
07/10/15 - 04/11/15

Faclan 2015 Programme
WEDNESDAY 28 OCTOBER
THRONE OF BLOOD Film, 1957, Akira Kurosawa, 110mins. ..................................................4pm

A STAG FROM RUM Robert Atkinson: Islands Book Trust Book launch. .............................6.30pm

NORMAN CAMPBELL SGEULACHDAN SA CHIARADH Acair Book Launch. ..........................8pm

THURSDAY 29 OCTOBER
IN COLD BLOOD Film, 1967, 135mins. ..................................................................................2pm

BADLANDS Film, Terence Malick, 1973, 95mins. ....................................................................5pm

SEVERED Frances Larson: A History of Heads Lost and Heads Found. .....................................7pm

THE SIGN Thomas de Wesselow: The Shroud and the Resurrection. ...................................8.30pm

FRIDAY 30 OCTOBER
GET CARTER Film, Mike Hodges, 1971, 112mins. ..............................................................2.30pm

H IS FOR HAWK Helen Macdonald. ........................................................................................5pm

CUIMHNEACHAN Bardachd a’ Chiad Chogaidh

Remembrance: Gaelic Poetry of the First World War. (Venue: Library). ...................................6pm

THE ENGLISH SURGEON Documentary, Geoffrey Smith, 2009, 93mins. ..........................6.15pm

THE BRAIN AND THE MIND An audience with neurosurgeon 
Henry Marsh and psychologist Stephen Grosz. Chaired by Dr Gavin Francis. .........................8pm

SATURDAY 31 OCTOBER 
THE SHEPHERDS OF BERNERAY Documentary, Jack Shea, 1980, 50mins.......................... 9.30am

THE SHEPHERD’S LIFE James Rebanks: A Tale of the Lake District. .................................. 10.30am

COMHARRADH Sheep Earmarks in Lewis. Chaired by Agnes Rennie. ...................................12pm

ADVENTURES IN HUMAN BEING Dr Gavin Francis. ..............................................................2pm

JAKE’S BONES Jake McGowan-Lowe. 
My Guide to the Brilliant World of Animal Bones and Skeletons. .......................................3.30pm

THE GLASGOW TRILOGY Malcolm Mackay. ..........................................................................5pm

A HISTORY OF BRITISH SERIAL KILLING Professor David Wilson. ...................................7.30pm

THE MASQUE OF THE RED DEATH Halloween Club Night:
(Masked Ball. Dress Code Red!). .................................................................................9.30pm-1am
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Overview by Katie Macleod

Faclan, the Hebridean Book Festival held at 
An Lanntair each year, began in 2006. For 

the past four years it has been held during 
Samhainn, the events clustered around what 
most of us know as ‘Hallowe'en.’  

It takes place, as the slogan says, each year 
“beyond the equinox, on the cusp of winter.” (I’ve 
always thought this was a suitably intriguing tag 
line for a string of literary events that take place in 
the short dark days of a Lewis autumn.)  

The themes have varied over the years – the 
notion of second sight, or a focus on the idea 
of the past - and those threads have linked the 
books, and associated fi lms and works of art, 
together in unexpected ways.   There is even a 
parallel children’s programme, which takes place 
both at An Lanntair and in participating schools 
throughout the islands.

At Faclan, there have been talks I’ve been set 
on attending for days, if not weeks, in advance. 
As a politics junkie, there was no way I was going 
to miss the 2011 event where former Chancellor 
Alasdair Darling discussed his actions during the 
fi nancial crisis.  

In 2012 there was the ‘cocktails and sweets’ 
conversation with Jenny Colgan, the bestselling 
chick-lit author who moonlights as a Dr Who-
obsessed sci-fi  writer.  Last year I fl itted around a 
few talks – a look at the cosmopolitan, globalised 
pre-World War 1 world of 1913, followed by a 
hilarious insight into the life of a music journalist.

Even when I haven’t been able to hear the writers 

speak, I’ve been introduced to their work by the 
simple presence of Faclan, thanks to the whisper 
of a name or a sentence skimmed in a programme. 

In fact, I read so many books from the 2013 line-
up, which looked at aspects of ‘Pilgrimage and 
Journey’, that I had forgotten I hadn’t been there in 
person; I’d been away on one of my own journeys 
at the time.

If I’m really honest, it wasn’t until I began 
working at EVENTS that I realised the true extent 
of what An Lanntair has to offer, and what a 
wonderful cultural resource Stornoway – and the 
wider Western Isles - has within its walls. It’s a 
testament to the art centre’s calibre that every year, 
Faclan draws the best of the best in the literary 
world to our shores.  

Even if you have never before stepped foot inside 
An Lanntair, I urge you to change that fact for this 
year’s book festival, which will be held from the 
28th-31st of October.  The theme for Faclan 2015 
is ‘fuil’, or blood, and draws inspiration from the T 
S Eliot quote: “The purpose of literature is to turn 
blood into ink.” 

It’s a theme that’s been interpreted in myriad 
ways. Whether your interest lies in sheep farming 
or surgery, nature or crime fi ction, there is 
something that will draw you in and capture your 
imagination.  

I can’t be at Faclan this year – I’ll likely be 
navigating a New York subway and imagining 
the scenes - so please, buy a ticket (or two) and 
experience it in my stead.  I guarantee you won’t 
regret it.

TICKET PRICES:  Films £4   Writers’ events £5   5 events for the price of 4 £20   Saturday Morning (breakfast + 3 events) £10   All Access: 20 events, limited availability £55
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A home voice from abroad…
with Faclan on her mind

By Katie Macleod

Author and Cambridge academic Helen 
Macdonald has been interested in birds 

of prey since she was “tiny.”  Her childhood 
fascination led her to falconry, and in the wake 
of her father’s unexpected death, to taming a 
goshawk – a notoriously diffi cult bird - named 
Mabel.

Helen’s grief, intertwined with her efforts to 
tame Mabel, is laid bare in the lyrical and moving 
memoir that is 'H is for Hawk', which she will be 
discussing at Faclan on October 30th. “I’m looking 
forward to it very much,” says Helen of her visit 
to the islands, and her appearance at An Lanntair.  
“My father’s father grew up in North Uist but 
despite spending a lot of time in Scotland over the 
years, I’ve never visited the Hebrides.”

The book was written “in a local café over lots 
of cups of strong black coffee.”  Strong coffee is 
probably necessary when writing something so 
deeply personal. As Helen explains: “While it is 
a very personal book, I didn’t start writing it until 
fi ve years after my father’s death. I needed that 
distance, that emotional distance, I think, before I 
could tackle some of the more distressing things I 
talk about in its pages.”  

Since it was published in July of last year, 'H is 
for Hawk' has won the Samuel Johnson Prize, the 
Costa Book of the Year, and made it on to the New 
York Times Bestseller list; in the last few weeks it 
has garnered even more award nominations.  “I’m 
astonished and delighted,” Helen says of her book’s 
success. “It still seems unreal!”

It’s easy to see why critics and readers alike 
have been captured by Helen’s poetic account 

of her journey. 
The language is 
beautiful – she 
describes Mabel 
on fi rst sight 
as “something 
bright and distant, 
like gold falling 
through water” - 
and the stories are 
compelling.  For 
there is more than 
one story in these 
pages: H is for 
Hawk is a marriage 
of multiple genres.  
It’s a memoir of 
dealing with loss 
and grief; a look at the life of novelist (and fellow 
goshawk trainer) TH White; and a detailed account 
of what it was like for her to train Mabel. 

What led Helen to weave these disparate topics 
together, to so effortlessly switch from nature 
writing to memoir and back again?  “Grief shatters 
simple narratives, for a start – and the stories we 
tell about ourselves and our relation to the natural 
world are always far more complicated than they 
appear,” she says over email.  

“I knew I needed to make the book more 
complicated than just one voice, one genre, one 
pair of eyes. But it was sometimes a struggle trying 
to bring all those elements into counterpoint. It 
was enormously satisfying when it worked, like 
snapping puzzle pieces into a jigsaw.”  Put the 
pieces together, and the result is a modern classic 
that examines the human relationship with the 
wild, and the one we have with ourselves.

Taming grief, loss and a 
goshawk…with Helen



TICKETS can be booked either:  Online: http://tickets.lanntair.com  By Phone: An Lanntair Box Offi ce 01851 70 8480  Or in person at An Lanntair     Email: info@lanntair.com  Fax: 01851 70 8499.  Please buy tickets in advance. On-line and telephone tickets will be held at the box offi ce for collection 15 minutes before the performance. All events will take place at An Lanntair unless otherwise stated.

By Katie Macleod

James Rebanks is the author of an international 
bestselling book, The Shepherd’s Life, and the 

man behind the massively popular Herdwick 
Shepherd Twitter account (over 69,000 
followers) - but he’s not someone who relishes 
the spotlight.

“My Twitter page was anonymous for two years, 
and my book was sold to be anonymous (but I later 
accepted that this was unrealistic),” says James, who 
will be at Faclan on October 31st.  “I did everything 
anonymously because I’m not very important 
compared to the way of life.  I hate celebrity culture... 
My heroes are all hardworking modest people that 
do important things but say very little.”

The way of life he refers to is that of the sheep 
farmers in the Lake District, who have a way of 
working the land that has changed little since the 
days of the Vikings. “First rule of shepherding: it’s 
not about you, it’s about the sheep and the land,” 
writes James.  This mindset permeates the pages of 
the book, which follow the seasons of life on a Lake 
District farm, providing an insight into the day-to-
day aspects of farming as well as James’ own family 
history.

As James explains over email, The Shepherd’s 
Life “tells a simple story of my growing up on a 
farm in the Lake District in northern England. The 
book was kind of a love letter to the way of life 
lived by my grandfather, father and, to be honest, 
how we still live and farm now. I tried to make the 
book as truthful and gritty as possible.” 

He succeeded.  This is not a romanticised 
depiction of the Lake District, although it is clearly 
coming from a place of love.  In scenes that will 
surely ring bells for island crofters, there are 
accounts of everything from sheep giving birth to 
lambs being attacked by crows, not to mention 
farmers being covered head to toe in muck; no dirty 
detail is left out. 

It’s a story James has always wanted to tell.  “I 
was a teenager raising hell at school because I 
didn’t want to be there. The germ of it hit me then, 
and I’ve secretly wanted to write it ever since. I 
wrote a series of poems about 12-13 years ago that 

later became prose in my book, so I guess I started 
it way back then.  I started before that in my head, 
so this was a slow burner.”  

His resulting memoir, which was published in 
April, is moving and informative, but also carries an 
important message about why this culture and way 
of life matters to the wider population.  “It matters 
because our society is very disconnected from the 
land and from farming and food production. But 
at the same time we care deeply about the land, 
and animal welfare and issues like that,” James 
explains.  

“That mix of high emotion and ignorance makes 
for awful public policy regarding food, farming 
and landscape management. I think we all have to 
talk to each other more, and listen as well.”  The 
Shepherd’s Life has opened a new chapter in the 
conversation, and judging by the book’s success, 
people all over the world are listening. Thirteen-year-old Jake McGowan-Lowe has 

3,500 animal bones stored in his bedroom.  
As a naturalist, bone collector, blogger, and 
author who has been named one of the 50 most 
infl uential conservationists in the UK, it’s hardly 
surprising, but defi nitely impressive.

Jake will be at An Lanntair for Faclan this month, 
where he will be giving a talk on bone collecting 
on October 31st.  Only a very small selection of 
his famous bone collection will be accompanying 
him because, as his father Nick wisely points 
out, cow skulls don’t fi t within the hand baggage 
requirements on the plane.

As Jake explains over Skype, for him bone 
collecting is “about life, and how that animal lived 
its life, whether it died old or young or had any 
breaks.”   He found his fi rst bone – a rabbit skull 
– on a walk in the woods near his village when he 
was six years old.  “After that I found a duck skull 
and a deer skull and I’ve been collecting more and 
more ever since.  Every individual bone is unique, 
and all of them are interesting.”  

After discovering that fi rst bone, Jake wrote all 
the details down in his diary, but soon realised he 
wanted to go further, and start a blog.  A year later 
he made a pact with his dad, Nick: if Nick did all 
the technical work, Jake would write at least one 
blog post a week.  

Ever since, Jake has written one post per week on 

his site, ‘Jake’s Bones’, where he shares his fi ndings 
with hundreds of thousands of readers around the 
world.  “It’s increasing a lot.  If I do fi nd something I 
want to write about I do it as soon as possible,” says 
Jake, who regularly goes for walks in the woods 
and moors near his home to watch for wildlife and 
search for bones.

As interest in his blog increased, Jake found 
himself in the news, getting advice from experts 
in the fi eld, and receiving rare bones from fellow 
collectors.  Last year even saw him share the sofa 
on the BBC’s The One Show with none other than 
Sir David Attenborough, who Jake got the chance 
to speak to before they went on air.

But it was his inclusion in a Times article about 
child bloggers that led to the highlight of Jake’s 
career to date: a book deal.  An editor from the 
children’s division of Octopus Publishing noticed 
the feature, and sent Jake an email that set the 
process in motion.  

“Just before my 10th birthday I was signing my 
fi rst book contract. It felt great,” remembers Jake.  

In the future, Jake “defi nitely wants to do 
something with bones” but he’s “not sure exactly 
what yet.”  

As for the animal bone he would most like to 
examine?  A polar bear, he admits, before adding: 
“Because you don’t get many of them in Scotland!”

By Katie Macleod

Malcolm Mackay’s crime novels have 
won numerous awards, been released 

in multiple languages in countries around 
the world, and led him to attend an array of 
literary events – but his talk at An Lanntair 
on 31st October will be his fi rst public 
appearance in his hometown of Stornoway.

It has been a little over two years since the 
publication of The Necessary Death of Lewis 
Winter, the fi rst instalment of the Glasgow 
Trilogy that delves deep into Glasgow’s criminal 
underworld. 

With violence an everyday occurrence in his 
books, they’re a fi tting choice for discussion at 
this year’s Faclan, which focuses on the theme of 
‘Fuil’, or blood. 

Two stand-alone novels have followed since 
the trilogy, and another two are in the works.  
Malcolm describes the success of the books as “a 

little bit of a whirlwind...  You never know when 
you’re writing something – it’s quite a solitary 
exercise, you have no idea if it’s any good or not.”

So solitary was Malcolm’s writing that even his 
own family had no idea about the novels until he 
signed a three book deal with Pan Macmillan.  “I 
was really, really lucky about how quickly it all 
happened,” he says of the publishing journey, one 
that took just six weeks from sending out the fi rst 
draft to being offered a publishing deal.

The writing process has also been fairly fast for 
Malcolm so far.  “When you know what you want 
to do next it’s not too diffi cult to get it down on 
the page and shape it the way you want it to be,” 
he explains.  With the fi rst book, Malcolm started 
with an isolated central character, 29-year-old 
freelance gunman Calum MacLean, and took 
it from there, dropping his protagonist into the 
world of Glasgow’s criminal gangs.

This is a world where murder is discussed 
with as much nonchalance as popping out to 

the corner shop, one where killing a man is “just 
another job.”  What makes the books such page-
turners is that by using short sentences and pared 
back language, Malcolm puts the reader right in 
the mind of the characters, building suspense 
tantalisingly slowly as the plot progresses.

“I want them to feel like they’re plausible,” says 
Malcolm of his characters. “In a sense, they’re 
kind of mundane.  They’re not exceptional, even 
though they’re doing things that are exceptionally 
bad.  Most of us, as readers, want to believe that 
people can be redeemed, can be saved, even if 
they’re quite bad people.”

As for Faclan, Malcolm admits that the 
prospect of speaking in front of family and friends 
feels “weirdly more nerve-wracking than doing it 
in front of a larger audience of people you don’t 
know.”  Although this “changes the dynamic” 
from his previous appearances – most recently 
at the Edinburgh Book Festival – he is looking 
forward to reading from and discussing his books 
in the place he calls home. “It should be fun.”

By Eilidh Whiteford

A philosophical question, posed on the fi eld during a 
University rugby match, set criminologist Professor David 

Wilson on an unexpected path – one which has seen him work 
with some of the UK’s most violent men, including a number of 
serial killers.

A popular rugby player during his university years, fi rst studying at 
Glasgow University before moving to Selwyn College in Cambridge, 
it was during one match that a thought struck Prof. Wilson – what 
was the difference between violence on the rugby pitch and violence 
on the streets?

“It fascinated me that my behaviour on the fi eld was considered 
aspirational.  If we got into a fi ght we were showing extra spirit and 
courage.  The same behaviour by boys in the town, would not be 
accepted [in society]. Why then was my behaviour on the rugby pitch 
given plaudits, but if that had been my behaviour on the street, I’d 
end up incarcerated?”

Professor Wilson, a speaker at this year's Faclan, was to gain his 
PhD from Selwyn College, Cambridge, in 1983 on the topic of the 
philosophical origins of the American Civil War.  

He was recruited into Her Majesty’s Prison Service straight from 
Cambridge as an Assistant Governor and would later become the 
youngest Prison Governor at age 29.  And in his thirties he helped 
to design and then managed the two units for the UK’s 12 most 
disruptive prisoners, as well as a number of other postings.  This 
brought him into contact with some of the most notorious offenders 
of the last 30 years, including Charles Bronson and Dennis Nilsen.

“Because I was Dr Wilson - from my PhD - a lot of people, as 
people do, thought I was a medical doctor, and so I kept getting sent 
to interesting postings within the Prison Service, particularly HMP 
Grendon which works as a psycho-dynamic therapeutic community.

“Working with these prisoners in this type of environment gave 
me insight into violent men, and how to manage these violent men.”

However, it was at HMP Woodhill in Milton Keynes, that Prof. 
Wilson’s philosophical, psychological and sociological outlook 
on violence within mankind was brought to the fore and took an 
unexpected direction.

“A senior detective came in to interview a prisoner I knew.  I 
suggested to him, try doing X-Y-Z instead of going in and doing A-B-C 
- you’ll have greater success,” he explained.

“The detective came out and said it was incredible, the way I’d 
suggested questioning had worked.  He was amazed.”

But fi nding out why men are violent, why they kill and why, sometimes, 
they kill repeatedly, aren’t the questions to be asked, suggests Prof. 

A poignant anthology of Gaelic poetry – 
much of it written by service personnel in 

action abroad or by their families back home 
– is helping mark the BBC’s centenary of World 
War One.

Cuimhneachan / Remembrance, which includes 
a foreword by Prince Charles, Duke of Rothesay, 
and was offi cially launched at the Edinburgh Book 
Festival on Saturday, 15 August, features a collection 
of over 100 poems from BBC Radio nan Gaidheal’s 
World War One project.

Many of the poems were written by the soldiers 
and sailors who fought in the war or their parents, 
siblings and wives who waited for them at home - 
and bringing the works together for the fi rst time 
will form a lasting tribute to Gaels who fought in 
the Great War.

From spirited, patriotic verse composed at the 
beginning of the war to the Iolaire tragedy of New 
Year’s Day 1919 with the loss of over 200 returning 
servicemen, this is a poignant view of the war as 
experienced by the people of the Gaelic-speaking 
areas.  

The poems are all in Gaelic with English 
translation, while there are notes on authors who 
came from many areas, proof of how the Great War 
affected communities, not only in Scotland but in 

North America and Australia.

BBC Head of Gaelic Services, Margaret Mary 
Murray, said she was delighted that work sourced 
as part of Radio nan Gaidheal’s World War One 
legacy would now be available together for the fi rst 
time, and remain for future generations.

“It is hard for us to imagine what it was like for 
those who went to fi ght in the First World War and 
also for those who remained at home, waiting.  
These poems offer a unique insight into their most 
intimate thoughts and feelings and circumstances 
through the duration of the war,” she said.

Gaelic broadcaster Cathy MacDonald says the 
impact of the Great War is still being felt 100 years 
later.  “The impact of World War One made its 
mark on poets later in the 20th Century such as 
Sorley MacLean, Iain Crichton Smith and Runrig’s 
Calum and Rory MacDonald – but it’s very clear 
that it is still capable of doing so now.”

The project came about in 2014 as BBC Radio 
nan Gaidheal embarked on its centenary coverage 
and discovered a wealth of material from the 
time.  Many of the poems were sourced from 
books, magazines and newspapers of the time, or 
from local historical societies and listeners, while 
some poems had been kept carefully by families 
throughout the last century.

Prince Charles writes: “This remarkable bilingual 
publication contains one hundred poems, 
representing one for each year between 1914 
and 2014, and I can only congratulate all those 
involved in bringing together such a varied and 
poignant collection of poems to provide us with an 
invaluable legacy in First World War reminiscences 
for future generations.

“It is very appropriate that the original poems 
were written in Gaelic – the mother tongue of 
most of those from the Highlands and Islands who 
served on land, sea and in the air, and in whose 
honour this book serves as yet another reminder 
of the great sacrifi ces made by those never-to-be-
forgotten heroes." 

Professor Roibeard Ó Maolalaigh, Vice Principal 
and Head of the College of Arts at Glasgow 
University, also commends the anthology as “an 
extraordinary memorial and creative response to 
the great terror, utter devastation and deep sadness 
caused by the Great War.  

"It brims with the full range of human emotion that 
will keep in our minds and hearts the lasting impact 
which the First World War had on the lives of the 
Gaels and the Highlands and Islands,” he said.

Cuimhneachan / Remembrance is published by 
Acair and supported by the Gaelic Books Council.  

Professor David Wilson
 Photograph by Stuart McCarthy A&E Networks UK

Voices of the Gaels from World War One

Author without desire for 
the spotlight of fame

Jake aged 13, and famed Jake aged 13, and famed 
for bone-collectingfor bone-collecting

Returning home…novelist with 
a murderous twist to his tales

Glamorous? No…serial killers 
are depressing, says professor

Wilson.  It isn’t the motivation of the killer that interests him.

Within the pages of his book ‘A History of British Serial Killing’, 
which will be the subject of his Faclan talk, he turns the question on 
its head – posing instead the question of who it is that will fall victim 
to a serial killer.

“I use the opportunity to talk about the reality of murder and serial 
murder as opposed to the media and literary constructs surrounding 
it,” he said.

“It’s an attraction to these characters that doesn’t square with 
reality. Serial killers are not glamorous, and in most cases, I fi nd them 
very depressing.

“I’ve had a serial killer tell me that he killed for company, another 
because he heard dogs barking and they were telling him to kill 
people.  Why then base your ideas on what motivates them which 
seems to me to be fruitless – look instead at the people they kill.

“By turning public fascination on its head and saying we can do 
something to reduce the incidence of serial murder by concentrating 
on eradicating the issues which makes these groups more likely to be 
victimised, we have the ability to reduce such murder cases..”

In more recent years, since leaving the Prison Service, Prof. Wilson 
has appeared regularly in the media.  He regularly contributes to 
the press, writing mostly for The Guardian or more recently The 
Daily Mail; has presented a number of television shows, including 
The Crime Squad and Leave No Trace series on BBC1; designed 
and presented two series of Killers Behind Bars: The Untold Story; 
appeared as an expert on game show Identity, BBC2; Ch5’s Banged 
Up, and presented documentaries Too Young to Die and Who Killed 
Ivan the Terrible.

Shortly after his resignation from the Prison Service, Prof Wilson 
went on to join Birmingham City University, where he teaches 
Criminology, and was awarded his Professorship in 2000.

Looking back at his work, “The only time I have been scared was 
not with a serial killer.  It was with a man I couldn’t psychologically 
read; there were no verbal clues, no physical clues.

“With most people I can tell how they are going to react, so if 0 
is you and me chatting here calmly and 10 is a volcanic eruption of 
aggression, you have clues as to the change in their temperament.

“I couldn’t read this guy at all - he could reach 10 in an instant, and 
I therefore knew I couldn’t manage him or me in the space we were 
in safely. That was scary; and he was a burglar.”

Prof Wilson also reveals that when interviewing convicted 
paedophiles, for every hour he spoke with the prisoners he would 
then have to spend an hour with a psychologist to deal with what 
he heard.

And it’s the strength of his family and personal passions which help 
him remain psychologically robust during his professional work, as 
he added: “I have a very good family life. I’ve two wonderful children 
and a lovely wife and we will have been married for 25 years by the 
time we get to Stornoway. 

“I still have a great interest in rugby and tennis, and it is all of this 
which helps me to remain psychologically robust enough to deal 
with it all; being able to do this work comes from the solidity of that 
platform I have at home.”
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