
This week, Young Writers Project presents winners and honorable 
mentions from “A Celebration of Trees,” a recent writing and visual 
art contest on YWP’s website, youngwritersproject.org. The contest, 
created in partnership with Branch Out Burlington!, was a big success 
with 166 submissions of writing, photos, and art. Thank you to everyone 
who participated! 

Photo of the Week

 Lauren McCabe, 14, South Burlington
Honorable Mention – Visual Art

To the fig tree on 
Koloĉep Island
Golden Birch Award – Writing

When I say “fig” 
I do not mean the kind 
you get at the supermarket
in a clear plastic tub. 
I do not mean the kind
that is shriveled, and brown, 
and crackles when cleaved open
by a child with dirty nails. 
When I say “fig”
I mean the kind that dangles,
purple and glowing, 
from a thicket of foliage 
above a cobbled street.
Have you ever stood 
at the edge of the Adriatic 
under the shade of a tree 
as old as a country 
and eaten the pith of a fruit 
the color of the sky at dusk?
What is this sudden urge we call 
longing?
When, in the late afternoon 
of a Saturday in January, 
as you loiter under 
the fluorescent lights 
in aisle six, you demand to 
have the heart 
of a past summer on your tongue. 
You buy a box despite them being 
old and dry,
and stand with your fingers 
in your mouth 
at a bus stop on the corner of Dorset,
halfway around the world 
from the tree
that has not likely been long 
lost to sun.
When you consider the heat,
and the distance, and all the time 
it takes to deliver life (first to your 
palm and then to your lips),
really, what is the point
of waiting a moment longer 
before returning
to the fig on Koloĉep Island?
Since when has fruit never been 
enough of a reason to leave?  
                              
– Sam Aikman, 17, Richmond

The missing tree
Copper Beech Award – Writing

     A stunted, scraggly tree sat among 
a few crumpled beer cans and soggy 
fast food wrappers in a small patch 
of graying and equally scraggly grass 
by the side of a highway somewhere 
in New England. A few dewdrops fell 
from its branches, forming a small, 
murky puddle at its base. The dreary 
November morning allowed little sun 
through its gray, cloud-laden sky, 
and what did get through the tree 
greedily soaked up with the few 
leaves still hanging on to its thin, 
gnarled branches. The tree’s roots 
wormed their way through the dusty 
and far-from-nutritious soil, lapping 
up the minerals they found with vigor, 
bordering on obsession.
     The tree paid little attention to 
these things. It was busy making a 
plan. You see, the tree had been there 
since it was a seed, and had worked 
hard to earn itself a place among the 
ill-kempt grass patches and Bud Light 
cans, only to be ignored by just about 
everyone. As you might expect, it was 
rather fed up with it all. It had long 
resolved to leave, but hadn’t ever 
quite gotten around to figuring 
out how to do so. The problem, it 
thought, was that it was a tree, 
which, as you might know, is strictly 
forbidden from moving of its own 
accord. But it had no intent of letting 
this stop it. 
     As the tree thought these things, 
something happened. This something 
was not the sort of something you 
might expect to be especially relevant 
to a tree, but in this case, you would 
be wrong. The something was a 
fight. More specifically, it was a fight 
between a man and his wife. The wife 
was tired of him drinking all their 
money away, and decided to tell him 
so, in a manner that involved more 
screaming and raging than actual 
telling. The man, quite tired of being 
called worthless about a thousand 
times, decided that he needed to visit 
a nearby bar, to cool off a little, and 
to waste all his money, which just so 
happened to be one of his favorite 
pastimes. In fact, he passed the tree 
just as it was beginning to give up 
pondering how it, as a tree, would 
move. 
     A few hours later, the tree had 
given up entirely, and the man felt 
drunk enough to go home. He 
stumbled out of the bar, hopped into 
his truck, and trundled off. Just as 
he was passing by the tree, as he had 
done hundreds of times on his way 
to and from the bar, a gust of wind 
wafted by, carrying a few fast food 
containers with it... 
                              
– Max Leibon, 16, Post Mills
Excerpted; read complete story at
youngwritersproject.org/node/38276

The tree planter
Honorable Mention – Writing

     When my grandpa was in fifth 
grade he and his father decided 
to plant a red maple tree in their 
backyard in Missoula, Montana. My 
grandpa said he remembered how 
small that tree had been when it first 
started growing, “about as thin as a 
broomstick…”
     When he was a kid, my grandpa’s 
family moved around a lot so he 
didn’t have the time to see that tree 
grow up the way that he wanted to 
when he was younger. Still, he never 
forgot about it.
     Even as the years went by, that 
little red maple tree was tied to a 
special memory of him and his father 
doing something good together, and 
that was important. In fact, that 
memory stayed so strong in my 
grandpa’s mind that 50 years later he 
decided to go back to his childhood 
home and check up on that same 
tree. He said that when he saw it 
again, he noticed that it still stood 
just where he and his father had 
planted it, except that now it wasn’t 
as small and thin as a broomstick, 
but tall and beautiful and strong with 
branches reaching up toward the sun. 
To see it there made my grandpa 
proud.
     Since that day in the fifth grade, 
my grandpa has been on a journey of 
planting trees at every house he has 
ever lived in. He made a promise that 
he would do that for the rest of his 
life, and so far, he hasn’t broken it.
     When I asked my grandfather 
what he thought that trees might have 
taught him about his life, he said 
without hesitation that they have 
taught him about resilience.
     “Trees can get through just about 
anything,” he told me. “They can 
grow just about anywhere and then 
stay there for hundreds of years. 
Animals can build their homes in 
them, all kinds of weather can hit 
them, and yet they still stand tall and 
strong.”
     I think that’s what resilience really 
means, and now when I look at trees, 
I think about my grandpa. I think 
about all the special trees that he has 
in his life, and how he planted each 
one of them just so he could watch 
them grow.  
                              
– Annika Gruber , 16, 
Charlotte

The cherry tree
Silver Maple Award – Writing

I didn’t feel 
anything about the 
tree
until I lost it, 
till the bark cracked
like glow sticks at dusk
and the cherry blossoms
smeared over the axe
like stickers on my cheek.
The dew still holding to the leaves
glowed like wounded lightning bugs
on the heavy metal blade
and the lifting of the axe
was like the bat I once raised to 
swing at the piñata hanging
from a branch.
And it falls again 
and again
and again,
like the steady
rhythm of my pogo stick
on the concrete.
And again 
and again,
till the tree lies on the ground
and moss supports its head
like a newborn baby
and flowers bloom around the stump 
like a funeral
and blossoms still unfold 
on the farthest branches
like nothing has happened.
And forever is over.
I say goodbye to you,
cherry tree, again
and again 
and again.  
                              
– Ava Rohrbaugh, 15, 
Charlotte

Everyone’s 
and also mine
Honorable Mention – Writing

It’s everyone’s and also mine,
chipping bark and a hanging branch,
amber leaves that drift 
to the weeded ground.
A forgotten sweatshirt sits 
at its trunk, limbs tired from climbs,
from gloved hands grabbing 
at the too-weak twigs,
from kicking at the trunk
and leaves pulled off 
by bored fingertips.
It’s everyone’s and also mine
because I am not the only one who sat 
on the larger branches,
who flicked off small, tired ants
and picked off the red berries.
I wish I could hear its stories,
hear it tell stories from the other kids 
who call it their own.
I could listen for hours.
It aged with me,
from picking up their older sister
to her finally sitting at its base
while waiting for the car to come.
It’s everyone’s and also mine
because everyone called it their own,
but it’s still special.  
                              
– Ruth Knox, 12, Essex Jct.

Branches 
of my youth
Honorable Mention – Writing

My tree is a razor-sharp memory.
Sticky pine and strong, safe trunk
perched on the edge 
of a forgotten home
which all my love has sunk.
From 4 years old I gathered round,
lighting up at pinecones found,
drawing breaths of sticky, sweet air,
gathering dirt within my hair.
At the age of 6, I dared to climb
and found myself stuck 
in record time.
Poised with fear, in need of help,
Grandpa appeared 
at the sound of my yelp.
Ten years old, I drifted up high,
pretending as if I were one 
with the sky.
Now Grammy was the one 
to shout in distress,
but the tree twirled me back down 
to be scolded in success.
But at age 13, I stayed up...  
                              
– Madeleine Connery, 16, 
Shelburne
Excerpted; read complete poem at
youngwritersproject.org/node/38577

Young Writers Project wishes to thank Branch Out Burlington! 
(BOB!) for sponsoring this spring’s contest, A Celebration of Trees! BOB! 

is a volunteer organization based in Burlington that has been planting, 
protecting, and promoting trees in Vermont since 1996. Find out more 

at branchoutburlington.org

One Tree Island
Honorable Mention – Writing

Alone you stand on your tiny island 
of weathered gray rock
surrounded by immense calm water.
A mirror provided for the sky to 
admire its reflection in.
A mirror seldom disrupted, only by 
the stroke of my paddle 
and my cedar strip canoe.
Just passing through silently
as I observe your stillness.
How sad it must be to stand there, 
windblown pine tree,
oblivious to how your island 
separates you 
from the bustling outside world.
Yet there is beauty to your loneliness.
Beauty in your thick branches 
that are bent over 
from the unforgiving wind, 
yet that still reach out to the stars, 
and out to me.
We visit in our flotilla of canoes 
with shouts of excitement,
eager to see the distinctive silhouette 
of One Tree Island 
painted into the sky.
But it’s strange to think 
that you remain here all alone
through the silent winter 
that reaches its icy arms over the lake
and freezes everything 
like wax figures in its grasp.
The heavens crack open and rain 
cascades down in sheets.
Thunder threatens 
your frail silhouette from afar.
Yet you remain standing tall 
in resistance to the wind, 
like a mighty soldier,
guarding your precious island
after the menacing 
thunderhead clouds disappear 
without a trace 
over the mountains 
of granite and pine,
where this blue pearl of water 
is protected, nestled in the foothills. 
Maybe then I will sit in 
the comfortable chair of your 
branches and get lost in the pages
of a book.
When you bask in the last cherished 
rays of golden sunlight,
I’ll lie on the ground in the blanket 
of soft pine needles that have 
surrendered to the wind.
As I watch the sun fade away 
and the galaxy come out from hiding,
rotating with its millions 
of minuscule stars
each stranded on their own island,
your roots extend deep down... 
                              
– Ella Cisz, 13, Waterbury
Excerpted; read complete poem at
youngwritersproject.org/node/38963


