
 
 

 

Karly Hilgers arrived in Grande Prairie on March 16 to the waiting arms of her parents, Kevin 
Hilgers and Janice McNeice. The 17-year-old Rotary Youth Exchange student had been on a 
whirlwind ride to get out of Japan as a crisis at an earthquake-stricken nuclear plant deepens. 

Welcome home, Karly! 
By REMO ZACCAGNA, Herald-Tribune staff 

For Karly Hilgers, there's no place like home. 

But unlike Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, Hilgers, 17, didn't have the luxury of magical ruby 
slippers to get her back to her friends and family in Grande Prairie. 

Until two days ago, Hilgers was in Japan as a Rotary Youth Exchange student in Koriyama, 80 
kilometres from the earthquake-stricken Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant that is 
perilously close to a meltdown, potentially endangering the lives of hundreds of thousands of 
people. 

But on Wednesday night, she stepped through the doors at the Grande Prairie Regional Airport 
and into the waiting arms of her parents, Kevin Hilgers and Janice McNeice. 

"I'm exhausted, but it's really good to see all of my family, my friends," the teen said as friends, 
family, and Rotarians showered her with flowers, homemade posters, hugs and kisses. 

"Of course it's not hard to be thinking about the tragedy that's still happening over there. I 
definitely have mixed feelings.  

"I'm still kind of in Japan mode. I can't believe that I'm in Canada, seeing all my friends. I 
imagined this happening four months down the road, but it's all happening now." 



Among the two dozen people on hand to greet her were several of her Peace Wapiti Academy 
classmates. 

"When she left eight months ago, I promised her that I'd be here when she got back," said Daniel 
Fonkalsrud. "It is a little early, but that's why I'm here." 

"I grew up with her, we've been classmates since Grade 1 or 2, so I wanted to welcome her back 
because I can imagine that what she went through was hard," said Riley Diederich 

Indeed, as Karly recounts, the journey out of Koriyama was hard and fraught with uncertainty. 

Before Friday's 9.0-magnitude earthquake and devastating tsunami that washed away entire 
towns and villages, Karly was happily living with her host family, soaking in every ounce of 
Japanese culture and life, which she loved. 

But as the crisis at the Fukushima nuclear plant deepened, with three of its six reactors in various 
states of disarray, Rotary International made the decision to pull her and another district 
exchange student, from Athabasca, out of Japan.  

After much deliberation and "begging," as Kevin Hilgers called it, a plan was hatched to drive 
Karly and two other exchange students, a Dane and an American, to Tokyo where they would 
board their flights home.  

The trio and Karly's host father hit the road early Tuesday morning. 

The original plan to take the train was scuttled due to concerns that they were still not operable. 

So on to Tokyo it was, and while the drive there would normally take 3 1/2 hours, Karly's host 
father was forced to take back roads because the main highways were closed and gas was 
rationed, although he was able to call on connections to obtain more fuel. 

Signs of Friday's devastation were hard to ignore. 

"About the whole way there, there was about the same amount of destruction as there was in 
Koriyama, a few walls had fallen down and every now and then you'd see a building that had 
collapsed," Karly said. 

She was able to catch her flight out of Tokyo and after a five-hour layover in Edmonton where 
Rotarians met her, she finally landed in Grande Prairie to an emotional response. 

"It's a great relief. It's joyful, but at the same time it's heartbreaking to think about what she left 
behind, her family and her schoolmates and her buddies. So we have a bit of a road to go to get 
past that," her father said. 

McNeice said the last week has been filled with the unknown, but she is glad that her daughter 
has made it safely back home. 



"We started out wondering if she can stay, if things were going to settle down and then it became 
more and more evident we had to get her out," she said. 

"There was just so much tension and scared out of your skin and you just want to take the host 
family and whoever and just shake them up because they're just so calm, so you want to say 'get 
my kid out of there.'" 

Convincing the host family to get Karly out as soon as possible was an issue, because they were 
resolute that the situation was not as dire as made out to be. 

"One of the frustrations was the other exchange student flew to Tokyo, she found a plane, and 
our host family didn't want to do that. They wanted to drive in two or three days, and we didn't 
want to. We wanted to drive right now, because we didn't want Plan B to be be missing an 
airplane," Kevin Hilgers explained. 

"So we waited for 48 hours, I think, and we begged them to go, but they didn't want to. They had 
a plan. 

"The Japanese are very proud and they just do things the way they do it, and didn't seem to think 
there's a whole lot of problems." 

Karly said the Japanese remained stoic and determined, even in the face of unimaginable horrors, 
which in turn helped ease her own fears. 

"Every now and then I thought 'shouldn't we be panicking?' But I think it was a good thing that 
they didn't, because if they had panicked then I think I would have panicked, and then everybody 
would have been panicking and it wouldn't have been something good, at all." 

Where Karly, who is in Grade 11, goes from here before summer vacation is still undetermined. 

"She's still going to be processing what's going on now…so we'll just take one day at a time," 
McNeice said. 

"In the next week or two we'll make some decisions about what kind of schooling or not, or job 
or not, or what to do in the next few months." 

One thing that Karly is certain of is that the experiences and friends she's made in the last eight 
months in Japan will remain with her for the rest of her life. 

"I can't leave things unfinished," she said. "I have to go back eventually and see all the people 
who I want to see, but maybe not in the next year." 
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