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“As a kid, I’d read about Laika, and I couldn’t get my head 
around the idea that they’d send this dog up without an 

escape plan,” says artist and writer Nick Abadzis of the time he 
learned of the dog sent into space by the USSR. 

It’s this remarkable story of the world’s fi rst space traveller, one that 
Nick transformed into an award-winning graphic novel and which he 
will be discussing at Faclan, An Lanntair’s Hebridean Book Festival, 
on 5th November.  

“From my point of view, it’s a pivotal moment in history that this 
little dog got caught up in,” he explains. “The book is ostensibly about 
the dog, but it’s really about the people around the dog, and how 
their lives also interworked to make this incredible thing happen.”

Inspired by a 2002 revelation that Russia hadn’t learned as much 
from the 1957 Sputnik II mission as fi rst claimed, Nick set out to 
make a biography of the abandoned dog, but he soon realised the 
project was taking on altogether different proportions.  “The more 
I read about her, the more the project snowballed, and gathered its 
own momentum. It really became a labour of love,” he remembers.

The novel took more than three years to complete, three years that 
saw Nick conducting research everywhere from the British Library 
in London and the Smithsonian Institute in Washington DC, to the 
home of the Russian scientist who designed Sputnik II, Korolev.  

“That was really, really useful. I got to get a sense of the man and 
how his mind worked, and that was a greater insight than anything 
I could have achieved from pure research,” says Nick of his time 
in Russia – adding that even then, in 2005, there were stray dogs 
running around the edge of Red Square, as Laika had been decades 
before.

Laika may be the result of years of dedicated research, but Nick 
used his creative licence as a storyteller, too, to bring the tale to life.  
“It was a huge jigsaw puzzle that I slowly began to put together, and 
there were inevitably some pieces of the jigsaw missing, and those 
were the parts of her life that I semi-dramatized.”

What results is an immersive, and at times deeply moving story – 
one that appeals to audiences far more diverse than the ‘Young Adult’ 
sign on the bookshop shelf might suggest.  The book won an Eisner 
Award – the ‘Oscars’ of the comic world – in 2008, and remains 
popular; a Brazilian edition is due in the next year, bringing the tale 
of Laika to “a huge comics market.”

From his home in New York City, where the British artist moved 

The story of the fi rst dog in space…
Artist and writer Nick Abadzis talks to Katie Macleod, one of his 

neighbours in America, about how he came to retell the story of Laika

with his family after the success of Laika, Nick continues to create 

captivating stories with words and images.  He works on the US-based 

Doctor Who comics, focusing on the adventures of the Tenth Doctor, 

and is gearing up for the release of his latest graphic novel, Pigs Might 

Fly, in July of next year.

“It’s the combination of the two, the marriage of text with 
illustration, that I fi nd so powerful,” says Nick of the impact of comics 
on the reader. “I think that we haven’t even really begun exploring 
how powerful that can be, the emotional depth that you can achieve 
with that combination.”  With Laika, audiences at An Lanntair are 
about to fi nd out.

The opportunity to visit and explore the culture and heritage 
of the Outer Hebrides was 'the fulfi lment of a lifetime's 

ambition' for writer Madeleine Bunting.
And the former Guardian journalist is delighted to take part in this 

year's Hebridean Book Festival Faclan as she presents her new title 
'Love of Country: A Hebridean Journey'.

'Love of Country' is the culmination of six years of travel which saw 
Madeleine return repeatedly to the Hebrides from her London home, 
exploring the histories, landscapes and magnetic pull of the islands.

“These landscapes have always been on the edge of the British 
imagination I think,” said Madeleine. “They are a pull out west, they 
give a boundary of the edge, and they are very, very inspirational 
places.”

Through her discoveries, the writer explores how these fringe 
islands have helped shape the nation, how the nation in turn has 
imposed its will on the islands, and of a community and rich Gaelic 
traditions, inextricably linked to the landscape.

She delves into the meanings of home and belonging, and shows 
how the Hebrides' history can be seen as a backdrop for contemporary 
debates about relationships between nations and what leaves people 
to talk of their own 'Love of Country'.

“At the start of the book I ask a lot of questions on the subject of 
national identity – what is it to be Scottish? What is it to be English?” 
Madeleine said

“Personally the sense of national identity has always fascinated me 
– I mean, I'm part Scottish, part Irish, part Jewish and part English; and 

grappling with these different histories was part of the journey. 

“A lot of the time I felt a bit like Alice in Wonderland – I was 
technically at 'home', on my own island of Britain, but I found such 
profoundly complex and intrinsic histories that I don't think I had 
really grasped properly before.”

She continued: “Questions of national identity have been contested 
for such a very long time. Take the life of a Gael living in an area 
where different cultures have collided, all along the west coast of 
Scotland, for thousands of years.

“It's a history which has never really found a national outlet, but 
what I kept encountering was that it is very real, a real sense of love 
for the history and heritage of the islands.”

In her Hebridean odyssey, Madeleine selected a route that 'zig-
zagged' the islands of the west coast, from the Clyde in Glasgow out 
to St Kilda; and she has focused on eight different islands in the book, 
with a chapter written on each.

“It was a journey I'd dreamed of for years and years, so it really was 
the fulfi lment of a lifetime's ambition,” she said.

“I was coming and going from London to the Hebrides and in 
London people would often comment how isolated and remote I must 
have felt up there, but I would reply not at all, that this is the most 
intense kind of community living you could imagine, everyone has to 
rub along together.”

Madeleine continued: “The 'love of country' is one thing I 
encountered strongest in Lewis, I think – there's a deep, deep sense of 
the island when talking to people. 

“You fi nd a lot of Lewis people talk about the very rich community 
and there are a lot of perspectives within that. And it's not just people 
born on the islands, but those who have fallen in love and moved 
there; their response is often just as strong.”

She added: “There is a real sense of stewardship of the island in 
Lewis, and it’s echoed in the other islands.

“It made me sense, that as a species, we are very, very grounded 
by that love of country.”

Madeleine Bunting's book 'Love of Country: A Hebridean Journey', 
published by Granta Books, will be launched at a Faclan on Saturday 
(November 5th) in An Lanntair arts centre.

Madeleine will deliver a talk about the book and her experiences 
from 9.30am, and those attending the Faclan 'breakfast event' can 
enjoy a free drink and breakfast roll, included in the ticket price.
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