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If society are to hear about the activities of youth in the media, it is, unjustly, most likely to be news of delinquency, truancy, crime or promiscuity. Youth can often feel as though no one believes in us; that the general public think that we have little to offer, and that left up to us, the world would move in a degenerative direction. 

It has in fact been said that ‘The children now love luxury; they have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for elders and love chatter in place of exercise...’ However, this was said by Socrates in the 5th century BC. Clearly the critique of youth is hardly a new phenomenon. Contrary to the view often perpetuated by media, it is youth, much like ourselves, that have, in each generation before ours, gone on to orchestrate the progression of the world towards betterment.

After competing in the Lions Youth of the Year Quest, I feel a profound sense of empowerment to do just that, which I owe greatly to Lions for two main reasons. Firstly; the Lions Clubs of Australia have always believed in us. They believe that the youth of Australia have something to contribute to our country and to the world and have encouraged and empowered us to make a difference. After meeting many fantastic young people during the quest and spending 35 days with 6 of the most amazing people I have ever come across, I now believe in myself and the ability of the Youth of Australia to engineer good in the world, in a way that I never had before. 

Secondly; I have been genuinely inspired by the endless capacity of Lions members to serve others, to open their hearts and homes to people and to act always with incredible generosity. In a world that can seem disarmingly unjust, one needs to look no further than the Lions organisation to find testament to the goodness in the hearts of people and proof that if one acts with conviction, and kindness, we can enrich the lives of others immeasurably. Put simply, the Lions Youth of the Year experience has changed my life.

It is also my intention to give an indication of what the National tour was like; however, it is a particularly tall order to adequately describe one of the most exciting, enriching and eye-opening experiences I’ve ever had in such a short space. In the interest of brevity, I have provided a ‘Tour Top Ten; a list of my most memorable National Tour experiences. Enjoy!

10. Chat with Bev and Alice - My greatest aspiration is to become a doctor and work in developing nations in the Medicines Sans Frontiers program. One of the places I am most drawn to is Africa, and in Canberra, I had the opportunity to talk to a couple originally from Zimbabwe and learn about their country, the entire continent of Africa, the way of life of the enigmatic African people and the issues they face. As a consequence of this, I have never felt as excited as I do now to pursue my dream.

9. Freo, heave ho! - Our Day at Fremantle could not have been more eventful. After being given a grand tour of the place by Dirk, a Great White Shark attack survivor, we went on a tunnel tour of the Fremantle jail, in which Melissa and I unwittingly pulled along the entire back half of the fleet while canoeing, and capped off the day with dinner watching the sun set over the water – an absolutely captivating sight – and a very emotional goodbye to Merredith, who was, sadly, leaving us to go to Italy.

8. Mt. Amos - After ditching the ‘recreational walkers’, Emma, her father Ken and I embarked upon a journey up Mount Amos which gave us a breathtaking vista of Wineglass Bay. Our descent could only be described as wild, as we trudged through dense vegetation, climbed up and around fissures and crevasses and scaled rock walls. 

(PTO)

7. Twilight cruise - We were lucky enough in Canberra to have our ‘meet and greet’ dinner with the Belconnen Lion Club on a cruise ship on Lake Burleigh Griffin. We got the chance to practise our amateur photography skills as the setting sun glistened off the water onto the backdrop of Canberra’s most famous attractions, and met some Lions members that we will never forget; certainly a common theme of the tour.

6. Sand Boarding - In amongst the sand dunes near Newcastle, our Youth of the year group could be seen flying down a most colossal specimen on waxed up boards at dizzying speed, often spilling spectacularly, as Matt and I did when we made the rather misguided decision to go down in tandem.

5. Tour of Mornington Peninsula - On our last full day on the tour, we were shown the ins and outs of the Mornington Peninsula, from the cliff-surrounded beaches at the base of Australia to a strawberry farm, where we were given possibly the most incredible afternoon tea of our lives. The day was made most special by the bond the six YOTYs now shared; connected so absolutely after a life-changing tour.

4. The Love Shack - When Matt and I stayed a night near St. Helens in Tasmania on the eve of Australia Day, we were lucky enough to be taken out to ‘the love shack’; a hut on a property our hosts owned just a short distance away. We arrived upon the scene; the sun had just set over a beautiful sapphire sky, the stars sparkled brightly as the moon glistened off the river that wound around the mountains surrounding the hut. An adorable kangaroo hopped into our headlights and met our gaze with a look that seemed to say; ‘Happy Australia Day Boys’. At this time, our host pulled out a twelve gauge shot-gun and fired. Apparently this was a trip to shoot pesky roos and bring them home for the dogs. Matt and I missed the memo. Bye Bye Skippy.

3. Port Arthur - My experience at Port Arthur was far eerier than I had dared believe it would be. During our night time ghost tour, I was bestowed the dubious honour of lantern bearer at the tail of the group. Funny how everything has a way of looking like the ghost you just heard the tour guide describe. Even more alarming were the pictures we saw later on Richard’s camera of a bizarre hazy-white shape following Emma and her mother Jenny out of the church, and the five photos Emma took which were mysteriously blacked out on the camera the day after she took them. 

2. The Tent - In picturesque Victor Harbour in South Australia, our YOTY group became much closer. As the late hours of the night drifted into the early hours of the morning, we talked to one another in a tent we erected in a backyard, sharing our aspirations, fears, failings and triumphs, feeling vulnerable but emancipated. It was such a simple, yet deeply uniting experience.

1. Fraser Island - After a day visiting the gorgeous Eli Creek, investigating the Maheno wreck, walking in the famed Fraser Island Rainforest, fishing off the pier and fighting off legions of soldier crabs to find my thongs, at 2:30am on the morning of our day trip to the pristine freshwater Lake Mackenzie, Richard and I woke and met in the hallway of our host Lion’s guest house. Richard donned a black jacket, jeans, a terrifying islander mask with massive, jagged teeth and a tongue down to his navel, and picked up a leaf blower. As Matt filmed the scene, I opened the door to the room our female counterparts were sleeping in and Richard burst in, revving the leaf blower, and let out a tremendous guttural roar. Merredith would later testify that she remembers nothing of what happened, which we have attributed to Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome. Richard, however, informed us that she screamed and hid under the covers, while Merridy let out a freakishly loud yet indescribable noise, and above the cacophony, Emma’s chastising tones could be heard, yet she assures us that she did not scream. Funniest home videos here we come!

As I hope to have demonstrated to you, in some small way, the Lions Youth of the Year experience has been one of the most phenomenal of my life. I cannot thank Lions enough for all they have done, and cannot recommend the quest highly enough to anyone who may be considering entering it. No matter what stage of the Quest you reach, the opportunity it provides is once in a life time.

