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Imagine hearing for the very fi rst time 
the haunting, resonating melody of the 

humpback whale.  After years of apparent 
silence, the extraordinary creature is fi nally 
heard – and the sound opens up a whole new 
world of realisation.

Author Philip Hoare says: “For centuries, we 
have seen whales as a resource.  The key moment 
was when the recordings of the humpback whales 
were fi rst heard, literally giving the animal a voice.  
And not only a voice, but an extraordinary, poetic 
lament.  I think this, more than anything, changed 
our relationship with whales – and we are still 
living with the effects of that.”

Philip will be appearing at Faclan 2016, where 
his infectious enthusiasm for whales should 
captivate the audience.

This year's theme for Faclan is “North Atlantic” 
and Philip will be exploring that theme in three 
events.  An Lanntair visitors will be shown a 
feature-length fi lm originally made for the BBC 
Arena arts programme.  Entitled “The Hunt For 
Moby-Dick,” the fi lm is a personal voyage through 
Herman Melville's iconic story of Moby Dick.  
During the fi lming, Philip visited various New 
England whaling ports, as well as indulging his 
own “personal obsession” with whales.  This event 
takes place on Friday, 4 November at 6.15pm.

The next event is centred around Philip's book 
“Leviathan, Or The Whale” will take place on 
Friday, 4 November at 8pm and will sweep the 
audience on an investigation into an underwater 
world.  Philip says: “For a writer like myself, who 
has no scientifi c background, it's amazing to be 
in a story which is happening right now.  This isn't 
a story with a beginning and end – it's ongoing.  
One of the paradoxes of the story is that these huge 
animals rely on us and our actions.”

The third event will see Philip in conversation 
with Skye-based artist, Julie Brook.  The 
conversation will begin on Friday, 4 November at 
9.15pm.

Philip's passion for whales has been present 
from his childhood onwards.  “All the other boys 
were obsessed with dinosaurs, except for me!” 
he laughs.  “I remember my parents taking me 
to a dolphinarium and we watched the dolphins 
jumping through hoops and balancing balls on 
their noses.  I remember clearly my rising sense 
of discomfort that these beautiful, wild animals 
were reduced to performing circus tricks in an 
overgrown swimming pool.”

This fervent desire to understand sea creatures 
in their natural environment led Philip to research 
and write several books on the subject, including 
“Leviathan, Or The Whale” and “The Sea Inside.”  
Philip has written various other works of non-
fi ction and is Professor of Creative Writing at the 
University of Southampton and Leverhulme Artist-
in-residence at The Marine Institute, Plymouth 
University.  Join Philip at An Lanntair on Friday, 
November 4 on a fascinating exploration of the 
ocean and the world of creatures inside it.
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The year moved on and twice over the autumn 
and winter months the shepherd attempted to 
get to Rona, only to have no luck with a break in 
stormy weather.

“No one went out all winter,” said Finlay. “They 
were by themselves, all the birds had gone. It must 
have been a dark winter.”

New Year came and went, the seasons marched 
into spring, and it was April 1885 before the Rona 
shepherd Finlay Mackenzie was able to return 
with his sheep.

And what he found...well, it is such a fascinating, 
spine-tingling, and intriguing story that it wouldn't 
do to publish any spoilers here!

Dr Macleod will be joined in his 'Rònaigh' 
talk by fellow Rona-enthusiast and long-standing 
friend, renowned naturalist John Love, former 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) Area Offi cer for 
Uist, Barra and St Kilda.

Finlay and John fi rst met on Rona in 1971 when 
Finlay, a lecturer at Aberdeen University at the 
time, sought an ornithologist to join a party going 
to camp and study the isle for a two week period.

John, whose own interest in islands had been 
sparked during his school years with trips to 
Handa, was a post-graduate Zoology student at 
the time and 'jumped at the chance' to fi nally set 
foot on Rona.

“I love the place,” he said. “I still consider it my 
favourite island anywhere. It is small, so you can 
walk round it easily in a day, with good seabird 
colonies that are easy to access and countable.”

Since his initial visit, John has been something 
of a 'regular' to Rona, accompanying a Nicolson 
Institute school party in 1974; three trips with SNH 
(1993,1998 and 2006), and several times with 
private charter vessels and small cruise ships.

For John, his love of Rona is permeated by his 
ornithological passion – especially the colony of 
Leach's Fork-tailed storm petrels, which he fi rst 
began to ring and study during the 1971 fi eld trip 
with Finlay.

“Over the years I have had many recaptures, 
including one I ringed as an adult (therefore at 
least four years old) in 1972, which was recaptured 
back at the colony a few times, the last in 2002!” 
he said. “I think it is still the oldest Leach's petrel 
in the east Atlantic.”

John continued: “But on that fi rst trip with Finlay, 
sharing our love of the place, I have walked every 
inch of the island and learnt so much from him of 
its history, place-names and traditions.

John Love Finlay Macleod

Extensive lazy beds on Rona

“I have visited islands all over the world, but 
none has gripped me as much as Rònaigh, and my 
close friendship with Finlay over 45 years has been 
a wonderful legacy and privilege.”

Speaking of the Faclan event, he added: “We 
always love getting together to celebrate Rònaigh 
and share the place with others, so this event is yet 
another opportunity – as if we needed an excuse!”

Spine-tingling tales from Rònaigh

Faclan - my favourites, by Katie Macleod
As a travel blogger, it’s unsurprising that I’m a bit of a travel addict. But what most people don’t know is that there’s something I love even more 

than seeing the world: books.

If you asked me to choose between travel and books – but please, don’t – I doubt I would hesitate over my answer. It would be books, every time.  Besides, 
books make armchair travellers of us all, something that this year’s Faclan, the Hebridean Book Festival at An Lanntair, proves very well.

For four days this November, Faclan is sweeping audiences off to the shores of the North Atlantic or Western Ocean - An Cuan Siar, as it is called in Gaelic. 
There are fi lms and musical performances, book talks and Q&A sessions, drawing classes and writing workshops. The schedule takes ticket holders on a 
geographical tour from North Rona to Russia, Orkney to Arran, and back to their own doorstep in the Outer Hebrides.

If I was at home, I’d have to buy the All Festival Pass at £60; there are simply too many events I want to attend, too many inspiring writers I want to listen to. 
One would be Stornoway’s own Kevin MacNeil, who gives the Royal Literary Fund talk on November 3rd as part of the Atlantic Cabaret #1.

It would be a fi tting nod to my eighteen-year-old self, who was star-struck at hearing the author speak at An Lanntair on the publication of his fi rst novel.  
Imagine, I remember thinking, an author from the same place as me – it is possible, after all!

I would also be in the audience for Amy Liptrot’s session on her award-winning, critically acclaimed memoir, The Outrun. The pages of the book follow 
her descent into drink in Edinburgh and London, and her recovery at home on the cliffs and shores of Orkney. For any islander, Amy’s writing will hit close to 
home, as she describes the experiences of island life with lyrical clarity.

I would be interested, too, in Mallachy Tallack’s insights on The Undiscovered Islands, Madeleine Bunting’s journey through the Hebrides, and Finlay 
Macleod’s historical fi ndings from North Rona. I would learn a bit of folklore from Lily Greenall, and practise my sketching skills with graphic novelist Nick 
Abzadis. Given the recent discovery that the two of us are neighbours, it would be bad manners, at the very least, not to attend the latter.

For me, Faclan has always been the highlight of the Hebridean arts calendar, but I won’t be in the audience this year: I’ll be here, in my adopted home of 
New York City. Instead, I’ll be making use of the power of books, and reading the work of the artists at Faclan, in order to travel via armchair - and imagination 
- to An Lanntair this winter.
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