
FAWA’s 2014 Lyndall Haddow/Donald Stuart 
Short Story Competition !

Judge’s Report !
INTRODUCTION !
LET me say, right up-front, that I believe the chosen winner of this year’s Lyndall Haddow/Donald 
Stuart Short Story Competition is the best short story that was entered. 

In fact, it is, in my view, a truly world-class short story. 
That said, it may not be the most eloquently-penned piece of prose in the running (in fact it isn’t). 

It probably isn’t the most poetic offering either (ah, ah), or even the most evocative (nope). It’s not a 
cutting-edge experimental piece either (hardly).  

But I was asked to judge a short story award, not an ‘essay’ competition or a ‘creative writing’ 
assignment. Therefore I considered, at least for the four prizes, only entries that were ‘proper’ 
stories; and by ‘proper’, I mean stories with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Just because it’s a 
‘short’ form of literature, this basic requirement of storytelling cannot be dispensed with. !
THE STORY STORY !
I mention the above because it was quickly obvious to me when I started the judging process in 
earnest that about half the entries in the 2014 award weren’t really stories at all. I suspect they were 
variously the results of workshop writing exercises or, in many cases, extracts from much longer 
works.  

But a ‘slice of a novel’, or a ‘chapter of a novella’, regardless of how well-crafted it is, is 
NOT a short story. So as good as many of these entries were (and some were very, very good 
indeed), I did not consider them for a prize. I did, however, read, judge and ‘grade’ them (see my 
notes on the judging method that follow) so that they might be eligible for an honourable mention at 
least if the writing was good enough. 

But in the end, the entries that did not tell a story were never going to win a short story 
competition. !
JUDGING METHODOLOGY !
Even so, the task of choosing the best story from the qualifying entries was an enormously difficult 
one. 

But I am, if nothing else, a methodical and determined man! I read each story carefully, scoring 
them as I went on a special a scoring matrix I drew up to assist me (because relying on my old 
memory, especially over the reading of 60 entries and several weeks, is not wise).  

I assigned points, variously, for things like a) how a story engaged with the reader (how 
emotionally involved I got), b) the power of its opening, c) to what degree it was original or not, d) 
how it was crafted, e) whether the language used was powerful and/or appropriate and, lastly, f) 
whether the writer had an adequate grasp of spelling, grammar and punctuation. !
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This matrix resulted in each work receiving a ‘score’ from me out of a possible 450 points. 
Obviously anything over 300 or so was a very creditable performance on such a scale. 

I was confident that, with such a number of criteria spread over so wide a points range, the 
entries would end up neatly ‘ranked’ from best to worst. But, what is it they say about the best of 
intentions… or the best laid plans (of both men and mice)? !
IT’S A WINNER! BUT… !
My matrix did indeed produce a clear winner. Score one for the good guys. And, on re-reading the 
top-ranked half a dozen stories, I was confident it was the right choice too. 

What I hadn’t bargained for, however, was that, despite all the variables listed above, when the 
tallying up was done there were no less than five entries locked together in second place! 

I can only imagine the odds of that happening! Separating those five entries (so we could award 
a second prize and two ‘highly commended’ prizes) was one of the hardest things I have ever done. 
In fact it was maddening. (It’s like having quintuplets and being asked to choose your favourite 
three, and what’s more, while you’re at it, nominate an order of preference for them all!) I would 
have liked simply to award five joint second places and been done with it. But, of course, as is the 
way with these things, ‘there can only be one winner’. 

So, after a lot of soul searching I ripped my heart out and did what I had to do by way of count-
back to separate them (see list below). !
CONCLUSION !
I know that my choices will not be universally agreed with (hey, what judge’s verdict is ever greeted 
with overwhelming acclaim?)  

It pains me to know, beyond a doubt, that there are at least two stories entered in this award that 
should have won a prize but missed out, albeit by the proverbial ‘narrowest of margins’. (In 
acknowledgement of this I have mentioned those unlucky writers in my comments below). In fact 
the quality of entries at the top end was so high that, winner aside, just 10 points – remember, that’s 
out of a possible 450 – separated the next top 10 entries on my score-sheet! 

So judging, as it always is, was hard work. But there was also pleasure too. To read so many 
great stories by so many talented writers in just a short time was an honour and a treat. 

Congratulations to every entrant and to the management of FAWA for continuing to foster 
writers through this competition and their other community efforts. !
THE RESULTS !
As indicated above, separating the top ten entries in this award was challenging to say the least. 

The prize-winners were: !
………. [DRUMROLL PLEASE] ………. !
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First Prize !
1. The Rag Star (by Jim Brigginshaw) [358/450] 



!
“What is it about old boats and old soaks that continue to resonate with us? An ‘old-style’ short 
story, this yarn really delivers in the tradition of F Scott Fitzgerald, John Steinbeck and Ernest 
Hemingway. The idea is less ‘original’ than many other entries (after all, it’s set in familiar 
territory and post-WWII), but that hardly matters because the story is crafted so perfectly, is 
balanced and rolled out so effortlessly, that the reader doesn’t really care. And even Rag Star’s 
very Steinbeck-ness (if that’s a word), as strong as it is, never seems like imitation. Homage, 
perhaps... but imitation, no. The author has his (or her) own special voice and it’s a voice I 
would like to hear a lot more of. Bravo!” !

Second Prize !
2. Not Sweet. Not Sweet at All (by Rosie Barter) [342/450] !
“Is it a story? Is it a vignette? Or is it just a crazy-paving mosaic of madness? Does it matter? 
This entry scraped past my ‘story’ test by the skin of its teeth. And I’m so glad it did. In 
complete contrast to the winning entry, this amazing piece of writing is not steeped in traditional 
literature at all. In fact it’s avant-garde in the extreme. But it is no less worthy of recognition for 
all that. It’s beautifully written in a Gothic and disturbing way that both moved and chilled me. 
The story’s gradual revelation of a really peculiar (and disturbing) madness is delicious and, 
while my prerequisite ending appears missing, I think I can just see its ghost over there... Piglets 
as pincushions.” !

Highly Commended !
3. Do Not Disturb (by Alison Davis) [342/450] !
“I get comedy. I like the absurd. I loved this little gem! It would be all too easy to dismiss this 
yarn simply as a good joke, well told. But it is a lot more than that I think. Satirical in a way that 
reminded me so much of people like Michael Frayn (The Tin Men et al), this in a not-so-subtle 
cautionary tale about the dangers of empire building and Quixotic self-obsession. It’s also 
laugh-out-loud funny and terribly insightful about the ‘growth for growth’s sake’ mentality of 
much of our corporate sector. Pass me a highlighter!” !
4. History of Flying (by Joy Kilian) [342/450] !

“Proving just what an eclectic mixture the winners of this award are, comes this almost 
‘uncategorisable’ celebration of a life. Such a beautiful and original snapshot of a life in under 
3000 words, this kaleidoscope of imagery is very moving and extraordinarily engaging. Almost a 
long poem (but, thankfully, not quite), its still balletic and sensual, a soaring insight into the 
pleasure and pain of one woman’s wonderful life. The wind beneath our wings.” !!!!!
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!
The other six of the top ten were: !

5. Talk of the Town (by Marian Matta) [342/450] !
“You just know something’s not quite right with Davo. But what? His woman’s gone walkabout 
and his itchy broken leg is giving him gip. Not to mention nosy cops, annoying neighbours and 
the fact he’s finally out of cashews. This obviously ain’t going to end well. Funny, neatly written 
and with rough, living dialogue to die for, this is a superior effort, if not easy to categorise. I’ll 
call it a superior comedy of menace.” !
6. Behind the Lens (by Victoria Sloan) [342/450] !
“This story is virtually biopic poetry. An exceptionally well written piece, the rise and fall of the 
prose exactly reflects the surfing culture at the heart of what is a much deeper story than it at 
first seems. It’s earthy, gripping and drenched with a sense of dread at what the reader might 
discover.” !
7. Hearts and Heroes (by Tania Pearse) [341/450] !
“Stories about people receiving a life-saving transplant and the complex relationship that often 
ensues between the recipient and the donor are a dime a dozen. This piece, however, is quite 
refreshingly different. At times wistful, at others jarringly incisive, I found this story a powerful 
comment on what we love to call ‘the human condition’.” !
8. Antivenin (by Liana Christensen) [337/450] !
“Probably the shortest entry of the lot (it’s only nine paragraphs), this deceptively simple ‘word 
sketch’ certainly punches above its weight. Despite its brevity, the author expertly fleshes out 
not only the improbable character of Stalin’s granddaughter but also, through subtle nuance, the 
narrator as well.” !
9. In Command (by Marshall William) [337/450] !
“A recurring theme in this competition was the ‘old person gradually losing his/her mind’ story. 
I suppose more and more of us are exposed to this phenomenon as our population lives longer 
and more of our seniors experience the dark side of the ‘modernity paradox’. This was by far the 
best of the half-dozen of this type of story and it’s because the author has the excellent sense to 
show us the decay – by contrasting it cleverly with the past – rather than just describing it. 
Piracy and skulduggery certainly make for an interesting twist on the ravages of dementia.” !
10. The Flight of the Frill Necked Lizard (by Lyn Deperas) [335/450] !
“Tightly controlled, this highly amusing (and oddly disturbing) tale of a man’s rapid – and it 
seems inevitable – descent from lofty principle to boorishness is, congruently, a very clever 
commentary on the battle between capitalism and environmentalism – or at least our attraction 
to both. The protagonist’s increasingly manic loss of clarity and control is as expertly described 



as it is funny (though it probably shouldn’t be in our politically-correct world). A guilty pleasure 
indeed.” !!
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Honourable mentions to: !
11. Space Rocks [333/450] – “A quirky futuristic love story. Well written, amusing and original. 

Oh, and the world gets saved along the way.” !
12. Looking After Grandad [329/450] – “Very amusing caricature of old grandad.” !
13. Captured on Canvas [327/450] – “The grim reaper with a paintbrush. Novel and well 

written salutatory tale with a twist.” !
14. Carnival [327/450] – “A very nice dissertation on racism. Beautifully written, it was just 

short on plot and therefore didn’t qualify as a ‘story’. Nevertheless, a fine effort which 
clearly displayed the writer’s ability and promise.” !

15. Choosing Wonderful [325/450] – “A lifetime of unrequited love blossoms in old age… only 
for the lovers, unknowingly, to be boarding… no, I won’t spoil it, wait for it to come out in 
some anthology (as is surely will).” !

16. Lotus [325/450] – “Aarrggh! It was travelling along so beautifully and then it just stopped. 
This interesting sci-fi brothel variant cried out to me. Beautifully rendered but the ending 
was simply too abrupt.” !

17. The Pipeline [318/450] – “Wow. Great potential, beautifully written piece steeped in surfing 
culture. Nice ideas that just didn’t quite make a narrative. Big future for the writer.” !

18. Chem Test [313/450] – “ An elderly couple fall in love and ‘escape’ their nursing home, 
much to the delight of one of the newer staff. Another of the really well-written pieces that 
were just a little short on story, this a sort of a glimpse of life rather than a proper yarn. A 
lovely style though, of which I’d have liked to read more.” !

19. The Klondike Tragedy [307/450] – “A pretty good narrative which simply suffered from 
jumping tenses (possibly the result of re-writes not cleaned up). Was never going to be in the 
running but, nevertheless, a commendable effort that could lead to something very good 
with more attention to detail.” !

20. The Imminent Demise of Young Butler Creed [305/450] – “One of the delicious little gems 
that, while it ended up in 20th spot (which, in itself, is a creditable effort out of 60), is 
probably a good deal better than that suggests. From its creepily credible description of a 
paedophile’s 'grooming' technique to an audacious twist, this was probably worthy of 
finishing in the top few. But it didn't. Mainly because it suffered from too many basic (but 
very fatal) flaws (for example the main antagonist’s name changed maddeningly (the result, 



no doubt, of one too many re-writes) from Nigel to Brett at the very apex point of the 
story).” !! !

Peter Ramshaw 
13 July 2014


