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Thanks Greg [Ross] for the introduction. I’m delighted to be here.

Thirty-eight years ago I was a sixteen year old school girl (I’ll leave you to do the maths) growing up in Wangaratta in north western Victoria. Riding my bike to school with my mates, playing hockey and tennis at the weekends, singing in the school musical. 
It was 1970 and four years earlier my parents, my sister and I had moved to Wangaratta from the small town of Cohuna.
For a country kid, moving to Wangaratta was a big deal. We were moving to the big smoke. 
Country Australia was all I had ever known. 
It was the extent of my horizons. Comfortable, close-knit and conservative – and, as luck would have it, home to a thriving Rotary Club. 
Today of course, Rotary exchange students go all over the world.
Back then though there wasn’t as much choice and so in cheerful ignorance I opted for Japan. I remember ruling out America thinking it would be too much like Australia and what a challenge it would be to learn another language.

I was right about that. It certainly was a challenge…but it was also the one of the most life-changing experiences of my life. Transplanted from my family, my home town and all I knew, into a culture so different from anything I had known. I don’t know if sociologists had come up with the term culture shock back then but I can tell you that’s exactly what it was. 

Strange and lonely at first but an experience that changed the way I thought about myself and the rest of the world. It opened my eyes and expanded my horizons. And it convinced me forever of the power of friendship and familiarity to overcome prejudice and intolerance.

Remember too, back in Australia in the late sixties, the war experiences of Australian men and women were burnt into the national conscience. 
Like me, many young Australians had uncles, family friends, neighbours who had fought in the war and had come home shaped by that experience. They had a view of Japanese people born of the horror of war. It was also just after the white Australian policy had formally ended. So picture the world I was leaving.  
In my new home in Yanagawa on the southern island of Kyushu my new parents, my new brothers and sisters spoke a little English.
There was a teacher at school who did speak English … but let’s face it, there’s a limit to how much and how often you can confide in a teacher when you are 16 years old.  

I was on my own. There was no email, no mobile phones, no internet. I can’t remember making a single phone call home. 
In those days a long distance phone call was either a terrible emergency or a terrible extravagance. But I wrote a lot of letters home and I waited eagerly to get the letters back from Wangaratta.

I was lonely but never alone. I was absorbed into everything that happened in the life of my Japanese family, the school and the local community.

To this day one of the more unusual legacies of my time in Japan is my ability to faultlessly sing every line from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. 
For some unfathomable reason it was piped through the loudspeaker system at the local school every Saturday when we spent the morning cleaning our classrooms.

I still wonder just what my Japanese friends made of this.

I’d like to spend a few minutes talking about my Japanese family, my mother, my father and my six brothers and sisters. 

My Japanese mother, Okachama, my other father, Otochama, wise and welcoming, one of my sisters Masako who came on exchange to Sydney.
To this day I remember the first breakfast on the floor in a kimono eating miso soup with a raw egg.  
To this day, the Tachibana family at Ohama in Yanagawa are still my second family, still in my heart.  We still write to one another and visit. 
A few years ago I took my family including my youngest son who was 12 at the time to visit my Japanese family. 
One of my fondest memories is still reflected in a photograph from that trip – my son at the local school with all his new Japanese buddies, grinning and their arms thrown around him after a game of tennis together. No shared language, but friends. 
For me this simple photograph says it all. A small Australian boy embraced by a lot of small Japanese boys.
Some years later, I would say a difficult goodbye to both of my sons, when they each became exchange students and spent a year overseas - one to the Dominican Republic and the other to Italy.  
They had both been bitten by the exchange program bug when we had 2 exchange students living with us at different times – one from Hungary, the other from Germany. 

We also took in another student from Argentina who lived with us for three years. 
My Japanese experience remains one of the most defining periods in my life. And I know I’m not alone in this. Over the years thousands of young Australians have had similar experiences through your wonderful work.

My Rotary exchange made me curious about the world, accepting of difference and diversity and convinced that if we meet and know and understand one another there can be no room for intolerance.
It also made me chubbier – when I got back at Wangaratta I was immediately given a new nickname – Rice Bowl. 

I like to think I took this in good spirits.
It was also the catalyst for my decision to live at International House when I started at Melbourne University. 
My Rotary experience made me an internationalist.  I was determined to keep building international friendships and, as with my Japanese friends and family, these friendships continue, especially with the families of the students who have lived with us. 
They bring me great joy.

Unfortunately though over the years my Japanese has become rusty. 

But I can get by and some years ago I was able to greet the Japanese Prime Minister in his own language, when he came to Australia. 
His beaming smile said it all - these are the things that truly break down the barriers.

Breaking down the barriers – building acceptance and understanding.

For me this will always be the legacy of my Rotary experience.

Thank you 
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