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By Katie Macleod

It is 50 years ago that writer Adam Nicolson 
fi rst visited the Shiant Isles with his father, 

and the experience has stayed with him to 
this day.  “I will never forget the dazzling, 
entrancing moment when he fi rst showed me 
the bird colonies there.” 

“The sheer density of them, the way in which 
in a seabird colony you can see the realities of the 
natural world in action before you. 

“That was always exciting to me, and it has been 
a touchstone in my life ever since.  Everything I 
know and everywhere I have been, I have always 
measured against that unconstrained vitality of 
being.”

Adam – who is also custodian and proprietor 
of the Shiants – focuses on these Atlantic seabirds 
in his latest book, The Seabird’s Cry.  In its pages 
he describes the lives of the seabirds in lyrical 
detail, and documents their plight in the face of 
a changing climate.  It’s a topic close to his heart, 
and one he’ll be discussing at Faclan, An Lanntair’s 
Hebridean Book Festival, on October 26th.

Each chapter of the book deals with the life of 
a single seabird, from the fulmar and the puffi n, 
to the gull and the guillemot.  Adam looks at the 
lives of ten of these birds, and shares fascinating 
insights into their behaviour, many of which have 
only recently become known due to advances in 
science and technology.  

The thread of the book, though – and the 
conclusion in its fi nal chapter – is the seabird’s 
cry, a lament for what Adam describes as “a giant 
and global crisis… where perhaps two thirds of 
the world’s seabirds have gone in the last few 

decades, and in which there is little sign that the 
decline is slowing.” 

“Just as we are coming to understand something 
of the seabirds’ lives, we are destroying them, and 
it is the same technological civilization which is 
behind both developments.” 

There is, he notes, “a deep and troubling irony” 
in that relationship.

To research the decline, Adam delved into the 
latest scientifi c literature, travelled to various bird 
colonies in the Atlantic, and spoke with scientists 
studying the birds.  “One of the delights of doing 
this has been the sheer generosity with which 
the bird scientists have accepted the interest 
and curiosities of a layman in their studies,” says 
Adam.  

“That combination of getting to know more 
about the seabirds, with the prospect that what I 
had always taken for a constant was under threat, 
is what prompted the book.”

Over the years, Adam has interacted with 
seabirds not only in the Shiants, but around the 
world, from the decks of a supply ship on route 
to South Georgia, to the cliffs of Iceland and the 
Atlantic coast of Ireland.  The Shiants, however, 
are the one place he returns to every year without 
fail.  

“I could not be more pleased to be involved in 
Faclan,” says Adam of his upcoming visit to Lewis.  
“It has always been a deep pleasure to me that 
the people of Lewis and Harris love the Shiants as 
much as they do.  

“And if through talking about the seabirds 
there, people can begin to take seriously the giant 
catastrophe that is happening in the world’s seas, 
that has got to be good.”
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Seabirds’ fate gives clue 
to global catastrophe 

By Katie Macleod

“I’ve always been involved in art, in one 
way or another,” says Catriona Black 

from her home in the Dutch village of 
Santpoort-Noord.  

As a former art critic for the Sunday Herald, an 
illustrated children’s book author, and a short fi lm 
animator, Catriona’s art career has been wide and 
varied – and is about to take another turn when 
her fi rst solo exhibition is launched at Faclan, the 
Hebridean Book Festival, later this month.

“Forradh: Sly Cooking,” which opens on 
28th October at An Lanntair, is an exhibition 
of Catriona’s linocut illustrations of lost Gaelic 
words from Eriskay and South Uist, words that 
were fi rst collected in the 1890s by Father Allan 
Macdonald, a 19th century priest, poet, and 
folklorist, and published by John L. Campbell in 
Ireland in the 1950s.

Catriona, who was brought up speaking Gaelic 
in Edinburgh, became inspired by the book after 
she moved to the Netherlands in 2011, and was 
contemplating her next project.  Through this she 
discovered printmaking, and a whole new realm 
of art, before eventually coming back to the book 
and bringing the two together.

“There’s a lot of humanity, and humour, 
and character in these words, and I love that,” 
Catriona says of the project.  “For me, Gaelic 
is about people, and communication, and 
collective feeling, and that’s what I really want to 
bring out in this collection of words.”

Some of her favourites include 
“Mionagadanan,” which describes particles 
seen in a ray of sunlight coming into a house, 
and “Glaigeil,” a reference to the noise that 
women make when they get together.  “There 
are lots about women – some of them are less 
complimentary! – but I’ve chosen to give them 
a bit of a twist in my illustrations,” she explains.

For each of the 42 words, Catriona created a 
linocut illustration, made by hand in her shed, 
often with Radio nan Gaidheal playing in the 

First solo exhibition for 
Catriona Black

By Elly Welch

From the comfort and safety of An Lanntair’s 
auditorium Faclan audiences are invited to 

join renowned mountaineer Doug Scott on 
a journey around some of the world’s most 
dangerous peaks.

He’s survived Everest and the 7,285 metre 
“Ogre”, negotiated hostile mountain ranges never 
tackled before, climbed in every climate zone 
and season – and survived.  Doug’s is an epic tale 
of hard climbing and survival that has become 
almost folkloric - 45 major expeditions on all of 
the world’s continents with the highest summits of 
each claimed.  And all but one of these adventures 
was achieved without any artifi cial oxygen – a 
rarity these days. 

Take your breath away?  If so make sure to come 
along to his talk on Saturday October 28 for a full 
blown account of the high life that has put this 
man, now 76, in the record books and sealed his 
place as one of the world’s foremost mountaineers. 

It began in childhood for Doug, like a bug that 
couldn’t be shaken off.   Born in Nottingham, he 
began climbing in the Derbyshire Peak District 
as a boy and by his teens was regularly tackling 
daredevil routes around the UK.  

Aged 17, having already survived a bad fall 
of 25 metres, he started climbing in earnest, 
travelling Europe, where he scaled Mont Blanc 
and other landmarks and ventured into North 
Africa.  Since then he has climbed all over the 
world, tackling “big wall” sheer slopes and 
overhangs in particular, and quickly making a 
name for himself as one of history’s most intrepid 
mountaineers. 

Speaking in an online interview he described it 

as “a way of life that I just naturally got into.” 

“Everything was done on a shoestring budget 
[back then] – it was mostly hitch-hiking…natural 
curiosity just led me,”  he said.

Doug has made all his climbs in lightweight or 
Alpine Style, all on new routes and without the 
use of artifi cial oxygen barring his 1975 Chris 
Bonington Expedition up the South West Face of 
Everest – the fi rst party to successfully scale the 
world’s highest mountain via this route. 

He’s had a few close shaves including breaking 
both his legs descending The Ogre, in Pakistan, 
in 1977.   His account of the journey home, 
crawling through freezing temperatures and 
negotiating sheer drops is reminiscent of the epic 
fi lm Touching The Void.

Speaking about his craft, his life-long 
compulsion to climb, he describes how “you just 
felt that you were part of something bigger than 
yourself up there and it was just amazing.”

“When you are climbing high it does concentrate 
your mind -  real life becomes very distant and it 
does have the effect of calming that inner chatter,” 
he said, adding that he climbed because he had to 
– without it life wasn’t complete, even if his nerves 
stopped him sleeping the night before. 

Doug’s travels around the world have brought 
many cultural experiences which he has written 
extensively about and he draws on these memories 
as well as his stories of his climbing career.  He 
has also taken many photographs during his 
travels which he likes to use to illustrate his talks. 
Since his last climb in 2000 he has made it his 
raison d’etre to inspire others and share his life 
story.  You will be spellbound – that is guaranteed. 

Up and About: The Hard Road to Everest: 
Saturday 28 October 7pm

Doug Scott, Guy Lee, Dennis Hennek seen at Sron Uladal in 1969.  That year  (and later twice in 1971), 
Doug became the fi rst to scale the largest overhang in Europe, Sron Uladal in Harris.  

Graded A5, without bolts it is one of the toughest technical climbs on the planet.  
Although only 1,500 feet it took them three days to conquer it.

Survival in the mountains with Doug Scott

background.  “It’s a very zen-like activity,” she 
says.  “If you make a single mistake, it’s not digital, 
there’s no ‘edit.’ You can’t go back again, and 
either you live with it, or you ditch it and you start 
again.  I think it’s the honesty of that, that really 
appeals to me.”

The Faclan exhibition will double as the 
launch of Catriona’s book of the same name, 
“Sly Cooking,” published by Acair, and on 30th 
October, a documentary following her visit to 
South Uist and Eriskay, in search of these lost 
words, will air as part of Trusadh on BBC Alba.  

“Hopefully the book will attract people to it in a 
way that the original dictionary attracted me, and 
hopefully these words will stick in their heads,” 
says Catriona.  “Even people that don’t speak a 
word of Gaelic, I’d like them to look at it and think: 
‘That’s a brilliant word, why is there no word like 
that in English?’”
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