Winning Poems

and Judges’ Report

Judges’
Report
It has been an
absolute joy to
be involved with
POEM FOREST.
There was so
much talent on
display. Picking one winner from each
group was an almost impossible task
when there were so many beautiful
poems to love. Seeing such writing
talent, sensitivity and passion in the
next generation helps me feel hopeful
about the future of our planet and
our relationship to the natural world.

I have been blown away like a leaf
in a tornado by the submissions’
level of passion, creativity, ability,
and natural talent. In beginning
my writing journey at age seven,
reading through the poems took
me back to every step of my poetry
journey and where my passion for
creative writing began. Many of
the submissions hold unique and
quintessential perspectives of the
natural world, delivered in such
a powerful and poetic style. This
standard of writing is next level.

— Holly Ringland, Judge
POEM FOREST 2021

— Solli Raphael,
Judge POEM
FOREST 2021

The standards of this competition
were very high and at times I hardly
believed that many of these mature
and insightful poems were by children.
There were several common themes
across the poems: a sense of wonder
in nature, the gravity of the loss of
nature, fear of the future, the obvious
aftereffects of the Black Summer
fires and above all, a call to arms
to stop loss and fix environmental
problems. While there is a general
sense of guilt and anger, there is
also optimism and solutions. This
was a wonderful experience for me
- thank you Red Room Poetry and
congratulations to all the poets.
— Dr. Cathy Offord, Judge
POEM FOREST 2021

Winner

Prize

Lower Primary

A Dharawal Spring

— Sayf Eldeen A, Year 3, Arkana College (NSW)
Buds of the Waratah swollen and red
Furry flying foxes aplenty overhead
The cool winds now disappear
All signifying Ngoonungi is here.
Pitter patter light rains fall gently
Gatherings and ceremonies to celebrate a time of plenty.
Crustaceans in abundance make for a scrumptious feast
Mollusc shells creating middens over the years
Some of the shells crushed into a powder
And used for children as a healing power
As November looms
The Kai’arrewan begin to bloom
A sign Parra’dowee is here
The newest chapter of the year.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Sayf Eldeen A
Winner
Lower Primary

Poet Reflection
I wished to pay homage to the
traditional custodians of the land.
I chose the Dharawal because the
Dharawal people lived on the land
of which I now go to school.

A beautiful poem. The impressive
use of language and wonderful
connection to Country made
this one the winner for me.
— Holly Ringland
Your poem is truly a joy to read.
My mind was transported to
the festivity of Parra’dowee,
as the descriptiveness
highlighted many joyous
elements. Well done.
— Solli Raphael

Prize
Highly
Commended
Lower Primary

When my feathers could not warm
my body anymore but yours
— Zara A, Year 2, Driver Primary School (NT)
On a green green lands,
My foot are happily jumping up and down,
Running from east to west, north to south.
When the wind blows my fluffy wonderful black feathers,
I am dancing on its rhythm,
Spread my wings wide open,
Showing off the proudest part of me.
As you have been proud of it.
I see you proudly walking on the red carpet,
Millions eyes watching on, millions of my feathers on your body.
I see you sitting in front of the fireplace,
Holding a cup of hot tea with my feathers warm your body.
I see you, I see you, I see you.
But..
Do you see me?
Or even think about me?
The weather changes,
Summer to winter,
Fall to spring,
And oooh, I have no feathers anymore to keep me warm.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Zara A

Highly Commended
Lower Primary

Poet Reflection
I was sitting with my daughter, Zara watching a fashion
show on one of tv channel. She suddenly asked what
are the fluffy coat the women wear. I didn’t have an exact
answer so I browsed on the internet. Found out most
of it was made of Ostrich feathers. So I dug a little bit
more about it and explain to her.
I used to work as a researcher on marine and fisheries
conservation management. And as a conservationist,
I keep teaching my kids about living a balance life
with nature and its entire creatures.
When I found out about this competition, I discussed
with her if she wants to write about the ostrich to aware
people for its extinction.

This poem connects the
reader to the plight of birds
that are unthinkingly killed
merely for their feathers and
asks us to respond. I had a deep
emotional response to this poem.
— Dr. Cathy Offord

Bungaree’s Path

Prize
Winner

Upper Primary

— Remi H, Year 5, Cammeray Public School (NSW)
I walk a well worn track
From the far lands to the sea
Each step, a foot in history
The path of Bungaree.
The cry of cockatoos
Guides my presence to the past
As I gaze down on the big blue
Of history outcast.
The soft squelch underfoot
Earthen mossy mystery
Millenia of memories
I question history.
A solitary bird
Calls a lonely distant plea
A message to the future
Save the land of Bungaree.
I walk a well worn path
With a newfound empathy
The bushland gently guiding me
To the path of Bungaree.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Remi H
Winner
Upper Primary

A wonderfully wholesome poem
that paved a journey within each
stanza. You have found a delightful
balance between painting a picture
and leaving room for curiosity.
Nicely done.
— Solli Raphael
A wonderful, evocative poem
with a deep sense of past,
present and future.
— Holly Ringland

Change

Prize

Highly
Commended
Upper Primary

— Isabelle B, Year 6, Perth College (WA)
You march through lush jungles and turquoise oceans,
Take out your rage on every unfortunate creature in your wake.
Is this really my future?
A single puff from your coal-stained lips turns skies to ashen grey.
Your grimy fingers cause creatures to collapse with a sole swipe.
This must really be my future.
You are the pollutant that suffocates my growing
lungs as I fall to the floor choking.
You are the raging fire that burns my majestic forest.
How can this be my future?
You bring fear and terror into our hearts,
Your existence is a force shattering this
delicate planet into a million pieces.
Does this have to be my future?
You empower me and fill me with the burning fire of fury,
Give me the motivation to fight back and end your reign of horror.
This cannot be my future.
You are a lone force in this world filled with raging people,
Each one of us ready to fight against you.
This will no longer be my future.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Isabelle B

Highly Commended
Upper Primary

Poet Reflection
I feel connected to climate change because it is my future.
If we keep going the way we are now it is going to happen
and the effects will be disastrous. I want to stand up and
fight back against it so that it doesn’t completely destroy
the world as we know it.

This poem is like a journey
in the mind of the questioner
- what is the future for our
world? And can we change it?
— Dr. Cathy Offord

Gum Tree

Winner

Prize

Lower Secondary

— Syazwani S, Year 9, Hoppers Crossing Secondary College (VIC)
There stands the gum tree in the middle of a school
in the middle of nowhere, Australia. A koala isn’t resting
in its branches, chewing nonchalantly on eucalyptus leaves.
No. They’ve been clinging onto life elsewhere, ever since the
white man came; chewing on his cigar; lungs filled with black
smoke and big ego; rifles with grey gunpowder pointed at the
gum trees; too primitive, too faded; peeling bark, skinny trunks,
drooping leaves must be shot out of their misery before they kill
the civilised folk
There stands the gum tree older than the time invented by ornamental
clocks and gold watches that know nothing of the nature of time,
like the teenagers in the schoolyard, who stick their chewing gum
within the crannies and crevices of wood that has withstood wars;
suffocating history as if it was a legacy to leave behind sugary spit
on leaves once used as medicine and to ease pain. But no leaf
could ever ease the gum tree’s pain when it watched its brothers
and sisters slaughtered senselessly; cut for colonial gain
If only the teens sticking their gum on the gum tree saw more than comical irony.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Syazwani S
Winner
Lower Secondary

Poet Reflection
My poem ‘Gum Tree’ is inspired by a Eucalyptus tree
in my own school that is covered in chewing gum.
The students who stick their gum likely mean no harm,
however, it reminded me of how the land and its rightful
custodians can never forget the brutality of Australia’s
colonization while the rest of us often forget. I also
wanted to explore how most anthropogenic
environmental damage is caused by people who
don’t or won’t see the consequences of their actions.
Hence, the last line of my poem hints at how much
more conscious and compassionate people would
be if Aboriginal history and land practices
were more incorporated into education.

A complex poem with a simple title
- it conveyed a sense of loss from
historical abuse and misunderstanding
of nature and it questions whether
we still don’t appreciate what we
have. The use of ‘gum’ in various
ways is a clever linking device.
— Dr. Cathy Offord
I was impressed by the imagination
and powerful ideas in this poem.
Loved the idea of centering
everything around a lone gum
tree in the middle of a school.
— Holly Ringland

In Aftermath

Prize

Highly
Commended

Lower Secondary

— Claudia W, Year 9, Underdale High School (SA)
The fires raged hot, left only ash in their wake,
Bone and rot, feathers and teeth,
The last true performers, gone
The curtains drew,
The closing act of an empty theatre,
It once housed the most beautiful of plays.
From their embers there will rise no phoenix,
No saviour, no mythical symbol of hope,
Just a dead bird of a forgotten past,
Lay it to rest! Lay it to rest!
It’s the final flare of a sun’s last rays,
Leave it to rot! Leave it to rot!
So cold, so lifeless in aftermath,
With salty eyes and salty cries we uproar,
Our grief dried as crystals upon our cheeks,
We choke on tears, setting mock fires in city streets,
For there is nothing left, and even less to lose,
We are the ending credits,
Set the props, light the lamps,
We will burn this stage to the ground.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Claudia W
Highly Commended
Lower Secondary

This poem took me back to the
worst days of the Black Summer
fires and evoked the sense of
unreality of what was happening
at the time. I love that the poet
uses the analogy of ‘the most
beautiful of plays’ and that it
is over now, with so much lost.
— Dr. Cathy Offord
Your poem conveyed rhythm
and grace, and I felt a strong
theatrical sense reading your
poem. I absolutely loved the
conviction of emotion.
Well done.
— Solli Raphael

Our Second Mother

Winner

Prize

Upper Secondary

— Saufi R, Year 10, Christmas Island District High School (WA)
The trees take care of you like their own child
Giving you the air you breathe and the home you’re in
The trees take care of you when you are out.
Giving you shade when the sun is mean
And berries when you are hungry.
We, kita
Are, adalah
Guests, tetamu
On this planet. We do such things.
Mengapakah kita menebang pokok?
Why do we deforest?
And kill her other children that are living with her
Dan bunuh anak-anak nya yang tinggal bersamanya
The trees that have helped us since the beginning.
Giving us medicine in ancient times
And leaves to wrap food in
Trees are, Pokok adalah,
Our second mother, Mak kedua kita.
And we need to respect them like one
Remember that. Ingat Itu.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Saufi R

Winner
Upper Secondary

Poet Reflection
I wrote this poem about the destruction humans
have made to the natural world. Especially the trees.

I loved the concept behind
‘Our Second Mother’ and
its global message. Powerful
to see another language woven
so skillfully throughout the poem.
— Holly Ringland
A clear message delivered with
an essence of purity and a poetic
touch. I particularly enjoyed feeling
the languages weave in and out
in such style. Nicely done.
— Solli Raphael

The Reawakening

Prize

Highly
Commended

Upper Secondary

— Ella J, Year 10, Pacific Lutheran College (QLD)
Every so often the artificial lights
choke back enough darkness
that I see the stars. only then do I hear
the distance of our whispers, as I
waltz hand-in-hand with echoes
of those who were guided by constellations.
those days, I feel the roots from which my feet grow
those days, I hunger for soil.
and when the moon pulls me back to the trees,
I fall from my suffocating hands into the
arms of the land and she sings me to sleep - I
live in a dream, where my definition blurs until
I breathe in the sky and it breathes in me, as
I find my fingerprint in unfamiliar flowers.
the earth welcomes me home
but I don’t remember how to say hello
so I call for words to ghosts, and
feel for letters etched in patient bones
with the sprouts of an ancient longing,
reawakened.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Ella J

Highly Commended
Upper Secondary

Poet Reflection

A vividly contextual piece that
flows from the first word to the
last. Reading your piece feels
effortless as each word twirls to
the next. Wonderfully delivered.
— Solli Raphael

Recently, I have set aside more time to experience
and interact with nature, and intentionally broadened
my attention to the earth during the monotony of
my daily life. In doing this - in recognising my journey
with nature - I have been consumed by a wondrous
warmth that feels something like a homecoming,
and yet I have also been plagued by a sense of
disconnection to my roots. I have found myself
enthralled in the strong currents of an equally sad
and rejoiceful longing to reconnect with nature,
and, unexpectedly, I have also connected with the past.
This piece was inspired by my deepening relationship
with nature. It laments the way that modern western
society has ripped so much of humanity from its
roots, honours my ancestors who lived harmoniously
with the earth, and describes the joys and struggles
of my attempts to find my way back to nature.

Lilly-Pilly

Winner

Prize

Accredited Teacher

— Mary Prince, Teacher, St Clare’s College (NSW)
Each spring, my brother scrambles skyward,
Bramble scratched knees. Palm over palm I follow,
Wary of those in waiting: deep hollows hide the spiders.
I pull upward, strength straining, clambering, climbing.
You are a playground. You tower over our suburban backyard
Your fingers caress the clothesline; your roots reach defiantly
Under brick foundations, across cement pavements
Through the fence to the neighbours.
In the summer we could restrain you, retrain you
With secateurs, rope, ladder, we could cut against your boughs.
My mother threatens that this year, she could call the council. But then Autumn lightning strikes, striped colour,
White thunder from grey cloud, the shrieking of bats.
Have you heard this before? Has the sky rumbled your core?
Do you whisper to the earth as you embrace her?
A barbecue beneath your canopy, kindly you offer kindling,
Warm twigs, waxed leaves, your smoke perfumed incense lingers on laundry.
Cold winters’ lilac blossoms, yet fruitless your endeavour:
Afraid of you, your berries rots, slippery underfoot
A feast only for the birds.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Mary Prince
Winner
Accredited Teacher

Poet Reflection
‘Lilly-Pilly’ draws from my childhood memories
of the huge lilly-pilly tree that sat in our suburban
Sydney backyard. The tree, an endangered species
in NSW, was a source of constant consternation
for my parents: roots would twist beneath our house’s
foundations, fruit would fall and stain laundry,
our home was surrounded by the constant chittering
of bats each evening at sunset. Despite (or perhaps because)
of these idiosyncrasies, the tree was a beloved fixture
of my childhood, from the canopy above our Sunday
barbecues to a giant organic jungle-gym. I learned with
some great sadness this year that the tree was cut down
by the new home owners, replaced by a paved patio.

I love this poem so much, not only
because I was reading it under one
of the two huge lilly-pillies in my
backyard, but because this poem
evokes the love that we have for our
backyard trees and all that they do
for us, and the wildlife they sustain.
— Dr. Cathy Offord
I loved the personal nature
of this poem. A charming use
of language and sense of story.
— Holly Ringland
I found your poem an enjoyable
read, with the vast array of
visual imagery. A beautiful
telling of a relatable narrative.
— Solli Raphael

Froggery

Prize

Highly
Commended

Accredited Teacher

— Joy Reid, Teacher, Gippsland Grammar (VIC)
Small tracker on my lounge room window
inching, creep-ing
lioness-intent
stalking moths.
The TV gongs out barking blare and borealis light,
sketches chalky moths that
tip tap
tip taptease, throw ruffled skirts in flirtatious flamenco.
What helps you crampon, little amphibian?
Do you view my glass as frozen fjord to conquer,
the images beyond lumbering leviathans?
Does my ‘O’ of Koi-mouth-pleasure, threaten?
You would fit easily in my Tiddalik mouth, little brave one
exposing your tender, prenatal belly to me, who could
be deity/demon or worse - Climate Change denier.
And I
do
bring the light and extinguish it, as well.
And I
do
turn on the sprinklers that make you sing.
You swim uninhibited
to a moth who threshes near,
then it is all rolling-eyed, gullet-stuffing enthusiasm.
I don’t condemn. Frogs are eaten. Humans, too.
Though we’ve forgotten that inconvenient truth.
And we have warred and won against our predators.
Still, nature abhors a vacuum - the viruses are stepping up.

Judges’ Notes

Prize

Joy Reid

Highly Commended
Accredited Teacher

Poet Reflection
Frogs are declining across Australia (and the rest
of the world) as habitat is destroyed, wetlands are
drained, our farmlands grow salinic, deforestation
causes siltation and pesticides continue to leach into
our rivers and streams. I feel connected to all creatures
and grieve that they are battling across the planet
to survive. I believe all animals have the right to thrive
in their natural or preferred habitats, but I feel a special
affinity with frogs, they seem so human. I welcome them
in my garden. Frogs signal a healthy environment.

Wonderful, I could see the frog on
the window and loved the way we
were taken through the cycle of life
which we humans try to control but
nature will have its way to control
us - ‘the viruses are stepping up’.
— Dr. Cathy Offord

I, The Mountain Pygmy Possum

Winner

Prize

Threatened Species
Prize

— Lucia S, Year 6, St Therese Catholic Primary School (VIC)
I, the mountain pygmy possum,
have been curled up under the snow.
Three meters down I made my nest
for seven months, you know.
It’s getting hotter, which is hard,
running over all that rock.
I eat moths, seeds and berries,
as many as I can stock.
There are 2000 of us left,
we are very endangered.
We were thought to be extinct,
but were rediscovered by a ranger.
Can you maybe help us out?
Just little things like planting trees.
Especially mountain plum vine
My favourite, sure to please!
It’s easier now that it is spring,
Running around under the banksia blossom.
I get to play with my friends,
a free life for Pygmy Possum

Judges’ Notes

Prize
Poet Reflection

Lucia S

Winner
Threatened Species
Prize

I have written this poem about a mountain pygmy possum
because I feel strongly about helping the environment.
I do things like always using clean energy and me and
my mum plant trees and donate to charities. A while back
I was learning about endangered animals at school and
I did a project on mountain pygmy possums. I found
this competition and I thought that I would love to have
a go at winning, and if I entered a tree would be planted.

This poem does a wonderful job
at balancing celebrating the joy
of Pygmy Possum life with the risk
of extinction. The plum vine
call to action and playful
ending resonate hope.
— Holly Ringland
I think you have nailed the
expression and interpretation
of this pygmy possum. A great way
to deliver an important message;
keep up the excellent writing.
— Solli Raphael

The Greater Bilby
— April R, Year 5, Northbridge Public School (NSW)

Prize

Highly
Commended

Threatened Species
Prize

A furry coat, nimble paws,
a thin white tail, experienced claws.
This marsupial builds long tunnelled burrows,
in amongst the red dirt furrows.
His keen sense of smell helps sniff out a meal,
and he’s caught whiff of a grub, which has great appeal.
He scratches at the dirt to reveal his prize,
but something else flickers in the corners of his eyes.
An unwanted guest is slinking around,
and our small mammal presses close to the ground.
A yowling blur leaps from behind a tree,
a big feral cat, hissing loud as can be.
The little bilby kicks and thrashes,
getting away with a few minor gashes.
Lucky this time, he scampers back to his home,
safe for now, but too fearful to roam.
His kind are declining at a rather quick pace,
and saving this species has turned into a race.
We know his future is in our hands.
It’s up to us to respond to these demands.

Judges’ Notes

Prize
Poet Reflection

April R

Highly Commended
Threatened Species
Prize

I love nature, as I have for all my life. I love going
for bush walks and being at one with nature. I love
wildlife and the water. I was inspired to write this
poem because I’ve heard a lot lately about species
on the brink of extinction and I know we need to do
something to prevent harm coming to our wildlife.

I found your poem to be highly
engaging and informative. I feel,
within just 20 lines, I experienced
the life of this bilby. Your storytelling
ability is evident. What a way
to end the poem with a distinct
and empowering call to action.
Well done.
— Solli Raphael
A beautiful window into the
life of the Greater Bilby. The
skillful use of rhythm and rhyme
bring the poem to life.
— Holly Ringland

1°C more
— Clodia S, Year 11, Macarthur Girls High School (NSW)

Winner

Prize

Australian
Botanic Garden
Mount Annan
Local Prize

Cut your hand against the weathered sandstone and take it into the sea,
Wade it in the warmth of the melting Antarctic breeze,
Watch as she leads you further from the shore,
Suffocates you in seaweed, sinks you to the ocean floor
She warned you before of all the things she would do.
But why would we listen?
Swing open the doors and burn fires from the floor.
But she was screaming, I tell you.
Every night and every day,
Begging you to listen, hoping one day you would change.
I could hear her howl in the wind, cries from her shores;
I tried to lead her back into the place where she came,
Fix all the damage we all sought to make.
But she showed me the burnt walls and the emptiness of her plains,
The withered trees and dehydrated vertebrae
And I joined her in grief and held her hand as she wept.
How could I hold the woman I knew I had fought?
So don’t think I pity you when I see you dead on the ocean floor.
Damage can only be fixed when the Damager is gone.
1°C more.

Judges’ Notes

Prize
Poet

Clodia S

Winner
Australian Botanic Garden
Mount Annan
Local Prize
Reflection

Powerful language - cut, burn,
suffocates, screaming, withered.
Are we not heeding the warnings?
This poem urges us to do more about
reducing the effects of climate change.
— Dr. Cathy Offord

For me, nature has always been much more than just the
native Australian bottlebrush trees that grow outside residential
homes, much more than just the scuttling beetles across the log
trees during Spring. It was about not only seeing, but knowing
how these creatures and places were all slowly disintegrating
and it wasn’t because of anything but ourselves. I feel nature
running through my bones, it isn’t something I am a part of.
It is something I am, and writing poetry allows me to take
these feelings of unity and collectivity with nature and express
them so wholeheartedly. I, so longingly wish for individuals
to appreciate the beauty and passion of our environment
and yet I also wish they realise their part in this beauty.
It is a cyclical journey an individual must make and through
my poetry, I hope I can encourage others to realise their part
and their purpose in making our environment whole again.

Dramatic and evocative writing
intertwined a clear message, one
that was clear to me from the second
line. I enjoyed the expressive journey
that is your poem. Well done.
— Solli Raphael
A moving poem and a powerful
reflection on climate change.
A great concept expertly executed
through a powerful use of words.
— Holly Ringland

Silent Cries
— Nitya S, Year 12, Macarthur Girls High School (NSW)

Prize

Highly
Commended
Australian
Botanic Garden
Mount Annan
Local Prize

The ore-gold sun hugs me,
Under my Oak tree,
The shadows of leaves waltz over the pages of my book
To the wind’s harmonious tunes,
Each in step sequence,
Each leaf ornately designed,
In coats more fabulous than any tailor can craft,
How many hues of green do I witness?
My fingerprint is ingrained in its stump,
My skin; its bark - the origami of earthen hue,
My nest of roots sculpted by Moore,
The lichen freckles my brown arms,
It is on life support yet it supports life,
But when the pearl in the Euxine sea floats above me,
With the wooden handle of an axe, it is amputated,
Its anchors uprooted,
Giving nothing more than a mere sigh,
The cracked sap; its silent cries.

Judges’ Notes

Prize
Poet

Nitya S

Highly Commended
Australian Botanic Garden
Mount Annan
Local Prize
Reflection

This poem makes a tree sound like
a work of art (‘sculpted by Moore’),
but one which can so easily be lost.
I love the line ‘The lichen freckles
my brown arms’ as if the reader
is imagining themselves a tree.
— Dr. Cathy Offord

It has been 15 years since I moved houses, and every morning,
I wake up to a beautiful tree at the front of my house, standing
there with pride. After finding out about this competition,
I decided to challenge myself in composing a poem, which
emulates my experience of nature, but a poem which was not cliche.
I have personified a tree as a human to emphasise the destruction
that takes place and to allow the responders to critically engage
with my piece of writing, through its human-like play on ethos.
I have used diction in lines such as ‘origami of earthen hue’
to connote the temporality of creating origami, in contrast
to the longevity of earthen hue to evoke a sense of action within
the audience. This is further explored in lines such as, “My fingerprint
is ingrained in its stump,” which relates to the idea of a carbon footprint.
However, I have referred to fingertips, as fingertips have ridges, much
like a tree’s stump, which act as a unique identifier, I have tied this poem
in with my cultural background as many Hindus believe that, ‘nature
cannot be destroyed without humans also being destroyed’, which
is a message that I believe I have been able to address in my poem.

An intricate selection of poetic
devices made for a great read.
I love your use of words and
how they emphasise your
message. Keep it up.
— Solli Raphael

We would like to thank our generous supporters and partners:

Principal Patron
John B. Fairfax, AO

Supporters

Ades Foundation, Craig and Joy Lawn

