GOLD MEDAL ESSAY WINNERS 2023
First Place — Ross Daly, 6B

“Write a descriptive essay about your favourite food; where you eat t, the first time you tried it, why
you like it so much.”

| don’tknow why | like it so much. It’s not a particularly nice or exciting meal, norisit especially
tasty. Maybe because it wasthe food She made. | mean, | don’tknow any otherreason someone
would enjoy Pasta & Boiled Sausages. Somehow, those bright pink sausages and that bland pastaare
foreveretchedinto my brain. Even describingthem sounds gross. Butitwas Her food. I guessit's my
favourite, because I still think of her. The walk from school to herhouse, the hours my siblingsand |
would spendtryingto find the biggest chestnuts outside herfront door, and most of all, whenwe’d
turn the corner to her house..and find herstandingin the porch waiting for us, making sure we got
there safely. That’s just who she was, but she was so much more than that; She was the smiling
facesshe’d create inthe leaves for us, she was the days spentracing to the top of the oak treein her
garden,she was the song she usedto singto me to put me to sleep. She was everything. She was my
Gran. If everythingelse were tofade away, the memories | have of herwill continueto shine like
goldin my mind.

Pasta and Sausages were a staple of staying at Grans. On the days where my cousins and siblings
would stay with me, the race to getto the little cornertable was simply legendary. Thatsingle
wooden chairwaslike a throne in my eyes, areward for only the worthiest of victors, who would get
the honour of watchingthe little black pot boil away, preparingthe banquet. That’s justhow it was
at Gran’s; the love and adoration she had for us practically oozed out of every small detail and effort
she’d make. The pastaand sausages she would make for us were so much more than just food, they
were hers. Even now, in one of the most stressful times of my life, atime where the nextfew weeks
dictate the outcome of my life foryears tocome, | find myself going back and making this meal again
and again. Each and every bite just reminds me of atime when my biggest worry inlife was only ever
aboutwho would gettothat wooden chairfirst. It's become a comfortfood, purely because | can
still feel that same love and adoration every single damn time.

I’ve always had a complicated relationship with food, going back furtherthan | can remember. It’s
been an extremely difficult topicto talk about, and | don’treally think this part of me will evergo
away. To thisday, | can still see an eightyearold boy sneaking up to the bathroomin Gran’s house
to check the weighing scale because ourhouse sorely lacked one. Just sitfora moment, and reflect
on what that means. Asmall boy, who openly wore his hearton hissleeve, desperately scrutinising
his own body to make sure he was still loveable. Because of this, | was distantand reserved fora
part of mylife, hidingmy own love becausel truly felt | wouldn’treceive anyinthe first place. But
Gran? I'll neverforget whatitmeantto hugher. | can still feel hercurly hairagainst my head, the
warmth of herarms around me, and her faint scent that can only be described as hers. I don’t think|
can everforgetwhatthose meantto me. She made sure to take care of my body, when | could
hardly bring myself to. Evenat my lowest, when | didn’t have the courage or strength tojustlove
myself, Gran had more than enough love to give forthe both of us. | don’tknow if I'll everreally see
myself the way she saw me, but Gran made me want to keep trying, and forthat I'll never be able to
thank her enough.



As time wentonand we gotolder, sodid she. Gran began to forget things; things that most people
aren’table to forget. The lasttime | saw her, she didn’t know who | was.

Gran passed awayin 2020. Back whenfunerals could only hold up to twenty-five people, something
that to this day, | know did not do herjustice. By some form of luck or mercy, or maybe evento
douse saltina freshly-opened wound, | was the 25th attendee. | don’tthink I’ll everforget that day.
The pouringrain, the tear-stained faces, and the absent silence left by her made everything
just..surreal. Seeing my dad cry for the firsttime, and knowing that the impact she had was felt by so
many more people than|could everimagine just broke me. | had never lostanyone before her, and |
don’tknow if I'll ever have the strength to go throughit everagain. The loss of my Gran truly took a
bit of colourfromthe worldin my eyes, and I'll neverforget drivingaway, and seeing people
just..continue. How could they? Don’t they know what happened? Who we lost, who | lost? The day
of the funeral, Iwasjust...destroyed. | didn’t wanttotalk or sleep orfeel. The only thing| could
musterup the strengthto do, was go downstairs, grab a little black pot, and make Pasta & Boiled
Sausages.

I’ve spentsolong writing and rewriting, editing and re-editing this essay, constantly feeling that it
won’tbe good enough. Not for this competition, butfor her. This may be a descriptive essay, butit’s
alsoa love letterto someone that helped make me who |l am today. There’s nosuch word to
describe how much | would give, justto have one more day with her. One more day of racing up and
down hergarden, one more day of justlivingin her hugs, one more day to just love her. I'll never
know if she remembered me before she left me, but | know in my soul, that noamount of time
without her will ever make me forgetthe time spentwith her. This essay may have been about
Pasta and Boiled Sausages, but | can’t talk about them without talking about her, and who she was.
She was everything to me. She was my Gran.



Second Place — Ben Wrixon, 5C

“Were “the good old days” really that good after all? Write a persuasive essay on thedangers of
nostalgia.”

Nostalgia permeates our modern culture, in away almost completely unique to ourcurrentinternet
age. In no othertime have materials of media, be it television programmes, films, speeches, or
writings, been as easily accessible as something published only afew days ago. This has led to what
many considerto be a stagnation of culture, while in the past these forms of media may have been
fleeting, with articles rarely republished, and books eventually going out of print, thisisnolonger
the case as these works are immortalisedin the library thatis the internet. This creates avery
interesting question, and one that will no doubt continue foraslongas the internetreigns supreme;
What dangers does this pose tothe social fabric? Some segments of oursociety are immersedin the
ideas of the past, insulated from modern culture by personal oralgorithmic choice, while others
embrace a rapidly progressing future fuelled by the same force that holds othersin the past. | will
explore thisissueusingaperspective of equality and humanrights.

Nostalgiais the excessive sentimental yearning for return to some past period. Itis undoubtably part
of the human conditiontolook to the past, where one was youngeror had more vigourforlife, with
asenseiflonging. Ican see little dangerin this element of nostalgia. Howeverin ourmoderntimes
it rarely stops at this, with a faction of our society notjustyearningfora returnto the past, but
actively tryingtorevertsociety towhatthey may see asa more simple time. This more insidious
elementof nostalgiais where | see much danger. Asthese forces are currently gaining poweraround
the globe, we must question not simply if actions fuelled by nostalgia are dangerous, but how much
dangerdo they pose to society, and the mostvulnerableamongit.

Should women attemptto climb the “Corporate Ladder”? Should men wear dresses? Should people
with disabilities even be visiblein society? Thesetypes of questions have dominated the political and
social discourse of the past 30 years, still provoking strong reactions today. Looking to media further
inthe past we see a simpleranswer, “No”. Though modern generations embrace this change in
attitudes, rallying online and in the streets forthe rights of women, ethnicand sexual minorities, and
those with disabilities, mediafrom the 1980s and 1990s remains extremely popularforolder
generationson streamingservices. Amediathatin most casesignoresthese questionsandissues
for “light hearted” jokes at the expense of the vulnerable, orsimply create aworld in which these
problems do not exist. When these older generations look to the past with personal nostalgia,
compounded by works of mediathat create a sense of simplicity and innocence, itis easytosee why
they are disillusioned with the modern world in which the young seem hellbent on seemingly rapid
social change and the rejection of this simple world.

In the face of traditional social values being under threat many embrace social conservatisminan
attemptto preserve these oldersocial customs. Thisintersection of nostalgia and politics, is where |
findthe most danger of nostalgia. In an attemptto stop or revert any social change, those who
embrace this social conservatismrooted in nostalgia may tryto hinderthe adaptation of economic
systems, changes which may lift up the previously forgotten, and disenfranchised. Nostalgia can lead



some to take a hostile view against those seeking change, wantingthose who are perceived as social
transgressors to be exiled frominstitutions of society, such schools, political offices, orthose in the
publiceye.Inan effortto stop the advancement of groups which previously lacked social, economic
or political powerthey may try and strip away rights. Such as theirinclusionin school curriculums,
limits put on bodily autonomy in healthcare settings, seeking ways to dimmish the legal standing of
theirrelationships, orability toforma family. Assuch all of these rights are reserved only forthose
who subscribe to a more traditional way of life.

Should those infatuated with nostalgia forthe past gain a position of authority of the means of
production of media, be itinrelationtothe writing of television ortextbooks, they may seek to
presentanalmost heroicview of the past, incorporating arevisionistlens whichignores
uncomfortable truths and fails to tell the stories of many who do not fit the traditionalist mould. |
would argue thisis one the most dangerous aspects of nostalgia. We must be watchful of as those
how prioritise anidyllic past overall else gain power. As this subversion of truth not only
perpetuates harmful myths, italso diminishes our understanding of the past, makingit difficult to
remedy historical injustices as we go forward into the future.

For me to ask, ‘Were “the good old days” really thatgood ?’, isirrelevant. No matterthe answer,
those days are inthe past, they occupy an irrecoverable state, and will never exist again. Itisa
matter of fact, not opinion, thatthe time manyyearnforis dead. Those who seek torevive such a
society are doomedtofailure, asthey try to create an incomplete Frankenstein’s monster of the
past stitched togetherwith false memories fuelled by arotten and dangerous se nse of nostalgia. A
failure which would not be limited to their cohort of likeminded peers, but a failure which would set
back decades of progress, irreversibly changing the course of modern political, socialand economic
change for the worse. Thisis the danger of nostalgia.



Third Place Winner - Mark TJ O'Connell, 6D

“Write a descriptive essay about your favourite food: whereyou eat it, the first time you tasted it,
why you like it so much.”

Heston Blumenthal was right when he wrote that food is as much about the moment, the occasion,
the locationand the companyas itis aboutthe taste. | believethattasteisparamountof course.
But for a food or meal to be favourite, all of Blumenthal's factors contribute, and all must be present
to make the experience.

My favourite foodisagrilled chicken roll with ketchup from K& L Deli, whichis on the corner of 76th
Streetand 35th Avenue inJackson Heights, New York just down the road, or 'the block' inlocal
parlance, from my grandparents'apartment. For me, thisdelicious hotroll, along with a cold can of
Monster Energy drink, isthe most satisfying meal. Itdoes notjust satisfy my taste buds, it satisfies
my mind: as | eat, | start to feel relaxed and calm, and my mind lets go to explore thoughtsand
dreams.

The firsttime | had the chicken roll was with my motherwhen | was twelve years old. Mom usually
got herself amorning coffee to go. But on one particular December morning she decided that we
wouldsitinside and eat. Itwas veryearly, Irememberthatthe weatherwasfreezingcold, and |
wanted something hot. | ordered chicken. Although this was an atypical breakfast choice, | made no
apologies: | wasjetlagged having been awake since 4am, and | was hungry.

The choice was as excellentthenasitisnow. First,afresh white breadroll with ketchup, tokeepit
frombeingtoodry. Inside: chicken cookedto perfection. Crispy textured golden brown skin topped
with garlic, thyme and paprika, cracklingand crunchingwhen| bite into it, giving way to the
succulentand tender meat underneath. The savoury salty taste of the chicken balanced the sweet
sensation of my Monsterdrink. My stomach was happy: itfeltfizzy and full.

The company isveryimportantwhen | am munching my way through the roll and sipping from my
can. And thatcompanyis just myself. Noone else. When eatingthis meal, | prefertobe alone,
thinking. I do not even scroll through my phone (whichis justas well, as my plan does notwork in
the United States.) Eatingalone is best: you can directyour undivided attention towards the food
and enjoy every last bite, letting the flavours fly around in your mouth. Talkingto people would
waste the experience, it would be adistraction. The food is sodelicious, | do not require orwantany
distractions.

The locationtoo is critical to the experience. K&LDeliisa longdark space. At the front is a glass
counter, displayingthe meats and cheeses and breads available. Scribbled on a chalkboard are the
options. | give my orderto the Latin American woman at the cash registertable. Two Asian men
work behind the counterwhere myfoodis prepared. | eat my meal inthe back, where setagainst
the walls are formicatables and dark coloured booth benches, upholstered in durable and softly
comfortable vinyl.

And while | do notrequire or want distractions whilel eat, there is natural activity there all around
me that makes for an interestingatmosphere: the various languages being spoken, the energy of a
New York morning, the smell of coffee, and of breakfast foods, and of a kind of desperation. | see
people of all different backgrounds who | imagine are rushing to their second shifts at their third job,
lacking sleep, thinking of their problems and the work they have todo, and the children they have to



raise, all while chasingthe American Dream, hopingitisthe better optionthan whatisavailablein
theirhomelands.

The occasion is not special, justarelaxingmomentwhileon holiday. | preferto eat thismeal whenit
is cold outside, and preferably raining. Rainis beautiful. Afterthe meal, |love walkinghome onan

eating 'high', watching the raindropsin the flash of the trafficlightsand in the puddles on the street.
Sometimes|sip acold slushie drink while | walk to heighten the feeling of being fresh and cool in the

rain.

| love the meal not just because of its amazing taste, but also probably because lam onlyin New
York once or twice a year, and only have it then. Itis not 'Forbidden fruit', butits novelty does make
it a favourite, with the occasion, the company, the location, and taste combining perfectly.

To conclude, to borrow from Heston Blumenthal, my favourite food is as much aboutthe moment,
the occasion, the location and the company as itis about the taste: it must be a chickenrollwitha
Monsterdrink from K & L DeliinJackson Heights, eateninthe back of the Deli by myself whileon
holiday, and followed by awalkhome inthe rain. Perhapsnoteveryone'schoice. Butitis mine.



