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At the national final I found myself thrown together with 5 other people. This may initially have been daunting but even with the few days of the national final it became clear that I was lucky enough to be with an incredible group of people and I couldn’t wait for the national tour to begin.

Our tour started in Matt’s home town of Newcastle in NSW. We arrived separately, and we were all together for the first time the next morning when we met up for lunch before we went surfing. This proved to be an interesting experience, providing many laughs for all of us. It was also where we discovered Dan’s fear of sharks (despite being the Queenslander). That night, New Year’s Eve, we went down to Lake Macquarie to see the fireworks, before heading back to my host family’s house where we stayed up talking, playing cards and learning guitar from Dan. Other highlights from Newcastle included sandboarding, a fairly terrifying tour of Maitland Gaol taken by an ex-prisoner, a fantastic cruise of Lake Macquarie and an intense soccer match between the YOTYs and the hosts.

After a delicious breakfast on our last morning in Newcastle we left for Hervey Bay in Queensland. We all had dinner that night at the house Mez (Merridy) and I were staying at. The evening culminated in a darts game between the Murray-Darling states (Mez, Matt and Richard) and the non-Murray-Darling states (Dan, Merredith and me).

The next day took us to what was, for me, one of the absolute highlights of the trip as we headed to Fraser Island. The scenery on the island was absolutely breathtaking, in particular Lake Mackenzie, but several interesting events also occured on Fraser Island. Merredith, Dan and I fought off endless hordes of soldier crabs and the boys scared all us girls witless at 2:30 in the morning with a terrifying ceremonial mask and a leaf blower. When we returned to Hervey Bay we were joined by Mel, who stayed with us for the rest of the trip. In Queensland we also visited a reptile park (where we all held a 12 foot python), a mango farm and the famous Noosa Beach.

Our next stop was Perth, which involved a 3 hour time difference and a 5 hour flight, both of which contributed to our exhaustion that night. I enjoyed the cooler climate, but Dan complained of the lack of humidity. On our first full day in WA we went to Mandurah, and had a cruise on the canals followed by lunch in a beautiful house on the water. The next day we had morning tea at the NAB building and visited the Lions Eye Institute, where we had the opportunity to see some of the incredible work the Lions support. Also in WA we visited Penguin Island and did the tunnels tour at the Freemantle Gaol.

At the end of our time in WA we left Merredith behind to start her year long exchange in Italy. Despite the fact that we’d only been together for around 2 weeks, it was a tearful farewell.

(PTO)

After Perth we headed to was SA, and we started our time there by meeting the City of Adelaide Lions at a bowls club. We continued our Murray-Darling vs others competition with an intense bowls match, with the non-Murray-Darling team (now made up of Dan, Mel and me) emerging victorious. The next day we toured the Barossa Valley, and ended up in Richard’s hometown of Roseworthy (where they filmed McLeod’s Daughters).

Another major highlight of SA was Victor Harbour. It was a little cold, even for me, but we had great fun camping out in tents. We didn’t get a whole lot of sleep, but we all learnt a bit more about each other. We spent the next afternoon at Greenhills Adventure Park, where we did go-karting, mini-golf and archery. On our last day we had lunch at the NAB building and then headed to Glenelg for the afternoon.

The next day we headed to the nation’s capital, where we saw a huge variety of different things. We enjoyed ourselves thoroughly at Questacon and were lucky enough to see the national art gallery while the Masterpieces from Paris exhibition was showing. Another major highlight of the tour was the dinner cruise we took on Lake Burley Griffin. We had the perfect evening for it and Dan and Mez spent the evening competing to take the best photo.

In Canberra we also enjoyed the national museum, the national film and sound archive and a private tour of parliament house. We also spent a morning at the Australian War Memorial, where I could easily have spent the whole day.

The next stop in our program was Tasmania, and I was eager to show off my home state. Port Arthur was one of my favourite stops; in particular the ghost tour we took at night. We all made it through (though it was a near thing for some of us) and were left with an interesting photograph taken by Richard which appears to show a ghostly figure (which none of us saw) following me and my mother out of a chapel in Port Arthur. Other beautiful locations in Tassie included Cradle Mountain, the Freycinet Peninsula, the Cataract Gorge and the Bay of Fires.

Our final stop was the Mornington Peninsula in Victoria. We started out our time in Victoria filming a promotional dvd for NAB. The Mornington Peninsula is truly a picturesue part of Australia, and we had a chance to see a large amount of it through Point Nepean, Sorrento, Rosebud and Dromana.

Some of the other highlights of the Peninsula included the Boneo Maze and Wetlands Centre, where we played giant chess and giant connect four, and the Sunny Ridge Strawberry Farm.

I will always remember this tour and the 6 other people I shared it with. I’d like to thank all the families who hosted me; the Langfords, Bruce and Marg, the Mountfords, Phil and Darlene, and Lynn and Harry. The experiences of this trip will stay with me for a lifetime, and I consider myself extremely lucky to have had this opportunity, and I’d like to thank all those who helped make it happen.
