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By Katie Macleod 

Last autumn, when I was asked if I’d 
be interested in helping create a new 

website for Lewis writer Donald S. Murray, 
I immediately said ‘Yes’.   (It is now www.
donaldsmurray.co.uk)

I was already familiar with his work, having read 
The Guga Hunters and heard the advance praise 
for his debut novel, As The Women Lay Dreaming. 
But until I started my research I wasn’t aware just 
quite how accomplished the former English teacher 
from Ness is.

Part of the reason is that Donald is incredibly 
modest about his work. When we spoke on the 
phone between Shetland and New York early on 
in the process, Donald told me about some of his 
early writing, and the events he would be doing 
for the release of As The Woman Lay Dreaming. 
He mentioned almost in passing that the novel had 
been selected for Waterstone’s Scottish Book of the 
Month for November. The offi cial announcement 
was still a few weeks away, but Donald was 
characteristically unassuming about the whole 
affair.

It wasn’t until later on, as I began to dig into 
internet archives and research his past work, that 

Creating DS Murray’s new website…

Award chance 
for D S Murray

Donald S Murray's most recent published 
work – As the Women Lay Dreaming – has 

been longlisted for an Authors’ Club award, it 
was announced on March 1st.

Already an award-winning author and poet, this 
book is Donald's debut novel and was published 
by Saraband in November 2018.

As the Women Lay Dreaming is set amid the 
HMY Iolaire tragedy of 1 January 1919.

Donald S Murray, who now lives in Shetland, 
says, “I am both delighted and honoured to be on 
the longlist for the Authors’ Club First Novel award, 
especially when I look back and see who has been 
nominated for this award over the years.

"I feel as if I’m brushing shoulders with many of 
my favourite writers.”

Founded in 1891 to provide a place where writers 
could meet and talk, the Authors’ Club is one of 
Britain’s oldest literary institutions.  Within the 
magnifi cent premises of the National Liberal Club 
in Whitehall, it provides a home from home for 
writers, editors, agents and all those professionally 
engaged with literature and the publishing industry.

Saraband publisher Sara Hunt says, “I’m so 
thrilled to hear this news! It’s well-deserved 
recognition for a beautifully written, powerful book 
by a talented writer.

"The novel also reveals Donald’s sensitivity in 
the way he’s taken on an unspeakable disaster and 
portrayed its aftermath in the community he grew 
up in.”

Key dates

• Shortlist announcement: Thursday 28th 
March.

• Winner’s announcement: The National Liberal 
Club on Wednesday 22nd May.

www.authorsclub.co.uk
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killing 201 servicemen on the very last leg of their 
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Donald talked more about the background of 
his book and how it drew from his own personal 
experiences growing up in Ness at a time when 
there were several Iolaire survivors living in the 
district -along with others who had been deeply 

Donald S Murray returned to his roots in 
North Lewis on Friday February 8th to give 

a creative writing class at Comunn Eachdraidh 
Nis – now housed in the former Cross school 
which Donald attended as a youngster.

Greeting many friends and former neighbours in 
the centre’s temporary café beforehand, he pointed 
out that he last remembered being in that building 
when he was a pupil and it was the school canteen.  

Since then he has spent many decades as a 
teacher in the Outer Hebrides and Shetland, before 
fi nally making writing into his fulltime occupation.

This was part of a series of visits and talks in 
Lewis and Harris, several involving schools.

He said later: “A really wonderful couple of days 
home in Ness. My thanks to everyone who showed 
kindness, especially my brother and Anelizia in 
Dell, the staff and those who attended the session at 
Comunn Eachdraidh Nis in my old primary school, 
the pupils and staff in both Sir E Scott school in 
Harris, the pupils and staff at The Nicolson Institute 
in Stornoway, and Moira (Macdonald, Head of 

February 2019 found Donald S Murray at 
the Pitlochry Festival Theatre as part of the 

Winter Words Festival.

He appeared with Robin A Crawford, author of
Into The Peatlands on Friday February 15th .  In his 
book Robin A. Crawford explores the peatlands of
Lewis. He explains how they have come to be and
also considers how peat has been used for millennia,
principally as a fuel but also, amongst other things, 
as a key element in the whisky-making process.

Donald was talking about his book The Dark Stuff.
He spent much of his childhood either playing or
working on the moor, chasing sheep across empty
acres and cutting and gathering peat for fuel.

The Dark Stuff is an examination of how this 
landscape affected him and others. Donald explores 
his early life on the Isle of Lewis together with the 

experiences of those who lived near moors much 
further afi eld, from the Highlands and Islands of 
Scotland to the Netherlands, Germany, Ireland and 
even Australia. Examining this environment in all its
roles and guises, Donald refl ects on the ways that 
for centuries humans have represented the moor in 
literature, art and folktale, and he reveals how in
some countries, these habitats remain an essential 
aspect of their industrial heritage and working life
today.

The previous day, Donald S Murray appeared
with journalist and writer John Macleod, author of
When I Heard the Bell: The Loss of the Iolaire. 

Donald said later: “Thanks to all who attended the 
event yesterday at Pitlochry Festival Theatre where 
John MacLeod and I spoke about the Iolaire. It was 
an honour and privilege to see so many come to 
listen. Tapadh leibh uile!”

Talks in Pitlochry

I realised just how successful Donald has been 
throughout his decades-long career, and how 
many accolades have accompanied him along the 
way. His work has been shortlisted for the Saltire 
Society’s First Book Award, and the Highland 
Book Prize. He’s been awarded prestigious literary 
fellowships, and seen his writing praised by The 
Scotsman, The Herald, The Economist, The Sunday 
Times, and countless others.

He has also written on a variety of topics – 

peatlands, herring, an Italian chapel in Orkney – 
and across a whole range of genres. Ask any writer, 
and they’ll tell you how writing in just one genre 
is diffi cult enough; being able to fl uidly write non-
fi ction, fi ction, poetry, and drama, as Donald does, 
is something else altogether. 

In pulling together the written content for the 
website, I was able to see his writing career unfold, 
from his early days in school (he singles out certain 
teachers for their impact), to the publication of his 

fi rst book, Special Deliverance, and the recent 
buzz around As The Women Lay Dreaming, a 
poignant novel about the Iolaire tragedy, published 
just as the centenary of the disaster arrived. 

Readers can now fi nd Donald’s books, articles, 
inspiration, news and events all in one place. 
While Donald may be modest, his work speaks for 
itself – although his new website can now shout 
about it for him, too. 

www.donaldsmurray.co.uk
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of four brothers.  Donald recalled the grief of the 
man’s father who constantly wondered why he had 
had lost three children, when a neighbour had sent 
six sons to war, all of whom returned.  He says the 
man seemed to be reliving the agonies of the war 
each morning of his life.  Donald also pointed to 
the confused, sometimes bitter emotions suffered 
by people who survived – and by the families of 

touched on the subject of the First 
W

orld 
W

ar 
by looking at war memorials – and he reminded his 

audience that the Lewis War Memorial is the tallest 
such structure in Scotland.  

Looking at the book, he explained how he had 
taken themes from the background of the war, 
rather than attempting to use precise biographies.  
And he had used humour in the book…there 
would have been a lot of dark humour in the 
reality of the men’s lives to try to cope with what 
they had been involved in.  

Author leads creative class

Education and Outreach) at An Lanntair who did 
so much to organise my talk at Museum nan Eilean 
which so many old friends and new attended. 

“A special thanks to Iain Maciver who – despite 

battling a cold – sang two of the songs which we’ve 
worked on together. 

“Tapadh leibh uile – especially those I forgot to 
thank.”




