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It was an honour and a privilege to be asked to judge this year’s Lyndall Hadow/Donald
Stuart Short Story Competition. There were 127 entries and the general standard was
good. The sheer variety of themes and subjects reinforced the sense I have of the vitality
of Western Australia’s creative writers. When so much empbhasis in our society is placed
on things other than the arts, competitions such as this one help to redress the balance.

Although much literary experimentation in the 20” Century tended in the direction of
formlessness. it seems to me that a sense of structure is fundamental to any artistic
endeavour, and not least inn the realm of the short story. The story must work swiftly to
ensnare its reader. Apart from the necessary groundwork involved in establishing interest
in character, place and situation, another fundamental is the hardest to learn and is
probably impossible to teach: finesse with words. a sense of style, the ability to make
subtle distinctions, in order to match that style tightly to purpose. to establish what I
rather clumsily call the multi-textured impact of language. It is the equivalent of

what Dylan Thomas refers to as the x-factor in poetry, that element that draws us in

to the writer’s world and doesn’t easily let us go. This ability was evident in all the best
stories here.

I'will offer a few observations regarding some of the stories that didn’t quite make it to
the short list, in the hope that some writers might be prepared to make those (mostly
minor) adjustments that will improve their chances of selection in future competitions.

Many of these stories took an inordinate time to get started. Quite often the real starting
point to a story seemed to be several paragraphs in, preceded by less necessary detail that
the writer may need to have considered. but with which the reader doesn’t need to be
bothered. Hemingway spoke of the fceberg Principle - just as only a fraction of the
iceberg is seen above the surface, so the writer should carefully sift and sort, revealing in
the story only what is essential.

Some stories were clearly autobiographical and would have been perfectly acceptable as
creative non-fiction pieces, but lacked that sense of focus or. to use Nabokov's term.
contrivance, that shaping and narrative control so necessary to a fictional story. Similarly,
many entries evoked Australian outback life and its characters with great verve and

skill, but ultimately seemed more like travelogues or documentaries than short stories.

Other stories would have been more successful if more attention had been given to
scene construction and variety, alternating dialogue with exposition, rather than the less-
involving panoramic approach.

Weriters cannot take for granted that readers will automatically care or be interested in
their characters. More thought could have gone into developing believable characters
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Sometimes a surprise, a twist, at the end (or elsewhere!) is an effective way of
giving the reader a jolt or thrill, but final revelations that the central character is an
animal other than human have become cliched, and unless handled with considerable
skill are usually predictable as such anyway.

“To continue such a catalogue might become tedious, but 1 will close the ‘negatives®
by referring to what I said earlier about the texture of language: the single major problem
with some of these stories was that they lacked an identifiable sense of style. An
individual style is often hard to acquire, but is ultimately essential to success. A building-
on, or retum to, basics, combined with wide reading is as good a way as any to head in
this direction.

Now to “positives”. I would like to Commend three stories. in no particular order, for
their strong characterisations. sense of place and observational powers: John Pitman's
“How 1o Write a Book in 10 Weeks', Vamya Bromilow’s *Between Loongana and
Deacon’ and Alison Perrett’s *Monuments of Murjuta’.

The two Highly Commended stories were technically among the

most skilfully written entries. This alone was not the deciding factor for selection.
though it was a significant one. These stories also displayed powers of insight and
empathy with the characters, and dealt with topically important themes.

Both of these stories, “fndy Grab’ by Carmel Lillis and "Going Straight” by the same
author take us into the often confused and confusing world of adolescence.

“Indy Grab’ initially reveals the domain of skateboarding that scems to have held so
many (mostly male) teenagers in thrall for what must be decades now. Narrated in the
first person, the story convincingly re-creates the tensions and anxieties, the
competition and bullying, the ambitions, that swirl around in the modem schoolyard.
The authenticity of the characters and their setting also subtly remind the reader that
school experiences are often like rehearsals for what happens later in *grown-up®

life. The story is well-modulated, has a lightness of touch and a satisfying conclusion.

As does *Going Straight”, with its final and understandable irony. This is a darker
story with some bizarre moments of violence. a story framed by  first person
introduction and conclusion that establishes context and adds a further layer of interest
and complexity. Characters and situations come alive here through purposeful and
convincing dialogue. simmering tensions. concisely evocative descriptions and
unexpected incidents. Above all, it has a sense of style.

The First and Second Prize-winning stories share some of these characteristics, and one
other that was relatively scarace in the bulk of entries: a sens¢ of humour. This is more
obvious in the Second Prize-winning story, *Crossing the Ditch” by John Poole.

There is a real touch of “Footrot Flats’ in this picaresque adventure about a young
Kiwi making his naively (or maybe not so naively) criminal way across the Tasman.
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meaningful themes here. but it is a well-told yam, a real story, in fact. guaranteed
0 give most readers a chuckle or two.

First Prize goes to *His Buring Bleeding Heart” by Karen Dixon. This does

have a very serious theme, yet it is presented with enormous sensitivity and under-
statement. Tt is about an ordinary individual, 2 person much bolstered by her religious
convictions, who tries to come to terms with the morally chaotic and diverse society in
which she finds herself. There is almost 2 hint of modern fable in this namrative. The
writer presents the characters with considerable understanding. but at a littler distance.
We follow Celia’s development from optimism to bewilderment and ultimate crisis.
Celia’s dilemma i poignant and harrowing. and most readers, whatever their own
beliefs or lack thereof, will achingly empathise with her and the broader human
predicament. The resolution is beautifully and sensitively realised. This s a very, very
fine story. and its author deserves every success.

My congratulations to all of the winning entries, and to all who entered. As I said in my
introduction, the standard was good and many of these stories deserve to find publication
or perhaps achieve lzurels in other competitions. Thank you.

- Shane McCauley
21 July 2010




