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Young Writers’ Awards  
 
Creative non-fiction and memoir were the styles most favoured in by young entrants in the KSP Non 
Fiction Awards for 2018, with relatively few attempting biography or the traditional essay. The 
overall standard of entries was high, though it is worth noting that many young writers do not seem 
to have developed the punctuation skills that would deliver their text with most impact – possibly a 
consequence of the forgiving communication environment of digital/social media. A small number of 
entries also failed to reflect the competition theme, ‘Desire to Escape’. 
 
I wish to COMMEND two entries: 
 

 ‘The Stockings’ by Abby Maslen, aged 14, is the work of a creative young mind applying the 
escape theme to some white woollen stockings worn at the age of seven. It’s refreshing to 
see memoir brought to life by a young author, and the author gives her ultimately 
nightmarish experience great immediacy through the use of dialogue. 

 

 Josie Skerritt, also aged 14, submitted a short biography of her great grandmother, who 
enjoyed an idyllic early childhood in Burma (Myanmar) before being sent to school in 
Scotland. Sadly, her great grandmother’s long awaited return home coincided with Japanese 
invasion and forced her to flee. She never saw her homeland again. ‘The Unwanted Escape’ 
is an effective piece honouring the life of a family member and reminding us that many 
today face similar trials. 

 
 
The award of HIGHLY COMMENDED is given to three entries: 
 

 ‘Still in Time’, by 16 year-old Tiffany Adam, is an insightful and moving piece on the 
complications of growing up and the desire of a teenager to escape the present and return 
to a simpler time ‘when life was all about rainbows and unicorns’ and going to school 
‘without worrying about my hair’. The shadow of self-abuse hangs heavily over this piece 
and that, in itself, testifies to the author’s achievement. 

 

 ‘A Craving for Social Justice’ by 14 year-old author Evonne Lu is a spirited examination of the 
morality and consequences of Australian policy on refugees – in particular, the practice of 
offshore detention. It is a well-researched essay written with authority. Lu pulls at the heart 
strings, prods the national conscience and issues an effective call to action. 

 

 Eleni Chapman, aged only 9, is also deserving of special praise. Her piece ‘Desire to Escape’ 
recounts an experience at Dreamworld on the Gold Coast. Known to her family as Little Miss 
Daredevil, the narrator has ‘thrilled herself silly’ on rides galore before queueing for the 
Giant Drop. ‘I wonder how many times I’ll ride it?’ she muses – only to find herself 
unspeakably trapped, terrified and then hurt. Great work, Eleni. 

 



The fact that four of above five entries were written by authors eligible for the Mundaring National 
Young Writers’ Encouragement Award provides some indication of how difficult it was to select the 
winner of this award. After due consideration, I decided to award this to 10 year-old Avani De 
Santis, whose work stayed in my mind long after I first read it. Avani entered a short biography of 
Valentia Tereshkova, the first woman in space. ‘Escape to Space’ is an accomplished piece of writing 
for such a young author, helping the reader understand the obstacles, sacrifices and discomfort 
Tereshkova experienced. I particularly commend the author’s attention to the ‘angle’ of the piece – 
the example of Tereshkova as a woman who escaped life as a factory worker and rocketed through 
more than a glass ceiling. 
 
And so, we come to the major prizes for young writers. 
 
SECOND PLACE in the Bendigo Bank Mundaring Youth Awards goes to Harriet Keenan, aged 14. Her 
piece titled ‘The Piano’ is a homage to family and music – and the powerful connection that develop 
between them. ‘Dad’s toy’ becomes the cornerstone of a home filled with warmth and memory. The 
piano even changes with the seasons – ‘at Christmas time, it was covered with model reindeers and 
golden angels, and at Easter it proudly displayed our chocolate eggs’. I was moved by this piece and 
congratulate the author. 
 
I have awarded FIRST PLACE in the Bendigo Bank Mundaring Youth Awards for 2018 to ‘Running 
Away to See’, written by 15 year-old author Reminy Joy Holmes. In this piece of creative non-fiction, 
a yacht named Pandion is the promised and longed-for means of escape from the pressures and 
baseness of school life. Amid daily harassment and violence, the narrator waits for the day when her 
family can sail into the sunset. We empathise and feel the suspense as problems arise with the yacht 
and the narrator becomes aware of her parents’ financial stresses. Is the promise of escape illusory? 
We keep reading to find out, a sure sign that we are in the hands of a very gifted writer.  
 
With thanks to the Katharine Susannah Prichard Foundation and best wishes to all young writers, 
 
Dr Ken Spillman 
www.kenspillman.com 
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Open Awards  
 
A great diversity of approaches to the theme made the open category of KSP Non Fiction Awards 
2018 both interesting and challenging to judge. The standard was high and approximately half of the 
entries were grouped as ‘contenders’ after a first reading. 
 
I COMMEND two entries: 
 

 ‘Desire to Escape’ by Elizabeth Doerksen, takes the reader on a journey to Assam in north-
eastern India. The narrator is travelling with her father, who survived a bloody conflict there 
during World War II, and his dark memories contrast with the natural beauty and tranquillity 
of mountains running with streams and waterfalls. The author’s direct prose and honest self-
reflection makes this piece more than a ‘Lest We Forget’ essay. 

 

 In Bethany Morgan-Smith’s ‘Collision’, the narrator is undergoing gruelling cancer treatment 
in Switzerland when she receives the news that her partner, the father of her children, has 
been killed in an accident. It’s horrific, yet unexpectedly galvanises her: ‘Only days earlier I’d 
wanted to throw the towel in, desperate to return home. Now, it felt more imperative than 
ever to be cancer-free for my children.’ A powerful piece on primal parenting instincts. 

 
 
Three entries receive the award of HIGHLY COMMENDED: 
 

 Stella Glorie’s reflection on childhood, ‘Rubber Balloons’, unravels complex family dynamics 
and the bonding made possible by shared laughter. With ‘the grim truth of dinnertime’ 
defined by a father ‘whose default position is anger’, it falls to siblings to steal moments of 
escape through popular culture. I was touched by this piece. 

 

 Claudette Wilson’s ‘Still Time’ is a personal essay tracking a woman’s response to 
bereavement. ‘I needed to be a happier me’, she reflects, becoming intent on battling the 
conditions and diseases that have taken away her father, mother, and brother. Her fitness 
quest leads her to over-35s bodybuilding, and the narration of her journey is inspiring. 

 

 Tanya Vavilova’s ‘The Problem with Everything and Everyone’ takes the form of a 
discontinuous narrative, with vignettes juxtaposed to offer a glimpse of a life in flux. 
Friendships, dating, trouble with IKEA furniture and Sylvia Plath: it’s a gritty piece from a 
highly observant writer I’d like to see more from. 

 
Among entries of the high standard indicated by my comments above, I selected the following 
entries as runner-up and winner. 
 
I have given SECOND PLACE in the Bendigo Bank Mundaring Open Award to Danielle Kay Haigh. 
‘The Day You Left’ is a simple, unforgettable piece of first-person writing about a miscarriage six 
weeks into pregnancy. There is no overwriting or jumped-up drama here. The prose is uncluttered, 



restrained, effective in delivering the message that articulating thoughts and feelings about 
something so painful is itself painful. Two characters inhabit this story – the shocked and grieving 
mother and the mysterious infant, whose potentials will never be known, but whose power is 
undiminished by death. My congratulations to the author. 
 
Finally, I congratulate the WINNER of the Bendigo Bank Mundaring Open Award in KSP Non-Fiction 
Awards 2018, Zoe Sheina Hoffman. Inspired by a 1778 painting based on an event twenty-nine 
years earlier, ‘Havana Harbour: As Seen in Bird’s Eye, with a Magnifying Glass’ is quite simply 
exquisite. There is a danger, when attempting an ekphrasis, of distancing the reader through a sense 
of being ‘removed’ from the source. The exercise can seem just that – an exercise, without the 
commitment or soul one finds in the very best writing. Hoffman instead infuses life into her 
characters (and their setting), and also manages to build suspense despite the ‘outcome’ being 
revealed in the preamble. This author is clearly equipped to make her mark in literary fiction and I 
wish her well. 
 
With thanks to the Katharine Susannah Prichard Foundation and best wishes to all, 
 
Dr Ken Spillman 
www.kenspillman.com 
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