YOUTH OF THE YEAR

National Tour of the 2008-2009 State winners

Merridy Leonard
V Districts
Youth of the Year was an amazing and life changing experience. At the start of the tour I was daunted by the idea of spending 35 days staying in the homes of people I didn’t know accompanied by 6 people I had only previously met for a few days. However by the end of the trip, I was tearing up at Melbourne airport, not wanting to finish the exciting adventure. Looking back, it seems surreal to imagine the incredible experiences that we shared and the generous hospitality of numerous Lions around the country. I enjoyed each state for different features and each possessed a natural beauty.

Newcastle was the starting point and despite the downpour of rain, we had heaps of fun learning to surf, touring Maitland Gaol, Lake Macquarie and sand boarding down Stockton Beach.

Queensland was next and where I was able to experience Australia’s natural beauty on Fraser Island, despite the pranks the boys played on us. Childers and Noosa were also interesting places and great for shopping!

Perth was a highlight for me, as I was not expecting such an amazing place. I particularly liked the Swan River, Mandurah and Rockingham, although my favourite places were Fremantle and Kings Park (especially at night). 

Next was S.A, which I liked as it seemed quite similar to home. I really enjoyed our experiences at Hahndorf, Glenelg, Victor Harbor and touring the Barossa, especially when we got to see the fantastic work that is done at the Lions Hearing Dog Centre. 

Canberra followed S.A and the effort and time put in by the Belconnen Lions for us was much appreciated, especially because none of us were representing their club. They made our time in Canberra spectacular and took us to many exciting places. I loved Lake Burley Griffin, especially the view of it from the Telstra Tower.

As Tasmania dawned, I realised the unbelievable experience I was having was sadly coming closer to ending. Tasmania was so lovely, especially the Gorge in Launceston, St Helens and Mt Wellington. A highlight for me was the day we spent at Port Arthur. 

The last stop was my home state, Victoria, which I was very proud to represent. It was an awesome experience to be able to show the others around the place that I love so much.
I would like to thank all the Lions that supported, cared for and opened their homes to us as we travelled around the country. They were all truly beautiful people who I will always hold a place for in my heart and exemplified what the Lions spirit is. Also a special thankyou to the families of each state winner who shared our journey with us. A particular thankyou to my sponsoring Lions club, McCrae and District Lions, who have been incredible to me since I began my YOTY journey. 

This was an opportunity that changed my life and I will be forever grateful for that. Lastly, to the six beautiful people that became my friends, you are all amazing and I admire each and every one of you for your own special qualities. I can’t wait to hear how you have all conquered new and exciting things at our reunion in 2011.
