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Gold Award - Best Article:   
      British Columbia + Yukon 

Finalists:  
 
!  Soft Shouldered, Sarah de Leeuw (PRISM International) 
 
!  Hot for Teacher: What ‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ Taught Me About Salacious 
Grammar, Sexy Women and the Scandalous Con"ation of Cultural and Literary 
Culture, Peter Babiak (Sub-Terrain)  
 
!  Adverse Reactions, Paul Webster (Vancouver Magazine)  
 
!  Arrested Developments, Guy Saddy (Vancouver Magazine)  
 
!  Crash Course, Curtis Gillespie (Western Living) 



PRISM International 
Sarah de Leeuw 
Soft Shouldered 

The Winning Entry is:  
  



	
  
	
  

About ‘PRISM International’ 

 
 
  
!  Quarterly magazine based in 
Vancouver  

!  Established in 1959 as journal of 
Canadian writing  

!  “Mandate is to publish the best in 
contemporary writing and translation 
from Canada and around the world.”  

!  Editors have one-year terms 
 

Click	
  here	
  for	
  PRISM	
  Interna,onal	
  website	
  



About the editor: Jane Campbell 

!  PRISM editor in 2013/2014 (editors do one-
year terms)  

!  Writes short stories and creative non-#ction  

!  Completing MFA in UBC Creative Writing 
Program 



About the author: Sarah de Leeuw, PhD 

!  PhD, Cultural History, Queen’s;  MA, 
Geography/English, UNBC; BFA, Creative 
Writing, Victoria 
 
!  Associate professor, Faculty of Medicine,  
University of Northern British Columbia, Prince 
George, B.C.   

!  Author, Geographies of a Lover (NeWest 
Press, 2012) which won the Dorothy Livesay 
Poetry Prize  

!  Two-time recipient of CBC Literary Prize in 
Creative Non-Fiction 



Story subject: “The Highway of  Tears” 

!  800-km section of Highway 16 from Prince George 
and Prince Rupert, British Columbia  

!  At least 18 women have disappeared along the 
highway, many of them aboriginal  

!  Author hitchhiked sections of the highway as a young 
woman  
 

“It’s kind of hard, I suppose, to live up here as a woman and 
not understand this violence is everywhere”   

— Sarah de Leeuw 



Story Elements 



Story Lede  

“!is part is true.  
 
It is true because it is named and found. 
People have investigated and made inquiries. 
And inquires result in #ndings and #ndings 
can be documented and published and 
circulated and so people pay attention and 
they search for solutions.” 



Opening Metaphor 

“Dystocia is the name given to any difficult 
childbirth or abnormal labour. During 
childbirth, when the anterior shoulders of the 
infant cannot pass below the mother’s pubic 
symphysis, when a baby’s shoulders are wider 
than the opening in a mother’s pelvic bone, it 
is called Shoulder Dystocia.” 



Contrast with Missing Women 

“!is next part is next part is no less true. And 
it hurts no less. But there is nothing named or 
found and so nothing is documented or 
published…. No name is given to a child born 
to vanish. !ere is no diagnostic term for 
those who slip into this world born to 
disappear.” 



Original Intro 

!  !e original intro was different 
!  Described searchers looking for body of Nicole 

Hoar, a tree planter who went missing along 
Highway of Tears in 2002  

!  It was an “image of these waves of grass, these 
waves of people moving through the grass, looking 
for some remnants, some stray slaughtered bit.”   

— de Leeuw 



Metaphor 

!  Without a strong metaphor, the piece lacked 
something  

“I was trying to express something about a section of 
road, but ultimately it fell !at. It was a descriptor 

without a resonant image that actually moved 
it…. I’m interested in extended metaphor – a 
metaphor that springs up, particularly in essay 

form.”  
— de Leeuw 



Metaphor 

!  Metaphor came from two sources  
!  de Leeuw taught Introduction to Reproduction 
!  For one of her earlier books, she interviewed a 

midwife who described shoulder dystocia to her  
 
“It just snapped into place. I thought, this is the central 

metaphor.”  
- de Leeuw 



Personal Experience 

“We have stopped many times on the 
shoulders of that highway and the time we 
stopped years ago was not so much different, a 
detour to the edge. Pulling off onto the 
highway’s soft shoulder for a soft-shouldered 
young woman, standing there on the edge of 
the road on the edge of a town that seems to 
have no hard and fast boundaries…” 



Personal Experience 

!  !is experience of picking up the young 
woman was the starting point for the essay  
 

“I have a vision of something very concrete and very 
speci"c and I tend to work from that and expand 
outward... So once I had this moment… I knew 

that that could be stitched into a larger montage.”  
— de Leeuw 



Personal Connection 

!  Working as a counsellor, de Leeuw has 
worked with families of missing women  

“#e trails that I run on are trails where women’s 
bodies have been dumped. It feels impossible, in 

some ways, to not write about this.”  
— de Leeuw 



Poetic Description 

“Yes, oh yes, toss those beer bottles, watch 
them shatter, just because you can. Nobody is 
patrolling you. Plastic bags, snagged on 
brambles and translucent as lungs, #lled with 
wind and the rushing exhaust of cars…” 



Ending 

“So may you never think of your daughter as 
roadside prey, shoulders soft as dawn, 
shattered in a ditch overlooked when we travel 
at highway speeds.    
 
May you never know this truth.” 



Tone 

!  Empathy for reader, instead of scolding  

“I don’t really think that an abrasive, scolding, 
blaming tone tends to reach a broad audience… I 

want there to be a sense of being able to 
understanding one’s self in the presence of this 

piece.”  
— de Leeuw 



Getting it Published 

!  de Leeuw didn’t submit the article until she 
had the Shoulder Dystocia metaphor  

“It really wouldn’t have merited publication 
without some additional logic and "nesse to 
it… It would have rightfully been rejected.”  

— de Leeuw 



Published in PRISM 

!  !en-editor Jane Campbell read one of de 
Leeuw’s pieces in Filling Station Magazine 
(Calgary-based)  

!  She contacted de Leeuw and asked if she 
had an essay for PRISM  

!  de Leeuw sent Soft Shouldered  



Editor’s Response 

!  Immediately wanted to publish it  

“I thought it was really powerful. It loved that it was 
about contemporary issues and making a point — 
which you don’t see in literary magazines a lot. I 

liked that she was taking that risk.”  
— Jane Campbell 



Awards 

!  In addition to the Western Magazine Award, 
the essay was nominated for a National 
Magazine Award in 2013  

 
“I was totally humbled by it. I tend to not write with 

an anticipation that anything I write will ever be 
read.”  

— de Leeuw 
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