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Orkney has escaped almost 
unscathed from the cut and thrust 
of Tartan Noir that has swept the 
mainland in recent years. Alanna 
Knight’s Orkney Murder (2003) 
and Claire Carson’s Orkney 
Twilight (2014) are two of a few 
from the most popular genre 

among Orkney library borrowers. 

But this year’s crop of locally 
based thrillers led Bloody 
Scotland, the annual crime 
festival in Stirling, to host a Writing 
Orkney panel chaired by Orkney 
library’s Stewart Bain.

A fixation with Orkney’s past 

is common to all the writers 
considered by Simon Hall in his 
History of Orkney Literature. 
This also seems to be the case 
for non-Orcadian crime writers 
basing their novels in the isles.

For Lin Anderson, the past bleeds 
in to the present in her latest 

Orkney hit by dramatic 
crime wave 

– but it’s only make-believe
WORDS: Catherine Turnbull

The brutal murder of St Magnus and the black deeds of violent Viking earls may be popular themes of the Orkney 
story, but in reality the county has one of the lowest crime rates in the UK. That hasn’t, however, stopped three 
major Scottish crime authors setting their latest thrillers here. Will Orkney follow Ann Cleeves’ dark version 
of Shetland or Peter May’s Lewis trilogy set in the Western Isles and become famed for fictional murder? To 
find out, Living Orkney asked Lin Anderson, Louise Welsh, Doug Johnstone and debut writer Sara Bailey what 
elements drew them to Orkney’s noir side.

Lin Anderson outside the cottage she lived in  
while writing None but the dead
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Rhona MacLeod novel, None but 
the Dead. When Lin was invited to 
take part in Orkney and Shetland 
libraries’ event, 24 Islands in 24 
Hours, she was dispatched to 
Sanday where true crime writer 
Paul Harrison, hosted the event 
at his writer’s retreat in an old 
school. 

While there, Paul – who has 
himself just signed a contract 
for a three-book fictional deal 
– handed her an evidence bag 
containing a tiny muslin flower 
and told her it was one of 13 
magic flowers he had found in 
his loft, representing the souls of 
dead children.

“This disturbing fragment of 
material sparked an idea to link 
Sanday’s distant and recent 
pasts with the present for None 
but the Dead,” Lin says.

Human remains are discovered 
in the old primary school and 
long buried secrets soon start 
surfacing for Rhona to investigate. 
“It’s not unusual for skulls to be 
unearthed in Orkney. The first 

thing to be established is whether 
they are ancient and a job for the 
archaeologists, or a crime scene 
for the police. Sanday had 1000 
service personnel stationed there 
during World War Two, and the 
idea of the discovery of bones 
from this era and present day 
murders colliding works well in 
this setting.

“I’ve loved Orkney since I taught 
maths at Kirkwall Grammar 
School, and introduced my 
Orcadian character, psychologist 
Professor Magnus Pirie, several 
books ago. He is typical of the 
many well-educated, and well-
read inhabitants I’ve known – 
thoughtful, a good storyteller and 
interested in people. He’s steady.”

Lin loves research and literally 
immersed herself in the cold 
waters around Sanday, swimming 
in the exact spot at Scuthvie Bay 
where Rhona plunges in.

Forensic soil evidence plays 
an important role in tracking a 
killer in None but the Dead. Lin 
garnered the expertise of forensic 

soil scientist Professor Lorna 
Dawson, who worked on the 
real murder in Sanday of Bob 
Rose in 2009. At a joint talk with 
Professor Dawson at the Bloody 
Scotland festival which Lin co-
founded, Lin and Lorna revealed 
how soil analysis helped lead to a 
confession.

The weather plays a huge part in 
the novel, when massive storms 
cut off the investigation team from 
the outside world. Isolation is a 
device that creates tension and 
suspense, well loved by traditional 
detective writers in country house 
mysteries and also by Louise 
Welsh and Doug Johnstone in 
their Orkney-based stories.

In Doug Johnstone’s Crash Land, 
heritage jewellery designer Finn 
Sullivan tries to get home from 
Orkney to Dundee but is also 
held captive in the isles when his 
plane crashes in Kirkwall and he’s 
caught in the centre of a web of 
murder and deception. 

“Small planes were my inspiration 
when I visited Orkney,” Doug 

Doug Johnstone
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says. “If you are not used to 
travelling in small aircraft it is 
terrifying for some people. In Finn’s 
case it starts with delays due to 
fog, a fight on board and a plane 
crash and then it gets worse. 
He can’t leave. It really gets to 
him because he is staying at his 
gran’s in South Ronaldsay and he 
can see Scotland and can’t get 
there. The claustrophobia of an 
island setting works on the reader 
psychologically. The characters 
are forced into close proximity.” 

Finn is not only confined to 
Orkney through the investigation, 
but also to South Ronaldsay; 
there’s the threat of closure of 
the Churchill Barriers and a risky 
game of chicken as waves crash 
over in a storm.

“I’ve been a fan of George Mackay 
Brown for many years and love 
the storytelling tradition in Orkney 
that is somehow realistic and part 
of the culture.” Finn is named 
after GMB’s character Thorfinn in 
An Orkney Tapestry.

When Finn suffers from survivor 
guilt from the crash, a form of 
PTSD, he turns to the ‘old guys’, 
communing with the Neolithic 
skulls in the Tomb of the Eagles, ‘a 

deathly chorus line’, in an attempt 
to find some peace and answers. 

Doug spent a holiday in Orkney 
12 years ago and he was inspired 
by the ancient landscape and 
a different sense of continuity 
spanning 5000 years. “The past 
and its resonances through time 
are so evocative. It’s a gift to a 
writer.”

Louise Welsh’s second novel in 
her Plague Times trilogy, Death 
is a Welcome Guest, sees an 
Orcadian comedian, Magnus 
McFall, in a dangerous world, on 
the run home from London across 
pandemic disease country. It is 
his personal past that compels 
him to journey home.

Magnus, a rare survivor of the 
plague illness called ‘the sweats’, 
flees the eerie desolation of de-
populated London to make the 
long journey north, clinging to the 
hope that the sickness has not 
reached his family in Orkney.

“I wanted to explore what the pull 
home to a remote place would 

be like for Magnus,” Louise says. 
“It is a risk as the islands may 
be free of plague, but he has 
this need to return home. All my 
books are quests in a way. The 
idea of home is the most powerful 
quest of all and often home is that 
unattainable thing because when 
we say home, often we mean the 
place as it was.

“When things are going really 
badly he thinks about childhood, 
family. He doesn’t have a choice. 
He has to find out if they are there.

“The setting sets the form for 
me. We are all formed by where 
we come from and we get to see 
people through their responses to 
their environment as well as the 
things that happen to them.

“So Magnus wouldn’t be going 
back to Orkney were it not for 
the disease. He wanted to be 
in London, likes the bright lights 
and big city but when this thing 
happens he has to go home.

“Magnus learned about the 
seasons and planting, how to sail 

Louise Welsh
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a boat and hunt when he grew up 
in Orkney, so he has more chance 
of survival than some and can 
function when things fall apart.”

And it is not only Magnus’ past 
that informs the book but that of 
Orkney itself. “I think the idea of 
the end of the world has been 
with us since the earliest times of 
ancient people,” Louise says. “If 
we think of the people of Skara 
Brae, they would watch a sunset 
and think it could be the end of 
the world.”

Louise became aware of the pull 
of Orkney when she made a BBC 
programme about the Wyre-born 
poet Edwin Muir, who never forgot 
his upbringing. There are echoes 
in her story from Muir’s post-
apocalyptic poem, The Horses, 
and their timeless knowledge as 
they plough the land.  

In the final novel of the Plague 
Times trilogy, which is due to be 

published in the summer, there is 
an attempt at regeneration and 
hope for the readers too. 

Like Magnus McFall, Sara Bailey 
grew up in Orkney and has 
returned home. In her debut 
novel Dark Water, a psychological 
portrait of adolescence, Helena 
returns to her childhood isle to 
care for her father after a heart 
attack. She is forced to face 
memories and people that she 
has spent half a lifetime running 
from to unravel the past and find 
her way back to the truth of what 
really happened during one fateful 
night.

Sara says: “Even though I left 
Orkney when I was sixteen, 
the place had a profound effect 
on me. It’s something about 
the space, it puts things in 
perspective and gives you room 
to breathe and to think. As I 
was writing, Orkney became an 

intrinsic part of the book, it is not 
just the rural environment acting 
as a contrast for Helena’s life in 
London, it’s that it is an island and 
islands have their own mystique.

“The book looks at what it was like 
to grow up as an outsider, at that 
time, in a fairly closed community 
and how that intensified the 
relationship between the 
characters.”

The landscape contributes to 
the mood of the book and living 
near the shore has intensified the 
daily drama of the atmosphere 
for Sara. “Some days the sea is 
calm, and blue, others it’s white 
with reflected light, then it can be 
black with white foam, churning 
like a boiling cauldron.”

The past and present, storms 
and calm and the pull and push 
of Orkney are the moods and 
themes that inspire all these 
writers to weave dark tales. n

Sara Bailey


