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I would like to begin with thanks, and these are profound ones. First of all to the trustees who have worked so hard to ensure that this prize has achieved the importance it now enjoys. To Emma Manderson, prize administrator, who has worked so hard and tirelessly. All three judges would like to say that we have all benefitted from her professionalism and consideration. And, of course, to my fellow judges James Daunt and Will Skidelsky who were not only enormous fun to work with but the sharpest and most sensitive of critics. But, above all, our thanks must go to Desmond Elliott who stipulated in his will that his estate should be used to set up a charitable trust to fund a literary award. Desmond was passionate about helping new talent to emerge but, equally, was fully aware of the problems and difficulties that new writers must face. This was his inimitable way of ensuring that some could get off the starting block. We owe him a debt of gratitude – and I hope he’s looking down on tonight’s proceedings with a sense of a job well done and richly deserved satisfaction.


This year’s entries assured us that there is a reservoir of talent out there.  Publication of the first novel is a seminal moment in a writer’s development – not only because it is the first publication but it is the moment where a freedom to dare, plus a freshness of vision and voice, is often at its most un-self-conscious. The invigorating and, often, surprising novels with which the judges were presented were proof of this and made our job incredibly difficult. 
The initial long list was an impressive one – and the judges would like to congratulate all of the authors who were on it.

The short list on which we eventually decided ranges through fantasy, to gritty realism to historical. Each of the writers has taken considerable risks and has triumphed. The judges wished to emphasise that not only are their novels notable for their technical skills but they are - what we all crave - gripping reads. 

Here is a flavour of all three- in alphabetical order.
Before the Earthquake
Maria Allen

Set in southern Italy at the turn of the 20th century, Before the Earthquake combines a personal drama of a young peasant girl with a wonderfully convincing evocation of life in a close, rural community. Badly injured in an earthquake, Conchetta’s recovery is hampered by her loss of memory and – according to convention – by an even greater predicament. Ruled by the weather and the seasons, grindingly poor, dominated by codes of loyalty and retribution which so often repress and punish individual freedoms, life in this society is harsh – and Conchetta is not spared. Assured and unhurried, the novel combines a dreamlike quality with the earthiness and detail of a Breughel painting. Conchetta’s story is an old one, and the Maria Allen’s sure-footed portrait of a girl struggling to accept her life has a monumental and moving quality. And so, too, does her portrait of a community moulded by centuries of tradition.
Talk of the Town

Jacob Polley

It’s the last day of summer in Carlisle in 1986, and Christopher is search for his best mate, Arthur, who has gone missing. This is the departure point for a heart-stopping journey from innocence to a terrible knowledge in which a youthful parallel universe – bored, almost feral, feckless and emotionally starved - is atomized on the pages in prose of startling agility, poetry and richness. Naive and curious, Chris elicits the aid of Gill, Arthur’s girl. Their quest around the grim purlieus of the town becomes, in some respects, a contemporary retelling of the expulsion from Eden and is just as catastrophic in its fall-out. ‘Me heart feels blown lose’, says Chris at the end and concludes: ‘Nowt’s what it might be any more.’  This is an emotionally demanding, visceral and completely compelling piece of writing.
The Girl with Glass Feet

Ali Shaw

Ida MacLaird is slowly turning into glass and she has returned to St Hauda’s Land to find a cure. From the first, it is obvious that this is a novel of transformations, of mysterious metamorphoses and a clever and intriguing exploration of frozen states, both physical and psychological. The conceit may sound whimsical but the precision and detail with which Ali Shaw anchors his vision, and the technical skill with which he pulls his story forward, lend it a surprisingly everyday feel in the very best sense. It is clear that the author took pleasure in unleashing his imagination. This pleasure is infectious and there are many magical moments. But this is not to forget that The Girl With Glass Feet has a serious point at its heart: if life disappoints us, we also fail it. Yet, if we are courageous enough, there is redemption to be found somewhere out there.
However, there can be only one winner and, after some soul searching and much debate, we decided on a novel which is bold, original, tragic and endlessly surprising.  The winner is… The Girl with Glass Feet
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