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The Best Novel Winners: The Good,
The Bad & The Ugly
by Chris Garcia

| hate to admit it, but live not read all the
winners of the Best Novel Hugo. live tried and failed
several times. Theres just so many of them and so
many of them that just hurt to read.

So, | pgured lid look at the ones live managed
to read and sort them into neat little piles- The Good
winners, the Bad winners and the ones whose wins
were just plain Ugly for reason or another.

1953: The Good 0 Alfred Besteris
Demolished Man

Probably the only Cyberpunk novel live ever
really loved. What? | hear you cry as | say that. Itis
straight-up Cyberpunk a full 30 years before Gibson
and co.. Class warfare, neat techoweapons, a criminal
underground and super-powerful corporate structures.
Hell, therels even a bodyguard in leather, what more do
you need to call it Cyberpunk? Itis also a damn good,
strangely constructed novel that would be criticized
today as being too gimmicky (a condemnation live
heard from folks about House of Leaves, for example).

The Demolished Man
is a very good novel and one
of the most signipcant of the
1950s: a decade | have never felt
too comfortably reading from
due to the fact that everything |
pick up to read seems to slowly
melt away into a gummy paste of
awful prose.

The

1961: The Good 8 Walter
Millers a Canticle for
Leibowitz

This is a great novel.
A really great novel. One of
the most interesting, layered,
approachable novels live ever
read. Itis endlessly entertaining,
and while reading (well, listening
to) Anathem, | could see the
lines of descendence holding
it up. Milleris work has a ton
of layer of both story and
character, but overall, its got a

sort of heart. | love the way he used artifacts and the
reoccurring cycles to reinforce one another. It was just
one of those great novels that keep you up reading
after your bedtime.

This almost got The Ugly, though. Deathworld
and Venus Plus-X were both on the ballot that year and
those are two novels as good or better than anything
else that ever won this award. Canticle is a masterpiece,
which is the only reason it wasnit branded.As such.The
other two novels nominated, Rogue Moon and The
High Crusade live never managed to read.

1962: The Good & Heinleinls Stranger in a
Strange Land

Yes, Heinlein gets a good for the only novel of
his live ever managed to pnish in one try. Itis a story
which has roots all over the place and that spins in on
the reader.Who would have thought that the greatest
hard-liner in the history of SF would write the novel
that pretty much kick-started the hippies?

The interesting thing is that Valentine Michael
Smith is so utterly uninteresting. Hefs Jesus, | get it, and
hels good and he sees whats what for what it is, but
mostly, heis just there doini stuff. Fun stuff, but stuff
nonetheless.

Oddly, live not read any of the other work that

was nominated that year.

1963: The Good - The Man in
the High Castle by Phillip K.
Dick

This is one of the most
impressive  Alternate  History
works ever written, and | only
read it recently. The odd fact that
you can see the threads that it
threw off in all directions helps.
Dick was an amazing writer,
and he was obviously well-
appreciated in his day, but he
failed in a few modes.

Man in the High Castle
wins or loses for each individual
reader based on how they get
along with the I-Ching and what
they make of the world that Dick
postulates. | love the way he
treats geography as the depnition
of freedom. He also presents one
of the truly great novels within a



novel:The Grasshopper Lies Heavy. | know there are at
least two fan-written versions of that book, though live
only managed to read one of them.

Of the rest of the nominees, | canit say much. H.
Beam Piperfs Little Fuzzy was a fun read, and Iim very
intrigued by the fact that John Scalzi is apparently re-
working the series to write another novel in the line.
Thatis a good one!

1964: The Ugly- Here Gather the Stars by
Clifford Simak

This is not a bad novel, but itis a terrible
decision. Witch World was a far better novel, and
one that has gone on to inyuence a generation of
readers as Andre Norton was, in many ways, a gateway
drug to the heroin that is science pction and fantasy.
Dune World, the serialized original version of Frank
Herbertis Dune, was outstanding and a masterpiece. It
was without question the most interesting thing that
saw publication in the magazines of the 1960s.

But the real reason for the Ugly: Cats Cradle.
Without question the most important novel of the
1960s when it came to mainstream readershipMonnegut
introduced millions to science pction, and it was even
powerful enough a study into the anthropological and
sociological world of the characters that it helped
Vonnegut earn his PhD from University of Chicago.
Catis Cradle didnit win because fans of the day were
too damned closed-minded to see what Vonnegut had
done with the novel. It was a masterpiece, plain and
simple, and because of Kurtls unhappy relationship
with fandom, they passed him over. Catis Cradle has
remained a hugely popular, highly inyuential and mostly
awesome novel for more than 40 years, years and years

after most have forgotten there ever was a
Cliff Simak.

1967:The Bad & The Ugly 6 The Moon
is a Harsh Mistress by Heinlein

| hated Heinleinis second most
well-known novel for about 1J of it
though | kinda enjoyed the prst 1J. The
problem is simple: Heinleins prose left
me cold, but the aspects of the story like
HOLMES IV and Mike are great, the best
computer that live read when it comes to
being self-aware. Much of the story seems
to tread on that line of being shocking and
making social commentary of a fashion.
Ultimately, its only OK for the start and

then it goes downhill fast and hard. | mean really fast
and really hard.

The Ugly here is the nominee Flowers for
Algernon. No question that its one of the most
impressive books in the history of SF, though | cold see
the folks who voted it to win the Hugo for Best Short
Story not wanting to give it another one.As someone
who came to Flowers prst as a Novel, | can say that
its an amazing book, though the short story version
is probably stronger. Still, itis the kind of thing that you
want to see win.

Same could be said for Babel-17 by Samuel
Delaney. Heks a genius, sometimes to the point where
none of his readers can keep up with him! | liked Babel-
17 when | read it back in the day (maybe ten years ago)
and | certainly enjoyed it much better than Moon.

1970: The Good & The Ugly d The Left Hand of
Darkness by Ursula K. LeGuin

Michael Chabon has said that LeGuin is the
bnest voice in all of American literature. [i m not sure
Iid go that far, but shefs a legend and a pne writer and
The Left Hand of Darkness is an amazing novel. lid say
that it stands up with Lathe of Heaven as her pnest
work.

Buté

Again, it should not have won, not by a long-
shot. Bug Jack Baron is Norman Spinradis best work
(without question) and one that truly showed what
America both was at the moment and would become
more and more over the following years. Itls amazing
to read it now and see the view Spinrad had of his time
and how close it is to today.

The other problem is Slaughterhouse-5.

There is no novel that should
have beaten Vonnegut on this one.
Slaughterhouse-5 was one of the
best received books of the decade,
has been continually in-print ever
since and, oh year, was the best
selling SF novel of 1969. It was a
masterpiece and has continued to be
s0.While not as egregious as Simakis
win, this is a bad one as thereis no
question that Slaughterhouse-5 was
the obvious best novel of 1969, and
while LeGuinis piece has also stood
the test of time, it will never be
Slaughterhouse-5.



1972:The Good d To Your Scattered Bodies Go
by Phillip Jose Farmer

Phillip Jose Farmer is one of my favorites, so itis
no question that this gets a Good, but it was also his
most interesting and accessible novel up to that point.
He built a world that was truly magical, populated
it with amazing characters, and had one of the best
opening lines of the 1970s. The follow-ons suffered,
for the most part, though | did enjoy The Fabulous
Riverboat.

Sadly, Lathe of Heaven, another excellent
LeGuin, was up against it, but itls not quite To Your
Scattered Bodies Go. Timing is a damn shame on this
one, as in any of the previous or following years, Lathe
would have been better than the eventual winner.

1977: The Good
0 Where Late the
Sweet Bird Sang by
Kate Wilhelm
This is one of my
favorite novels by one
of my favorite authors. It
is a story with powerful
roots. You can never go
wrong writing brilliantly
about conformity, the
dangers of technology
and the role of Human
Individuality in  the
Civilization process. Itis
an amazing and powerful
book, though one that lim not sure reads as well today
as it would have 30, or even 20 years ago. | think weive
fundamentally changed our views on technology and
Individual expression to the point where a novel like
this no longer challenges us, but instead makes us
question the mission of the author.
| still say itis a piece of genius.
| tried to read Children of Dune and failed.
Thatts a shame.

1996: The Good 0 The Diamond Age by Neal
Stephenson

Almost twenty years have passed since | read
the winner of Best Novel, partly because thereks a
McMaster-Bujold book or two and the Mars series. On
the other hand, this is also one of those novels that |
came to pretty late, largely because of its largeness.

Itis a brilliantly told tale of tribes and class-

structure and bizarre matter-manipulation and weird
Al themes. Thereis also the whole Neo-Victorian thing,
which is so very cool!

The main character is going through a coming-
of-age story, which is usually a win for me. | really
should try and re-read it soon.

On the ballot, the only other novel live read
was The Time Ships, which | read recently as a part of
my 0All Baxter Are Go!6 programme. Itis a pretty darn
spectacular novel and one of the best youill ever read
from Stephen.

| also read The Terminal Experiment and was
unimpressed. Once again, Sawyer manages to catch me
early but completely turn me off with an ending that
doesnit really make any sense.

2001: The Good - Harry Potter and the Goblet
of Fire by JK Rowling

This one caused a stink when it won, but really,
itls a great novel and one of the most fun things to win
the Hugo. Say what you will about Harry Potter, but
itls a great, highly readable, endlessly entertaining novel.
Itis also the best of the series, without question. The
themes of the entire series, about what it means to be
chosen, about how none of us really understand what
welre capable of, about loss being what allows us to
rise up, theyire all the focus of the novel, and thus, that
makes it more powerful than any of the othersé with
the possible exception of Dumbledoreks death.

Robert Sawyerls Calculating God is another
in a long line of Sawyer novels that started so strong
and just fell off. Itis a shame because | could see where
| wanted it to go, how | wanted it to play out, and it
did not even come close. It was a shame, but the prst
hundred and pfty pages are really something special.

2003:The Ugly - Hominids by Robert J Sawyer

Thatls a shame, that Ugly up there, because
Hominids ainit a bad book at all. Slightly underwhelming,
a great character in Ponter Bonnit, and thereis a strong
romantic story involved. Therels also a certainly
ugliness that | think is very off-putting to some of it,
and the ending isnit great, though itis better than most
of the ones that wefve gotten from Sawyer.

On the other, there were two pretty amazing
novels that were passed up. The Years of Rice and
Salt by Kim Stanley Robinson was one | only read
recently and | was blown away by the time | got to the
end. Really, of all Robinsonis stuff, this was the most
approachable. In fact, itis the only one live made it all



the way through on the prst try.
The other one thats up there is
Mievillels The Scar. Perdido was a
more important book, The Scar
is possibly a better book. Either of
them well-over-shadowed Sawyeris
work, but what can we do; we were
in Canada that year.

2005: The Good - Jonathan
Strange & Mr Norrell

Funny thingis a lot of people
didnit like this win, but | really
think it was an awesome novel and
though it took me several whiles
to pnish it, it was well-worth the
effort. The presentation of the
work, which alone was enough
to keep me interested, played on
that part of me that loves research
and the footnotes only made the

whole thing more interesting.

This did come near to an Ugly because of two
very good novels, The Algebraist and River of Gods,
and one that | think is somewhat impressive but very
difpcult for me to actually read (Iron Council). Clarkis
wonderful novel rose above those though, and Iim
hoping to see something big and new and shiny from
her soon.

2006: The Very, Very Ugly 0 Spin by Robert
Charles Wilson

Hereis the thing: even the novels live not liked
have at least had some merit to my eyes. To me Spin
is pure, unpltered, worse-possible-choice crap. The
concept itself infuriated me from the very beginning,
and reading it, | was disgusted by the lame, entirely-
recycled plot and devices. It was almost as if he wanted
to take a 1960s novel, dust it off, ple off some of the
standard characters and the way he tried to tell it
annoyed my very soul. | hated this book, and to me
thereis been no book as undeserving of the Hugo for
Best Novel. None. Iid take a thousands Simakis over
Vonnegut than to have to admit that this thing won.

On the other hand, there was Accelerando.
| normally donit buy into Singularity stuff (and | say
this for all Mankind to hear: there will NEVER be a
Singularity) but this was some of Charlie Strossi best
stuff and it was so very deserving of the Hugo. Sadly,
it lost out. Old Mani War was also a massive blow to

the genre, coming from John Scalzi,
who would win the Campbell
that year. Itls a great book, one of
Scalzits absolute best. Sadly, | donit
think heill ever obtain that level
again. Hefs written in this universe
with diminishing returns each time
out.

2007: The Good 6 Rainbowis
End by VernorVinge
This was an interesting
year. | wasnit a big fan of any of the
novels listed. | didnit like Blindsight
so much that | didnit pnish it, and
the Vinge, while good, lacked that
extra something that would make
it a truly spectacular winner. |
rather enjoyed Naomi Novikis
Her Majestys Dragon, though the
follow-ons werenit nearly as good.
We had a Stross, though not nearly as good a Stross as
Accelerando, and we had a Flynn. It was an interesting
year, and lim told Vernor is very popular in Japan and
thatis why he won. live heard the same thing said about
Stross, though neither of them are David Brin, who is a
big name writer out that way.

2008:The Good 0 TheYiddish Policemanis Union
by Michael Chabon

This, to me, is the best novel of any kind
released in 2007. An absolute masterpiece of pction.
Many complain that itls not actually SF/Fantasy enough
to qualify, to which | say theyire wrong. Itls an amazing
novel and more proof that Chabon is a Genre Writer
who is not sold as such, but understands himself that
he is one.The story is manaing, the world that Chabon
structures is engaging, and the characters are full
and rich and tough and true. Itis an absolute winner
without rival.

The other nominees were also very good. |
loved lan McDonaldis Brasyl. | think its the best SF
novel of 2007.Therefs little argument that it was a great
novel.| think McDonald might be the best writer of the
International variety. | mean, the guy totally gets how to
write for a century thatis completely world-wide.

The others? Well, The Last Colony wasnit for
me, and | wasnit that big a fan of Rollback, but it doesnit
really matter much, because the best novel took home
the rocket.



2009: The Ugly 6 The Graveyward Book by Neil
Gaiman

Anathem. Thatis all | should have to say. It was
not only the best novel of the bunch, but it was the
best science pction novel lid read in years. OK, | didnit
read it, | bought the audio book, but it was still fan-
freakini-omenal!

The winner was The Graveyard Book, a book
that | really didnit much care for. live never been a big
Gaiman fan, but this was the weakest of his novels live
read. It just felt so derivative of so many other things
live read, and the writing was just plain dull.

The other books? | wasnit a fan of Zoefs Tale,
the tone and general state of prose being unattractive
to me. Little Brother was pretty darn good, and its the
second best Doctorow that live read so far. Saturnis
Children? Yeah, | liked it, though it lacked the impact of
Accelerando.

The thing is, Anathem was 100 times the novel
that The Graveyard Book was: both in quality and
volume. Itis a strong novel, a rewarding one and one
that [ill likely listen to again!

A Quick Look Back by James Bacon

It ainit all bad, even with red lenses.

Jeez, | can remember the smell of cheap
coffee, and damp, in Dandelion Books, as Rory L.
explained to me the importance to him,a man who
owned about ten thousand SF books and who had read
many times more than that, of iHugo Winnert.

It was an early education, | would have been in
a school uniform, having wandered up from Phantasia
comic shop, and Rory worked the 5pm to 6.30pm shift,
so Padraig could go for a pint. Ever seen Black Books.
Rory has a beard, is very relaxed, not exactly a hippy,
but a tweed-wearing super intelligent chilled out drug
experienced chap.

So | decided to quickly look back, to 1960 and
come forward and comment about the books, | really
really liked and have read that have won, or were
nominated. | wonit go through each year, just where a
novel excites me.

The winner in 1960, was Starship Troopers,
a favourite of mine, | loved it, still love it, and as a
nationalist, a republican in the Irish sense, feel that itis
always viewed a little harshly, as it just good fun.The
Sirens of Titan, by KurtVonnegut is in a different
league, but is as good.

1961, and its A Canticle for Leibowitz, what
a great book. 1962 James White gets nominated for
Second Ending, not my favourite White novels at all.
But then all his books are damn pne. 1963 one of my
favourites wins, The Man in the High Castle. | have
read it many times. | adore it very much and feel it
is Dickis best work. Canit believe Dune World was
nominated in 1964 and then won, in a tie in 1966, once
it was amalgamated with The Prophet of Dune, beating
another favourite, The Moon is Harsh Mistress which
then also got in again and won in 1967.What was going
on in the sixties....

1970, Bug Jack Barron and Slaughterhouse Five
both loose out, what a shame, and in 1971 Tau Zero by
Poul Anderson also looses out, wow. A lot of books in
these Hugos that | genuinely like,and am now pnding it
hard to pick favourites.

This is the thing with the Hugok, it may be
voted on by a ropey bunch of fans, but there is some
good taste in the democracy of it all. We are obviously
getting what we deserve.

No surprise in 1974, the year | was born, its
Rendezvous with Rama. Itis a damn pne book and a
big smile when | see and remember that The Forever
War was a winner in 1976, sixteen years after Starship



Troopers, representing the genre again in a militaristic
fashion, but altogether differently. Not so sure about
the late seventies and early eighties, books | have read,
but not altogether favourites. | am noticing that many
of the works by females of the era, are not favourites at
all, I liked Anne McCaffery, as she would come to Irish
conventions, but her books didnit grab me.

1984 and | liked Startide Rising, although not
SO sure about it these days, it may have aged badly or
something maybe. 1986 is a good year for me, Enders
Game, a great book, shame about the authors more
recent opinions, The Postman, a great Post Apocolypse
book, and Footfall. | need to read that again, but | liked
it, a lot about eighteen years ago.

Christ, what went wrong in 1987, how can
Shaw get stuffed again, shame on you, Hugo Voters,
| genuinely expect better, as The Ragged Astronauts
deserved that win. No Atwood in there.

1990 and Dan Simmons wins with Hyperion.
A stunning novel. It did the rounds in Dublin, it was
really rated well, and it was a very very good read.
1991 and Lois McMaster Bujoid storms in, stealing a
run of nominations that Brin and Scott Card had in
the late eighties. A woman I love, truly, in Miles she has
created a character who | really admire, and have a lot
of time for.TheVor Game is and was stunning.Although
initially once pnding her, | read a quantity of work, as |
settled down, | subsequently fell into a pattern of loving
every second book, with the in-betweener being OK,
although I also loved Barrayar, the winner in 1992,

Shame that in 1996 that Baxteris Timeships did
not win, | really like that book. The Mars books are
prominent here, but although | must accept they are
good, as are many of the books | have not mentioned
- real favourites. Not sure.

Forever Peace does it again for Joe Haldeman in
1998, and itis a very awesome book, and very different
in many ways to his previous win, but shares a common
factor, brilliance. Not sure about Rowlings nominations.
Itis interesting that HP and the Philosophers Stone, is
not nominated, showing that even Hugo voters need a
band wagon to clamber aboard occasionally. American
Gods by Neil Gaiman beat Perdido Street Station in
2002, seems like a ropey call now, somewhat although
both pne novels.

Gutted that River of Gods lost to Jonathon
Strange and Mrs Norrell, a book | have never been
interested in reading. Iron Council, is another favourite,
for some reason in 2005. Noticeable that the list is very
UK centric, but then, | was on that stage that evening

for something else, and it was in Glasgow. No denying
that itls good to see a great selection. Disappointed
that Naomi Novik didnit win in 2007, she captured my
imagination, | picked up a sampler of Her Majesties

Dragon, or Temerierei n 2006 at LA Con, and loved it.

2008 and its a year to be proud of, the winner,
by Chabon is great, The Yiddish Policemans Union, but
of course, would have loved Brasyl, to win,and The Last
Colony is another favourite. A great year.

And now right bang up to date, its nice for Neil
to win, but in deference to my mate The great Chris
Garcia, | am happy to attest that, in the words of the
masses:

Stephenson woz ROBBED!!!



The Forgotten: 2010: Books The Should Have
Made It by Chris Garcia

There is no perfect Hugo ballot. | always pnd
myself wondering what it takes to get a novel on the
ballot, and there are some obvious things (visibility,
author popularity, actually having a good novel) and
there are some secrets that will probably never be
discovered. This yearis crop is good, but there are
several other things that could have easily made it even
stronger.

The prst one, as live said many time, is another
Valente book. Her story The Girl Who Circumnavigated
Fairyland in a Boat of Her Own Making is one of the
best books | read in 2009. Itis a great novel and | much
preferred it to Palimpsest. It was one of the top novels
of the year (though by word count, it might have been
a novella?). Valente is an amazing writer and lid have
loved to have seen her warmer novel get the nod over
the one that was, as Niall Harrison put it, icoldi. Still,
Palimpsest is a very good novel, but therels something
about The Girlé that just kicks into high gear. Iid have
loved to have seen it make it, and it would have been
great to have seen a novel released via an authoris
website.

Second is a novel that has a counterpart on
the ballot in Boneshaker, and itls the second most
talked-about Steampunk novel of the year.That novel is
Soulless by Gail Carriger. Soulless was also the better, if
much lighter, novel.You donit see novels with as much
romance put onto the ballot, which is a shame as this
would be the perfect prst Steampunk novel to appear
on the ballot. The world Gail created was strong, almost
as strong as Priests Walled Seattle, and her characters,
while a bit yatter than those enhabiting Boneshaker,
are at least more even and consistent. The plot and
the ending are far more satisfying, though. That alone
should have gotten Gail on the ballot, and did manage
to get her onto the Campbell ballot. Iim predicting a
win there for Gail, but a place on the Main Event ballot
was also deserved.

Another that live seen put up as deserving, and
one which | completely agree with,is The Unincorporated
Man by the Brothers Kolin. This was one of the most
impressive novels of the year, with folks ranging from
Joe Major to Kage Baker. Itls an impressive debut, and
one of the best pieces of SF about economics. | love
Econ! Sadly, | had it on my ballot and it didnit turn up.

One of the bigger names in SF that has been
on the ballot (and | believe has won a couple) is Kim

Stanley Robinson. | had Gallileois Dream pegged as a for-
sure, a great book from a great writer in a year when
there werenit a lot huge names releasing huge titles, |
bgured for sure it be up. | was wrong, of course, which
is odd. I still think that Gallileois Dream will end up being
one of the three books from 2009 that will be long-
remembered.

Stephen Baxter might be the best Space Opera
writer working today. Hels massively awesome, but hefs
not had the success with Hugo nominations that hels
had as a Clarke nominee. Ark was a damn pne novel,
as was Flood before it. Ark tells a story as strong as any
other | read last year, marred by only a light fascination
with the idea that sacripce is a necessary part of the
process of discovery. Thatfs always a problem for me as
it always seems to take a bit much.

What Baxter manages is to make the individual
members of the crew into well-formed problems of
space and annoying habits mixed with weird sorts of
physics stuff. There are characters that feed on every
fear: fear of the hyper-intelligent, fear of religion (after
a fashion), fear of wanting, fear of sex, so on and so on.
Itis a very good book, and even at 500+ pages, | breezed
through it. | was blown away by it, hugely.

Yellow Blue Tibia was up for the Clarke and lost.
Itis a divisive book, so | guess | shouldnit have been
shocked, but Iim fairly certain itill turn out to be a top
ten or twelve book when it comes to nominations.
It reminded me of those second-string novels of the
1980s. You know, the ones your weird friends kept
telling you were bubbling the surface while you were
wallowing in the latest Cyberpunk. Itis a great novel
and lid have loved in on the ballot.

There are always more great novel than there
are spaces on the ballot. Thatis what happens, and Iim
hoping that this is a problem we have for a great many
years.



