredness and anxiety about spending 35 days around almost complete strangers were dispelled thanks to the efforts of the Lions, who with the gregarious and quick-witted Matthew McLean took great pride in showing off the best of Newcastle, from surfing lessons to 4WD cruising up Stockton Beach. Touring the old Newcastle gaol was an great and many laughs were had as the tour guide, a tattooed, burly ex-con, enjoyed teasing and bantering with Daniel and Matthew. 

From Newcastle, the “Yotties” travelled to sunny Queensland, where instead, we were greeted by unusual rain and cold conditions. But the Lions Club of Fraser, together with Daniel Charles and his very accommodating family (and his mum who’s a brilliant cook) more than made up for the less-than-pleasant weather – driving through Fraser Island’s beautiful rainforest tracks and on the pristine beaches was unforgettable, as was Pete Mackay (our host)’s incredible two-storey house. Fraser Island will also be famous in YOTY history for the birth of Rex Hunt jokes (as an alternative to Chuck Norris), and for also being the place where the legendary ‘Man Challenge’ really kicked off with the infamous ‘Leafblower Incident’ (ask Emma). Upon our return to the mainland, our five became six when Melissa Hadassin joined the group. So as we continued to get used to each other’s company, the Lions of Hervey Bay took us to Mango farms, reptile parks (complete with 10 foot crocodiles!) and on a day trip to the dazzling Noosa Heads. We boarded the plane for Perth, feeling like we had been travelling forever, and that we had known each other for lifetimes.

After a verrrrry long flight to Perth, tiredness was starting to set in. But once we landed we were immediately greeted by the Lions of Claremont-Nedlands. We learnt a great deal about the work done at the Lions Eye Institute, and had our own eyes examined and photographed. We were appreciative of the morning tea put on by the NAB bank in Perth, and we were fascinated by the tour through historic Fremantle – from the old fort / prison to the tunnel tours some 30 metres below ground where the ability to stoop was essential and the sweat flowed thicker than the cold, oil tainted water that we rowed boats through. Penguin Island was hit with the group, and the girls especially enjoyed the opportunity for a bit of sun-bathing. Although Perth was fascinating, we were saddened as our time with the delightful Merredith Cully was quickly running out. After an emotional dinner followed by speeches during our last night in Perth, we all retired to our respective abodes, upset that Merredith was to be leaving the next morning but glad that we had spent so many good times with her. 

From Perth the YOTY it was off to Adelaide, which made me nervous as SA had been somewhat ridiculed by the rest of the group for being behind the times. My fears were unfounded – we were lucky to miss the horrid January heatwave, which made the trip through the Barossa (especially to Melba’s chocolate factory) very enjoyable. The City of Adelaide Lions Club greeted the group with a well-prepared afternoon tea followed by a few intense games of bowls. During our time in SA, we saw the pandas at the zoo, sampled some quality frog cakes, camped at Victor Harbour, visited historic Hahndorf and the Hearing Dog facility and travelled up and down the Murray River, guided by Ray Najar from the City of Adelaide club.

Far from being bored, the “Yotties” seemed to quite enjoy visiting the famous ‘Whispering Wall’ near Gawler, as well as having dinner in the Gungellan pub, which would be well known by all McLeod’s Daughters fans. Everywhere else the group had visited was dominated by either the city or the beach, but the trip through SA showed the very best the state had to offer, from the hustle and bustle of Rundle Mall, to the peacefulness of the river at Goolwa, to the sparse country and vineyards of the Barossa, and of course the pristine beach at Glenelg – there was something for everybody in SA. Added to the sightseeing were endless BBQs and fish-and-chip meals, a very rough basketball game, and of course the famous man challenges that ranged from ‘ghosting’ to prank calls. SA had proved to be a hit, and relationships that the group members shared were continually growing stronger. 

The trip seemed to be whizzing by as we touched down in Canberra. The Lions Club of Belconnen took us to some of Australia’s best known sites; including the Australian War Memorial, Parliament House, and enjoying the view from Telstra Tower at night time. Many would know Canberra only for these public places, but the group was treated to other things such as a lovely dinner cruise along Lake Burley-Griffen and a visit to the Van Gogh exhibition at the National Art Gallery. By now the group felt that we were not friends so much as brothers and sisters. Merredith’s absence was still felt, and we knew she would have enjoyed our time spent in the National Museum or Questacon as much as we did.
From Canberra the YOTY clan flew to the Apple Isle, better known as Australia’s smallest state, Tasmania. As Tasmania is smaller than the other states, the City of Launceston Lions Club, as well as Emma Davey and her highly committed family made sure we saw as much of Tasmania as possible. In Tasmania, it’s fair to say, everyone found a piece of their home in Tasmania – the rolling hills, vineyards, bustling urban areas and picturesque country towns. Shopping at the Salamanca markets, eating local apricots whilst cruising up and down Launceston as well as the exhilarating experience of climbing Mt. Wellington was unforgettable, as well as adventuring up Cradle Mountain and spending Australia Day with Emma’s friends and family which were experiences we all enjoyed thoroughly. Emma’s mum proved to be quite the good sport whilst putting up with constant listening to AC/DC’s finest, as well as frequent bus ride sing-a-longs. It had got to the stage that as a group we could not image not being on the trip, and that our time in Newcastle now seemed like a distant memory. We were all sad to leave Tasmania, but as tired as everyone seemed we were looking forward to Victoria and the last leg of the trip.

As a proud South Aussie, spending five days in “enemy” territory promised to be more difficult than spending a day with the Collingwood cheer squad. But surprisingly, Victoria proved to be very similar to SA. Our first day was an official one, with the group participating in a recording session for the new YOTY promotional DVD. We were then treated to four days of sightseeing on the Mornington Peninsula, courtesy of Merridy Leonard and the McCrae & District Lions Club. From historic Point Nepean and its honeycomb forts to the legendary Hot Springs, The Mornington Peninsula had plenty to offer. Catching the ferry to Portsea and back, fish and chips on the beach and exploring Lion Rob Wrights’ a-maze-ing conservation and fun park were very memorable experiences indeed. The Water Park on the Bellarine Peninsula was a favourite with everyone, and the day slipped by in a haze of archery, water slides and mini golf. The trip was ending, and there were some tears shed at the last official function in Dromana, followed by more tears at the airport.

In the past 12 months I have met some amazing people, seen some amazing places and had some amazing experiences. Before the competition I knew nothing about the Lions, but now I’ve talked with Lions clubs around Australia, I know have a better appreciation for the works that these fine people do.

Being selected as the Youth of the Year for my state was initially an intimidating title to take on, but I am glad that I was fortunate enough to experience life as a Lion, if only for a short time. The last 12 months has not only made me more determined to make a difference in my own life and community, but I now also see it as platform to build the next stage of my life around, and the challenge is now there for me to push onwards, to aim higher and to achieve. And this is all thanks to my experiences as a Lions Youth of the Year.
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