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‘Cambodia: The Experience of a Lifetime’  

By Hannah Woerle 

Three weeks ago, I would never have imagined that it would take only two weeks to change my 

outlook on life, my plans for my future and my view of the world. 

Think of the most rewarding thing you could ever do and then imagine doing that for two weeks. 

This is what I just spent my last few weeks doing. Through Rotary International in Kerang, Victoria, 

the Victoria Police, and numerous other groups, a trip was organised for a group of year 12 

graduates from four different schools from the NT and Victoria. The trip is the third one made by 

Kerang Rotary and it involves students from the NT Open Education Centre in Darwin, Tennant Creek 

High School, Cohuna Secondary College in Victoria and Kerang Technical High School in Victoria 

travelling from Australia to Cambodia for two weeks of humanitarian aid as an alternative to 

Schoolies. In all, there were 31 members of the group including 5 teachers and a police officer from 

Victoria Police. 

Where I can, I have always wanted to help those less fortunate than myself and the trip to Cambodia 

provided that in a perfect set of circumstances. I spent two weeks around students all my own age 

while we helped at orphanages, universities and villages in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap in Cambodia. 

We spent two days building houses for widowed women and their children at a floating village on a 

lake in Siem Reap through a few volunteer organisations. This was so rewarding; to have spent all 

day cutting bamboo with machetes, thatching reed walls, sawing wood and literally constructing a 

house around us with the help of local builders. At the end of the day, tired, bruised and scratched 

we actually met the family who would move into the house we built and we realised that they were 

the people who sat in another building beside us all day, watching us build their new home. We had 

waved to them all day not knowing who they were and being able to present them with pillows, 

blankets and mats for their new house was amazing. They were so thankful for what took us only 

two days to construct. If that’s what can be done in two days with a group of less than 15 people, 

imagine what could be done with more. 

Having done this, we spent the next day digging holes for trees in the baked earth of a 

disadvantaged orphanage not far out of Siem Reap. We dug holes and planted coconut, banana and 

citrus trees and made garden beds for vegetables. This project means that the orphans who 

previously ate only rice gruel will soon be eating fresh fruit and vegetables and have shade in an 

otherwise bare and sunny orphanage. Not only did we do this but we had the orphans helping us. 

These children who had been hurt so much in life could run up to us smiling and laughing and want 

to do nothing more than talk to us in English and help us. I know more than just a few of us had tears 

in our eyes as we left that day. 

Much of the rest of the trip was spent between orphanage visits, the Australian Embassy, the public 

University in Phnom Penh and trips to famous temples like Angkor Wat. We were sent in groups of 

2-3 to the local markets to purchase items like toothpaste and combs in the hundreds for care 

packages we put together and delivered to a government-funded orphanage. We met the Australian 

Ambassador for Cambodia and other high profile Australians and questioned them about the Khmer 

Rouge regime, Cambodian politics and the civil war in Cambodia and how the Khmer people are 

recovering from it. We visited the killing fields in Phnom Penh and saw the mass graves, the skulls 
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and the bones protruding from the paths we walked on, remembering the Khmer Rouge and 

Cambodia’s years of upheaval. 

We spoke to University students learning English and talked to them about Australia and Cambodia 

and the differences and similarities between our countries, our desires and our dreams. Cambodia 

and its people are resilient, smart and altogether inspiring in their ability to recover from their 

terrible past. 

The combination of Victorian students with Northern Territorian students meant that while 

Australian and Cambodian culture differences were noticed and links between countries were made, 

links between states were also achieved. Where we may never have met the other participating 

students from Victoria or the NT, we now have strong bonds and friends. 

In all, my trip to Cambodia was the most rewarding, challenging, life-altering and amazing event of 

my life and I know it has changed my plans for my future and how I help the world. I’ve made life-

long friends, opened up career paths, helped to change numerous lives for the better and learnt so 

much about myself. If I could share the feeling I got out of completing this trip, the feeling of 

fulfilment and being an important part of the world, I would share it with every person I could. 

I would like to thank the Northern Territory Isolated Children’s Parents Association (NTICPA) for 

supporting me on this trip with a ‘Bridging the Gap’ grant, making the cost of the trip much more 

affordable. Thanks also to Mr David Armstrong, my NTSDE Teacher who helped organise the trip, 

along with staff from Tennant Creek High School, Cohuna Secondary College and Kerang Technical 

High School. None of this would have happened without the support and sponsorship from Rotary 

International in Kerang, and also the Victoria Police. My life has been changed for the better by this 

trip and as it continues on in the years to come, I hope other students might get the same rewards, 

friends, memories, communication links and feelings of fulfilment that I did. 

Below: With three orphans where we helped build veggie gardens. 
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Below: Myself and Ellie McConnell, from Victoria with three orphans from the Green Gecko Project Orphanage 

 

 


