
3RD JOHN O’GROATS BOOK FESTIVAL 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The 3rd John O’Groats Book Festival had to be postponed due to the current pandemic restrictions. With 

continuing uncertainty as to the potential to have a ‘physical’ festival during the Spring of 2021, it was 

decided that the Festival should go digital. 

The writers that were originally booked to appear have all continued to commit to the Book Festival, so 

we are now in a position to confirm a programme of online talks and events. 

 

This digital Book Festival would not be possible without the technical and advisory support of XpoNorth 
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THE WRITERS 
 

The 3rd John O’Groats Book Festival is delighted to welcome the following visiting and locally based 

writers: 

Ø Freeland Barbour 

Ø Donna Booth 

Ø Gail Brown 

Ø Kevin Crowe 

Ø Gillian Galbraith 

Ø Barbara Henderson 

Ø James Hunter 

Ø James Miller 

Ø Nicol Nicolson 

Ø Charlotte Platt 

Ø Esther Rutter 

Ø Helen Sedgwick 

Ø Gerda Stevenson 

Ø Liz Treacher 

Ø Adam Wood 

Ø Andrea Wotherspoon 

The Festival is also indebted to the support received from XpoNorth, Birlinn Books, Lyth Arts Centre, 

Catriona Metcalf and the John O’Groat Journal. 

We are grateful for the support provided by: 
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PROGRAMME 
 

For Schools - to be available from 23rd April 2021 for 14 days 

Barbara Henderson 

On being an author/the publication journey then she will base the event on her latest book, which 
is the medieval Wars of Independence story, The Siege of Caerlaverock 

 
**** 

24th April 2021 

6.50 pm - Introduction by Walter Mowat 

 Brief welcome to the John O’Groats Book Festival 

7.00 pm  - Freeland Barbour and Gerda Stevenson – The White Rose of Gask 

‘The White Rose of Gask’ as a zoom discussion with Freeland Barbour and Gerda Stevenson 
along with four pre-recorded songs. 

 
8.00 pm -  Helen Sedgwick and Liz Treacher – Gin & Gender 

Roles, issues and position in society of women in both 1920 and 2020  

**** 

25th April 2021 

3.00 pm - James Miller – Caithness Dialect in conversation with Alan Hendry 

 Caithness dialect poetry 

4.00 pm - James Hunter – in conversation with Jim Johnston 

Insurrection: Scotland’s Famine Winter with particular reference to the Pulteneytown riots 

**** 

28th April 2021 

7pm - Writing from Caithness with Gail Brown, Donna Booth, Charlotte Platt and Andrea 
Wotherspoon – discussion and short readings chaired by Ian Leith 

**** 

 

 

 

 



4 

1st May 2021 

7.00 pm - Gerda Stevenson  

 On her poetry in conversation with Charlotte Mountford 

8.00 pm  - Gillian Galbraith hosted by James Miller 

 Professional Gamekeeper to Professional Poacher 

**** 

2nd May 2021  

3.00 pm - Barbara Henderson chaired by Caroline Aitken 

Give me Five: Vikings 

Children's author Barbara Henderson will read from her newly released novel for 9-12 year 

olds, The Chessmen Thief, set in Norway, Orkney and the Hebrides, and will then offer five 

ideas for Viking-style family fun! 

4.00 pm - Nicol Nicolson 

 His book Craggy the Coo will be published on 23rd April 2021 

7.00 pm - Esther Rutter in conversation with Dr Karen Buchanan 

Join knitting historian and author Esther Rutter for a 45-minute exploration of the important role 
knitting has played in the cultural and economic life of the Highlands, drawing on knitwear from 
the collections of Gairloch Museum, Wick Heritage Museum and the Highland Folk Museum. 
Covering everything from ganseys to Gairloch stockings, if you're interested in knitting and its 
history then this talk is not to be missed. 
"This event is in partnerships with Highland Threads - a digital exhibition telling the stories of 
Highland fashion through history. You can visit the exhibition at www.highlandthreads.co.uk 

 
8.00 pm - Adam Wood – chaired by Alan MacIvor 

Swanson: The Life and Times of a Victorian Detective  

**** 

8th May 2021 

7.00 pm - Kevin Crowe - No Home in This World. 

On his recent collection of short stories published by Fly On The Wall Press: No Home in This 
World. 

 
8.00 pm - Freeland Barbour and Gerda Stevenson - The Music and the Land 

The poetry behind it will take the form of a slide presentation with audio (poetry, linking text, and 
2 songs) with Gerda Stevenson 
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FREELAND BARBOUR 

 

 

THE life of a woman who secretly wrote some of Scotland’s most famous traditional songs will be 

revealed at this year’s book festival.  

Many people will never have heard of Carolina Oliphant, Lady Nairne, but they will likely know her 

songs, which include ‘Charlie Is My Darling’, ‘A Hundred Pipers’, ‘Will Ye No’ Come Back Again’ and 

‘The Laird of Cockpen’. 

Alive from 1766 to 1845, she kept her writing a secret, even apparently not letting her husband, William 

Nairne, know.  

Freeland Barbour, a descendant of Lady Nairne and one of Scotland’s leading accordionists, has written a 

book about her life to bring her name the recognition it deserves.   

The Perthshire man, who lives in Edinburgh, will talk about the book – The White Rose of Gask - 

while Gerda Stevenson, a guest author at the John O’Groats Book Festival in 2019, performs some of the 

more than 80 songs Lady Nairne wrote.   
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They will also do a performance together on The Music and the Land - a two-volume collection of Mr 

Barbour’s compositions featuring poetry and photographs which tell the story of his life in music. 

After Lady Nairne’s death, the publication in 1846 of her collected songs and poems, called The Lays of 

Strathearn, named her and revealed her secret. 

Mr Barbour said: “Her songs are so well known. About ten to 12 of her songs were big hits, up with 

anything Robert Burns ever did.” 

Lady Nairne’s family were staunch Jacobites for generations, her grandfather having fought in the 1715 

uprising, and her father and grandfather in 1745 at Culloden.  

After escaping the battle and living abroad for seven years they returned to the family home at Gask in 

Perthshire. 

Mr Barbour said: “Her father and grandfather were rebels, so they had to lie low. It was possible that they 

could have been handed in to authorities if they had made any nuisance of themselves.” 

Christianity was also a strong influence in Lady Nairne’s life. 

Mr Barbour said: “She was clearly writing Jacobite songs while at Gask. There is no record of her father 

knowing about it, although it was said she was writing them to please him.  

“She was very influenced by Burns and the way he took less well-known folk songs and modernised them. 

She wanted to purify them.  

“She didn’t write any music. She was not a composer, neither was Burns. They used what was there.”  

Lady Nairne’s songs were included in national collections gathered at the time and became well known. 

Mr Barbour said: “A lot of people thought Burns had written them. Carolina never let on. It was the 

fashion to keep quiet, but she took it to extremes.” 

Lady Nairne gave away nearly everything she had to alleviate poverty. 

Mr Barbour said: “This woman is an important figure in Scottish song writing. I would like to shine a 

spotlight on a remarkable lady who has left a legacy of songs.” 

In 2019 he published a new edition of The Lays of Strathearn.  

Mr Barbour is a former member of folk group Silly Wizard and a founder member of the ceilidh dance 

bands the Wallochmor Ceilidh Band and the Occasionals. 

He has also owned and managed one of the UK’s leading recording studios, Castlesound in East Lothian. 
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DONNA BOOTH 
 

 

Based in Caithness, Donna is a wellbeing coach/therapist, yoga and mindfulness teacher, and retreat 

host.  

She has a self-care column in Holistic Therapist Magazine, as well as articles in Holistic Health 

Magazine, Thrive Global and Introvert Dear.  

Her book, The Practical Goddess will be published later this year. Donna also has an interest in fiction 

writing, has had several short stories published, and was the recipient of the Mairi Hedderwick Award for 

writing for young people. She is a dedicated introvert, sea glass searcher, book collector, and mother of 

pugs, cats, hens, and one fabulous teen. Donna is one of a number of Caithness based writers who are 

helping to create and develop a strong base of locally based writers who are increasingly finding 

publishing outlets. 
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GAIL BROWN 
 

 

Gail Brown lives in Thurso and writes the blog Wellies on the School Run. 

She has written for various websites including Venture North and FarNorth.Scot, and her writing has 

been published in magazines such as Best, West Word and Northwords Now. 

In November 2020, Gail published her first novel, Castles of Steel and Thunder, a young adult 

fantasy inspired by the legends of Caithness. "I wanted to write something that would introduce a new 

audience to the rich mythology of the far north," says Gail. She traces the inspiration for the novel back 

to her days at Thurso High School, when she illustrated a book for the late Donald Omand on lore and 

legend associated with Caithness.  
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KEVIN CROWE 
 

 

Kevin was born in Manchester in 1951 and worked in a variety of occupations before moving to the 

Highlands in 1999 with his husband Simon to open a bookshop and restaurant. He is now retired and 

lives in Wick. He writes book reviews for the Highland magazine “Am Bratach” and is a regular 

contributor to the Highland LGBT magazine “UnDividingLines”, including fiction, cultural and historical 

essays, reviews and poetry, and was the guest editor of the August 2018 issue.  

He has had fiction, non-fiction and occasionally poetry published in a wide range of print, digital and 

online magazines, including in recent years: “ The Scottish literary website McStorytellers published 

several of his short stories and in 2018 serialised his novel Behind Bars. 

Over the years he has read his work at several events, most recently at the launch of “Disclosures: 

Rewriting the Narrative of HIV” at the Scottish Parliament in November 2018 and at the Glasgow book 

festival Aye Write in March 2019. 

Recently Kevin had a collection of short stories published by Fly On The Wall Press: No Home in This 

World. The collection has been well-received and among its plaudits is one from the Scottish makar 

Jackie Kay.  
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GILLIAN GALBRAITH 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scottish Crime writer, Gillian Galbraith, will talk about the transition from a life in the Law to a life in 

Crime writing. She has written 8 novels, six in the Alice Rice Mystery Series, one introducing a new 

sleuth, a Catholic Priest called Father Vincent Ross (The Good Priest) and her most recent entitled 

“The End of the Line.” The End of the Line was inspired by her time on the Penrose Inquiry, the 

Judicial Inquiry that looked into the contamination of the public blood supply with AIDS and Hepatitis 

C. 
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The first in the Alice Rice series, Blood in the Water, was found in survey of libraries to be the most 

borrowed library eBook between March and August 2020 in a list of the top 10 most borrowed eBooks, 

ranking above eBooks by Hilary Mantel, Lee Child and Michelle Obama. Number 10 in the list was the 

last in the Alice Rice series, “Troubled Waters.” 

The Times noted that “The End of the Line” was “one of the best crime novels to take on holiday.” 

Gillian Galbraith’s first job was a journalist with D C Thomson in Dundee where she wrote horoscopes 

for the Dundee Courier and was both an Agony Aunt, an Agony Uncle and a Doctor. After a period of 

retraining, her second job was as an Advocate practicing in the Court of Session and, to a lesser extent, in 

the High Court of Justiciary. Following the birth of her daughter, she changed career once more and 

became a Crime Writer. 

 She is currently working on a new novel, set in India, and dealing with an outbreak of the Plague in that 

country   in the nineteenth century, the role of the Indian Medical Service and rats. Many of the concerns 

that arose then are topical now in the current pandemic.     
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BARBARA HENDERSON 
 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RENOWNED children’s author Barbara Henderson is all geared up to entertain Caithness kids and 

families with tales of history and adventure.  

Her books, used by schools across Scotland, are full of fun but have a historical touch to them. 

The Siege of Caerlaverock, is based around real events in the year 1300 at Caerlaverock Castle in 

Dumfries and Galloway. 

Mrs Henderson is fascinated by the Middle Ages and said a surviving heraldic poem about the siege told 

her exactly who was there, and how the events progressed.  

The medieval Wars of Independence adventure follows Ada, who is a laundress in the castle, and her 

eight-year-old page boyfriend Godfrey who is destined to become a knight one day. 
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The pair stumble across a terrible secret and have a choice to stay silent or be courageous and risk it all. 

However, the King of England is on the march across the border, and soon all the castle dwellers find 

themselves besieged and embattled.  

Mrs Henderson is an Inverness-based author, drama and English teacher who also has a love for 

puppetry, which she developed while growing up in Germany. She creates and performs her own shows. 

Her books look at subjects like the Highland Clearances, the Victorian era and even an eco-thriller for 

youngsters.  

She said: “I have always written for children. Writing for adults doesn’t really appeal to me and actually 

quite a lot of adults are reading children’s books now. 

“When I had two children I had a bit more time at home and I found writing to be a bit more of an 

intellectual and creative challenge.” 

Mrs Henderson’s first book, Fir For Luck, was published in 2016, based on real events which took place 

in the village of Ceannabeinne on the north coast of Sutherland at the time of the Highland Clearances.  

It tells the story of 12-year-old Janet who finds herself as the only one standing between her village and 

the officer with the eviction writ.   

The book went to number one on Amazon in its category for young people’s historical fiction in Europe.  

Mrs Henderson said: “When I was on holiday in Durness I came across this story and within 10 minutes I 

was thinking has anyone given this that treatment.  

“Nobody had so I knew I really wanted to be the person who does this.”  

Her next book, Punch, was based around the story of a huge fire which destroyed the Victorian Market 

halls in Inverness in 1889. 

One of her most recent books, Black Water, follows fictional young boy Henry who gets involved in the 

true story of an incident involving poet Robert Burns who, as an excise man, led one of three parties in 

1792 which tried to board a smuggling schooner stranded in the Solway Firth. 

The ship was being defended and as well as battling through quicksand they had to face cannonballs 

being shot at them. 

She said: “It’s really lovely that all of my books are being used in schools.  

“It doesn’t matter whether it’s the theatre, books or films we like, we’re all hard-wired for a story.  

“I like what I do so much. Reading a book that you really connect with you have a chance to live in the 

other life while you turn the pages. Maybe in some small way I can do a bit of that.” 
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JAMES HUNTER 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HIGHLANDS historian James Hunter will open people’s eyes to a time when fears of starvation led to 

riots, disorder and being shot on by the Army on the streets of Wick. 

In 1846 blight caused the potato crop to fail across the north of Scotland and it had an immense impact 

on people who depended on it as their staple food. 

In the Hebrides and west Highlands people starved to death before relief came, similar to scenes Ireland 

faced at the time, while towns and villages from Peterhead to Thurso rose up in protest as the price of 

oatmeal soared in response to increased demand.        

Caithness features heavily in Mr Hunter’s latest book Insurrection – Scotland’s Famine Winter, 

which he will talk about at this year’s book festival.  
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Mr Hunter said: “The potatoes were wiped out almost immediately. Potatoes had no resistance to blight 

in those days. “There is reference to them one night looking fair and flourishing and the next morning 

they were black and rotting. 

“In the crofting areas in the west and in Ireland they were 100 per cent dependent on potatoes, so there 

was a famine. “In Caithness it was not quite total dependence but what made it worse was in the Wick 

and Pulteneytown area there was a real crisis in the fishing at the time. The bottom fell out of the herring 

industry, which was a major thing.” 

People turned to oatmeal, but Mr Hunter said trouble stemmed from the fact that farmers, meal dealers 

and landowners were trying to export their meal generally south because it was easier for them to have a 

bigger order than to sell in dribs and drabs. 

He said: “The price of meal more than doubled on occasion and people’s incomes were on the way down.  

“It was a real crisis. People just could not afford food.” 

People thought one way to bring the price of meal down was to stop these ships heading south, so they 

marched in protest. Mr Hunter said: “In Wick they were stopping farmer’s carts taking meal down to the 

harbour. “This leads to a real fracas in February of 1847. The Army were called in to try and disperse the 

protests at the harbour.”  

Soldiers arrested a group of men and took them along Union Street towards the bridge. 

Mr Hunter said: “They were confronted by a crowd hurtling stones down on them from the bank. 

“Eventually the Sheriff, Robert Thomson, ordered the soldiers to fire on the crowds. “No one was killed 

but people were hurt, which was quite a cause celebre. 

“Nothing like this had happened since the Jacobite rebellion.” 

Mr Hunter said people were arrested, one of them a young man from Pulteneytown who was eventually 

tried in the High Court for rioting and disorder.  

He was sentenced to ten years transportation to a penal colony in Australia. He said: “This was really 

draconian. The court was trying to make an example of him. “Transportation was only short of being 

sentenced to death.” 

Mr Hunter said the episode was successful in a way as the authorities were taken to ensure food supplies 

were available locally. 

His book Set Adrift Upon The World, about the Sutherland Clearances, was Saltire History Book of the 

Year 2016. 
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JAMES MILLER 
 

 
James Miller was born in Caithness and studied zoology in Aberdeen and marine biology in Montreal. 

After working for The British Council, he became a full-time freelance writer. He has written a number of 

acclaimed books, including Scapa, The Dambuilders, Swords for Hire, The Gathering Stream 

and The Finest Road in the World. 

James’s recent work has been non-fiction on historical themes relating to the north of Scotland. He has 

also published some fiction; and used to contribute columns on current affairs and local topics in 

newspapers in the north of Scotland. He has also done research into Caithness dialect. 
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NICOL NICOLSON 
              

   

Nicol tells us, “Craggy the Coo represents my first outing as an author of children’s literature but, as a 

journalist for 15 years of my life, I’ve been writing for most of my adulthood. Born in Dumfries but with a 

childhood that took in Skye, Ayrshire, Islay and the Borders before a final year of school in the States and 

university in Edinburgh, you’ll understand how my wee coo inherited his curiosity for seeing new places. 

And after stints as a TV news producer for CNN in Hong Kong, Abu Dhabi and Atlanta, I now find 

myself back in the southwest of Scotland so, like Craggy, I clearly have a homing instinct. Before turning 

my attentions to journalism, starting off as an onscreen reporter for ITV and STV, I spent five years 

working in marketing for VisitScotland. My passion for promoting my home country has never 

diminished since, and my proudest professional achievement to date was the opportunity to produce a 

half-hour travel special on Edinburgh for CNN International, which was broadcast globally. I hope 

Craggy’s adventures ignite the same enthusiasm for the beauty of Scotland in young readers, and I hope 

that they too will come away from the book with a proud sense of calling this great country home.” 
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CHARLOTTE PLATT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charlotte Platt is a horror and speculative fiction writer based in the (very) far north of Scotland. 

Originally from Lancashire she grew up in Orkney before moving to Glasgow to study then returning 

north and landing in Caithness.  

Her debut novel, A Stranger’s Guide, was released by Silver Shamrock Publishing in June 2020. 

Inspired by her time living in Glasgow the story features a mix of urban fantasy and horror elements and 

is almost as scary as releasing work in the pandemic times. She has published a variety of short stories 

through inclusion in anthologies and is currently working on a cyberpunk project as her dissertation for 

her studies.  

Outside of writing, Charlotte is a fan of tea, walking and true crime, all of which can be combined in the 

local area with the help of take away cafes and headphones.  
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ESTHER RUTTER 
 

 

Esther Rutter is a non-fiction author whose book on the cultural history of knitting, This Golden 

Fleece, was published to critical acclaim by Granta in 2019. As well as looking after her young daughter, 

Esther is Writer in Residence at the University of St Andrews in Scotland, where she is working on her 

second book. Esther grew up on a sheep farm in Suffolk and retains an affection for all things woolly. To 

find out more visit www.estherrutter.com.  

 

 



20 

HELEN SEDGWICK 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Helen Sedgwick is the author of The Comet Seekers (Harvill Secker, 2016) and The Growing 

Season (Harvill Secker, 2017), which was shortlisted for the Saltire Society’s Fiction Book of the Year. 

She launched her Burrowhead Mysteries crime trilogy with When the Dead Come Calling (Point 

Blank, 2020) soon to be followed by Where the Missing Gather (Point Blank, July 2021). She is the 

founder of Wildland Literary Editors, through which she offers editorial feedback and mentoring to 

writers and has also worked as the managing director of Cargo Publishing and managing editor of Gutter. 

Before that, Helen was a research physicist with a PhD in Physics from Edinburgh University. She lives in 

the Highlands with her partner, their daughter, and five chickens. 
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GERDA STEVENSON 

 

               

Gerda Stevenson is an award-winning writer, actor (trained at R.A.D.A.), director, singer-songwriter, 

working in theatre, television, radio, film, and opera, throughout Britain and abroad. Her poetry, drama 

and prose have been widely published, staged, and broadcast. She has written extensively BBC Radio 4 – 

original plays, as well as dramatizing classic Scottish novels. Her theatre productions and literary festival 

readings include Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland, Trinidad, Italy, USA, UK and Ireland. 

Her second poetry collection, QUINES: Poems in tribute to women of Scotland charts the 

contribution made to Scottish history and society by remarkable women of Scotland, from Neolithic times 

to the 21st century - singers, politicians, a fish-gutter, queens, a dancer, a marine engineer, a salt seller, 

scientists, sportswomen, including a whole football team, and many more.   

Most recently Gerda has worked on a collaboration in poetry and images with landscape photographer 

Allan Wright, highlighting many aspects of Edinburgh. 
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LIZ TREACHER 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Liz Treacher has written two romantic comedies set in 1920 called The Wrong Envelope and The 

Wrong Direction. Although light in tone, they reveal how the shadow of the First World War hung over 

Britain long after the conflict ended and explores how difficult it was for women at that time. Liz has also 

written The Unravelling, a contemporary magical-realism novel that deals with the themes of family, 

immigration and finding fulfilment in life. 

Liz lives in Dornoch in the Scottish Highlands. When not writing, she works with the Open Book charity, 

running reading and creative writing sessions in community settings. In November 2020, she received an 

award from the National Lottery for her work with Open Book, helping to keep the arts alive and 

accessible for all during the pandemic. 
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ADAM WOOD 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adam Wood is an author of non-fiction historic crime, and regularly acts as a consultant for television, 

radio and podcasts. He is Executive Editor of Ripperologist magazine, long considered the leading 

journal on the Whitechapel murders.  

His latest book is the long-awaited biography of the Thurso-born detective Donald Swanson, who had 

overall charge of the Jack the Ripper investigation and went to become Superintendent of Scotland Yard's 

CID - the top detective in the country. 

Swanson: The Life and Times of a Victorian Detective, set against the backdrop of the developing 

Metropolitan Police, tells the story of a life and career which included railway murderers, grave robbers, 

fraudulent mediums, Jack the Ripper, the Philosopher’s Stone, Fenian dynamite campaigns, shocking 

revelations about the aristocracy and a crazed captain with sea serpents in a bottle. about the aristocracy 

and a crazed captain with sea serpents in a bottle. 
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ANDREA WOTHERSPOON 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Andrea works in waste management for the Highland Council and has a particular interest in local 

projects that relate to the environment. She is a member of the Thurso Community Development Trust 

and Caithness CAB Boards, and volunteers with the Hogmanay in Thurso committee, and Caithness 

Cat’s Protection. 

Out with her day job and volunteering duties, Andrea has had over 50 short stories published in 

magazines and anthologies, many of which are influenced by the Caithness landscape and history. She is 

currently working on a Gothic-style novel set on the Caithness coast, which includes a ruined castle and 

Viking ghosts. 
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THE BOOKS 
 

A selection of the books that will be featured at the 3rd John O’Groats Book Festival    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


