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DiCamillo wins Newbery Medal

(SAN DIEGO) DiCamillo is the 2004 winner of the John Newbery medal, the most prestigious award in children’s literature.

“You must trust me.  I am telling you a story.”  Kate DiCamillo, author of The Tale of Despereaux, published by Candlewick, draws the reader into an enchanting account of a smaller than usual mouse in love with music, stories, and a princess named Pea. This tiny hero faints at loud noises but gathers the courage to fulfill his dreams. With character and plot far more complex than the traditional fairy tale, separate stories introduce Despereaux, condemned for talking to the princess; the evil rat, Roscuro, who loves light and soup; and Miggery Sow, a farm girl with royal aspirations.  Their fates are threaded together as Despereaux undertakes a hero’s quest that culminates in mice, rats, and humans living almost happily ever after. The lyrical language of this distinctive tale is as savory as the soup.

“With finesse, DiCamillo masterfully weaves drama, mystery, and intrigue with high humor and fun into a cohesive, captivating, and distinguished tale,” says Eliza T. Dresang, Chair of the 2004 Newbery Award Committee.  “Time-honored themes of good versus evil, light versus dark, unrequited love, loyalty, and search for identity have roots in many mythic and literacy classics familiar to children. This story is sure to entice, challenge, and delight readers of all ages.”

DiCamillo was born in Marion, Pennsylvania, grew up in central Florida, and now lives in Minneapolis.  While working in a book warehouse, she was so impressed by the children’s fiction she discovered there that she decided to try writing herself.  Her first novel for children, Because of Winn Dixie (1999), was a Newbery Honor book and The Tiger Rising (2001) was a National Book Award finalist.  “When I write, I sometimes stop and cup my hands, as if I am drinking water.  I try, I want desperately to capture the world, to hold it for a moment in my hands.”

Newbery honor book, Olive’s Ocean, by Kevin Henkes, published by Greenwillow Books, opens as12-year-old Martha receives a page from the journal of a classmate, Olive, who has died in an accident. Olive’s entry about a desire to be Martha’s friend, to see the ocean, and to become a writer propels Martha into a journey from childhood to the brink of adolescence. Henkes creates a memorable character who experiences the anticipation of a first kiss, concern for her beloved aging grandmother and the fragility of trust. Beautiful and powerful imagery drawn from the sun, sand, and sea of Martha’s summer with her family and friends at Cape Cod skillfully reflects the pain and joy of Martha’s coming-of-age and awareness of her own mortality. 

“Kevin Henkes’ precision with language and elegant pacing allow him to juggle several layers of story with immediacy and subtlety that makes the reader live the story,” says committee Chair, Eliza T. Dresang.  “Henkes effectively captures the ebb and flow of early adolescence. This novel transforms a universal slice of life into an experience as enigmatic and compelling as the ocean itself.”

Kevin Henkes is a life-long resident of Wisconsin. All Alone, which he first drafted while still in high school, was published by Greenwillow in 1981. Nine of Henkes’ books have been selected as ALA Notable Books for Children, including Words of Stone (1992), Sun & Spoon (1997), the Caldecott Honor Book Owen (1993), and the beloved Lily’s Purple Plastic Purse (1996).

Says Henkes, “I hope there is something about my books that connects with children and something that connects with the adult readers. Even if something traumatic happens to one of my characters, I like to have my stories end on a hopeful note. That’s my gift to the reader.”

An American Plague The True and Terrifying Story of the Yellow Fever Epicemic of 1793,  Newbery Honor Book by Jim Murphy, published by Clarion Books, dramatically recounts the true story of the yellow fever epidemic that nearly decimated the population of Philadelphia at the end of the eighteenth century. Details of the rapid, unstoppable, spread of this dread disease make clear its far-reaching consequences for the political and social stability of the young republic and on the lives of the people involved.  Integrating newspapers, diaries, personal testimonies, and period illustrations, the narrative delivers a social and medical history of the times and raises chilling questions about the disease today.  

“With suburb verbal craftsmanship, Murphy conveys the tension of the mystery and impending doom of this epidemic, ending with the frightening fact of its contemporary relevance,” says committee Chair, Eliza T. Dresang.  “The compelling narrative of investigation and unsolved mystery turn facts into a spell-binding story in an outstanding nonfiction presentation for a child audience.”

Jim Murphy grew up in Kearny, New Jersey.  After working as Managing Editor at Clarion Books, he left to write the kind of books that he wanted to see published.  His many books have received awards including the Newbery Honor for The Great Fire (1995) and the Sibert Honor for Blizzard (2000).  He says, “I love to read.  I love to hunt around for details…I hope that in some way my enthusiasm will get [young people] to read more about the subject.”

