
What	happens	when	two	charities	work	together:	Magic!	

Before	 I	 met	 Melinda	 Shelley	 I	 had	 heard	 plenty	 about	 her-	 a	 dynamo	 who,	 along	 with	

husband	 Jeff,	 had	 established	 the	 Lions	 charity	123Read2Me.	 From	giving	 away	 her	 son’s	

used	 books	 outside	 a	 Frankston	 Op	 shop	 to	 a	 nationwide	 distribution	 book	 network,	

publisher	and	public	speaker.	Their	organisation	collects	tens	of	 thousands	of	books	every	

year	from	children	who	have	plenty	and	re-gifts	them	to	those	children	with	very	little.		

So	 in	early	December	when	attending	a	zone	meeting	 in	my	role	as	Secretary	of	Vermont	

Lions	I	was	intrigued	when	I	discovered	that	Melinda	was	to	be	the	keynote	speaker.	When	

she	spoke	it	was	heartfelt,	passionate	and	open.	She	inspired	me.	And	later	when	we	spoke	I	

had	two	ideas	forming	that	I	wanted	to	run	past	her.		

Firstly,	she	might	be	able	to	help	source	children	for	Lions	clubs	that	struggle	to	find	children	

for	the	Lions	Sponsored	Camps	(LSC)	at	Licola	Wilderness	Village.	This	may	seem	strange	as	

you	would	 think	 that	 there	 are	 an	 endless	 supply	 of	 disadvantaged	 children	 (which	 there	

are),	 so	 why	 the	 problem	 sourcing	 children?	 The	 difficulty	 is	 developing	 trust	 networks.	

Clubs	need	to	find	an	advocate	in	whom	the	parents	will	trust.	For	example	our	club	sources	

most	 of	 our	 children	 from	 one	 school	 and	 the	 Vice-Principal	 is	 our	 advocate.	 She	 can	

explain,	cajole	and	identify	those	children	most	in	need.	However	for	those	clubs	that	don’t	

have	that	network	I	felt	Melinda	might	be	that	person-	she	has	developed	touch	points	with	

all	manner	of	children’s	support	groups.	

Secondly,	could	she	provide	books	to	the	children	for	the	January	camps?		

Well	on	the	first	question	it	is	still	a	work-in-action,	but	as	for	the	second,	the	answer	was	a	

resounding	YES.	



Actually	 it	 was	 not	 quite	 as	 smooth	 as	 that.	 Melinda’s	 eyes	 lit	 up	 as	 she	 answered	 my	

question;	she	was	cautious,	but	enthusiastic.	The	timeline	would	be	the	problem.	We	were	

already	in	the	second	week	of	December	and	collection	points	were	close	to	closing	up	for	

the	year.	She	said	to	leave	it	with	her.	I	subsequently	forgot	all	about	it	until	the	following	

Saturday	night	when	 I	 received	a	phone	call	 from	Melinda	and	past	District	Governor	Ann	

Eldridge	with	positive	news-	they	could	get	the	books!	We	made	plans	to	pick	them	up	and	

deliver	them	to	Licola	in	early	January.		

It	was	at	 this	point	 that	 I	 really	got	on	board.	 I	had	not	actually	spoken	to	my	wife	 (Kate)	

about	 this	project,	but	once	 I	had	got	off	 the	phone	 she	 turned	 to	me,	and	 just	blew	me	

away	with	 her	 praise	 of	 the	 idea.	 That	 she	 could	 really	 see	 the	 synergy	 of	 Licola,	 books,	

disadvantage	and	literacy.	That	just	one	book	could	change	a	child’s	 life,	that	if	they	could	

just	fall	in	love	with	one	book	at	the	right	age	who	knew	what	might	happen.	I	was	bubbling	

with	enthusiasm.	

Over	 the	next	 few	weeks	Melinda	got	 the	 ‘run-around’	 and	by	Christmas	 the	project	was	

looking	like	it	would	have	to	be	delayed	until	the	April	camp.	Then	in	early	January	Melinda	

rang	with	the	news	that	she	had	found	the	books,	and	not	the	400	that	I	needed	but	nearly	

1000!	And	what	a	range	of	books-	nonfiction	for	the	boys	who	like	the	‘facts’,	picture	books,	

Dr	Seuss,	Goosebumps,	Harry	Potter	and	so	on.	So	on	the	following	hot	Saturday	a	convoy	

of	family	supporters	drove	the	books	up	to	Licola	and	set	up	a	‘book	shop’	for	the	camps.	

And	this	is	what	happened.	

I	did	not	attend	the	first	week’s	camp	but	on	the	Friday	afternoon	following	its	completion	I	

got	 a	 phone	 call	 from	 Adam	 Wake	 (CEO	 of	 Licola	 Wilderness	 Village)	 exclaiming	 the	

overwhelming	 success	 of	 the	 program.	 That	 there	 had	 literally	 been	 a	 bun	 fight	 over	 the	



books.	 Later	 when	 speaking	 to	 some	 of	 the	 leaders	 who	 had	 attended	 this	 camp	 they	

mentioned	 that	 many	 of	 the	 children	 were	 newly	 arrived	 refugees,	 most	 with	 limited	

language	and	literacy	skills.	To	some	this	would	be	their	first	ever	book	to	own.	

At	the	start	of	the	second	camp	which	I	was	attending	I	spoke	to	the	group	leaders	about	

the	project,	and	it	was	decided	that	the	book	collection	would	become	part	of	an	activity.	

That	way	the	leaders	could	ensure	everyone	got	a	book,	keep	a	modicum	of	order	and	allow	

the	children	plenty	of	time	to	find	the	‘right’	book.		

That	day	I	spoke	to	all	the	children.	Firstly	about	the	concept	and	then	a	bit	more	personally.	

I	wanted	 to	 reach	 those	 kids	 that	would	 be	 less	 interested-	 they	were	 the	 real	 targets.	 I	

spoke	how	this	week	at	Licola	will	be	a	special	memory	as	they	grow	up.	That	you	will	go	

home	a	changed	person.	And	then	I	spoke	about	books,	and	how	I	can	pick	up	a	favourite	

book	I	had	read	years	ago	and	open	the	pages	and	I		can	instantly	remember	where	I	was,	

how	I	was	feeling,	what	I	was	doing,	even	the	music	I	was	listening	to.	So	when	they	chose	a	

book	from	this	camp	it	would	become	a	timepiece,	that	every	time	they	picked	this	book	up	

it	would	remind	them	of	Licola-	of	friendship,	acceptance,	challenges	and	….	fun.	

The	first	thing	I	did	was	break	my	own	rules.	Before	 lunch	on	the	second	day	I	opened	up	

the	book	shop	and	let	everyone	know	they	could	come	and	have	a	look.	Well	pandemonium	

ensured.	It	was	magical.	Children	everywhere.	Questions,	questions,	questions!	Do	you	have	

horse	books?	Magic	books?	A	particular	Goosebumps	book?	I	had	no	idea.		

As	the	week	went	by	the	kids	read	and	changed	their	books.	They	asked	if	they	could	take	a	

book	home	 to	 their	 sibling.	One	 leader,	 a	 retired	Principal,	 read	Roald	Dahl	 poems	 to	his	

children	before	bed.	My	daughter,	also	a	leader	on	the	camp,	said	that	she	had	one	boy	who	

refused	 to	 do	 the	 activities	 but	 was	 happy	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 group	 whilst	 sitting	 quietly	



reading.	All	the	leaders	spoke	of	children	reading	by	torch	light.	In	my	cabin	of	11	year	old	

boys	I	had	some	who	read	multiple	chapter	books	and	others	who	chose	picture	books-	the	

gulf	in	reading	standards	was	extraordinary.	Each	night	I	had	one	boy	who	struggled	to	sleep	

and	so	I	would	quietly	read	by	torch	light	his	chosen	Goosebumps	book.			

All	week	 I	 had	 children	 talking	 to	me	 about	 the	 books,	what	 they	 had	 chosen,	what	was	

funny,	can	they	get	another	book?	

Personally	 I	 feel	 privileged	 to	 be	 involved	with	 Licola,	 only	 yesterday	 I	 received	 an	 email	

from	 Bill	 Michalowski,	 President	 of	 Wangaratta	 Lions	 Club,	 in	 which	 he	 stated	 “It	 is	 an	

honour	and	pleasure	as	a	club	to	be	able	to	send	these	kids	to	camp.	Having	picked	them	up	

for	 the	 last	3	years	and	seen	the	change	and	positive	attitude	they	have	when	we	deliver	

them	home	is	priceless	and	worth	every	cent”.	

	Last	week	 I	 witnessed	 something	 special.	 Two	 Lions	 organisations	 got	 together	 and,	 just	

maybe,	 changed	 some	 children’s	 lives.	 Two	 charities	worked	 together	 and	 created	a	 little	

piece	of	magic!	

		


