Musical
trio get top
chance in
BBC folk
awards
By Katie Macleod
talented trio of traditional musicians hailing
from the Highlands and Islands is one of
only four finalists in the BBC Radio 2 Young Folk
Awards. The Mischa Macpherson Trio discovered
last month that they are in the running for the BBC
2 top spot, and as nominees will be heading for
the awards ceremony in London’s Albert Hall in
February.

A

“We were really, really shocked,” says Mischa
Macpherson, the Sandwick singer and harpist who is
also the namesake of the group, which includes Innes
White from Dingwall on guitar, and Conal McDonagh from
Poolewe playing the pipes and whistle.
Innes White, Mischa Macpherson and Conal McDonagh

Their shock was as much due to winning while up
against ten other “really amazing acts”, as to the fact that
the whole thing was rather unplanned. “Myself and the
boys just thought it would be nice to record a couple of
tracks before I came to Finland,” explains Mischa over
Skype.

selected. “You have to remind yourself how young they
are,” BBC Radio 2 presenter Mark Radcliffe pointed out
as he announced the nominees live on ‘The Folk Show’ in
November, playing snippets of each finalist’s set.

Currently studying at the Sibelius Academy in Helsinki
on a year-long exchange from the Royal Conservatoire of
Scotland, the 20-year-old had heard of the competition,
and it piqued her interest. It wasn’t until she had settled
in Scandinavia, however, that Mischa realised the BBC
competition deadline had snuck up on them: “I think I got
our entry in just before midnight!”

The Trio’s Gaelic music sounds magical, ethereal – and
decidedly different to the speedy Irish-jigs and bluesy
ballads of their fellow nominees. Mischa describes it as
“folk music with a lot of influences from the Gaelic tradition.
We sing a lot of American songs, and Irish songs, but the
influences are from the music and culture that we grew up
with.”

That last-minute moment of panic landed them a place
at the semi-finals weekend in Kendal, which included
workshops with well-known folk stars, and a gig at the
Brewery Arts Centre, from which the four nominees were

She suggests with a laugh that Finnish folk sounds
may soon feature in their repertoire. “The folk music
is really cool. Scandinavian folk tunes are like Scottish
tunes turned upside down! They’re a bit more edgy.” In
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her department at Sibelius there has already been some
swapping of tunes between the two cultures. “People here
are a bit quieter at first, but everyone is really lovely.”
It’s an observation that could equally apply to Mischa
herself: smiling and unassuming, Mischa is certainly not
your stereotypical young wannabe. “There is more to
Mischa than you might originally think, as she is modest,
but she has a good spark about her and is a very good
musician,” says international singing sensation Alyth
McCormack.
The Irish-based artist is from the same street in Sandwick
as Mischa, but didn’t get to know her younger neighbour
until much later, when Mischa took part in a project Alyth
was teaching in Shetland a few years ago. “I saw there
that she is more outgoing than she initially lets on, and that
she has a lovely personality, and gets on well and easily
with people,” recalls Alyth.
Despite her obvious talent, involvement in the Mod and
the Fèis since the age of five, and her 5th school year
spent at the National Centre of Excellence for Traditional
Music in Plockton, Mischa never saw music in her future,
except as part of her extra-curricular interests.
“I wanted to do Biology!” she confesses, telling the tale
of how she returned to the Nicolson in 6th year to sit her
Advanced Highers. It was two weeks before she was
due to depart for Glasgow - and four years of Biology and
Psychology lectures - that Mischa thought she should
maybe consider a career in music after all.
Luckily for listeners near and far, Mischa took a gap year
Continued on page B11
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(including a five-month volunteer stint in Ghana)
before enrolling at the Conservatoire. While
Mischa, Conal, and Innes have been developing
their own careers, the Trio has been building
momentum alongside them.
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Thrown together on the Fèis Rois International
Ceilidh Trail in the summer of 2011, the three
quickly formed a connection. “We had one week
to make all our sets, then we went off, and we
had such a good time playing together,” Mischa
remembers. Since then their traditional tunes
have seen them on stage at Celtic Connections,
the Edinburgh Fringe, and at concerts in Ireland,
Romania and even Australia.
“This competition is the first one we did
together,” says Mischa of the BBC Young Folk
Award. “We want to take a stab at being our
own band. Everything is going really nicely just
now, and we’re going to try and get some gigs
next year as a trio. The two boys are like my
best friends, so it’s nice to practice and put sets
together.”
Asked if she has any advice for her
fellow Sandwick singer, Alyth is realistic, but
encouraging. “To maintain a career as a musician
is tricky - if you want to do it though you’ll find a
way. Mischa has got off to a great start with the
other boys in the trio and I wish them all well.”

Mischa Macpherson

“I hope they will always try to make music
they are proud of no matter what others think.
They may be playing in a village hall one day but
keeping true to yourself you could be in a Festival
Hall soon enough.”
From science in Stornoway to singing and
studying in Scandinavia: it’s not the typical route
to becoming a finalist in one of Britain’s biggest
folk competitions, but Mischa’s story is surely one
of the most interesting. With Innes and Conal
by her side, The Mischa Macpherson Trio is
definitely one to watch out for in February.

Kirsteen and Mairi
back from Kilimanjaro
By Taylor Edgar
t was the experience of a lifetime but
deﬁnitely not one they would ever wish to
do again.

I

This is the verdict of two Lewis women who
conquered Mount Kilimanjaro, the highest peak in
Africa at a lung-bursting 19,341 feet above sea
level.
But the sheer effort and exertion of dealing with
altitude sickness to reach the summit has paid
off with Kirsteen Stewart and Mairi Maciver now
able to present their chosen charity, the Western
Isles Kidney Patients Association, with a bumper
cheque almost twice the size of their original
target.
Monies are still coming in but, at the time of
going to press, it was expected the final total
being presented at the December meeting of the
association would be around £13,000.
Agreeing that climbing Kilimanjaro was the
toughest thing they have ever done – and ever
will do – the pair are now taking a well-earned rest
and recovering from the fine ash they inhaled on
the way up the extinct volcano.
Joked Kirsteen: “I would rather run a marathon
every day than go through that again.”
Though they were physically fit after months of
intensive training, what they couldn’t prepare for
in advance were the effects of the lack of oxygen.
It was at the end of day three on the mountain,
camping above the clouds, that the thin air started
to take its toll.
Said Kirsteen: “The walking was okay, it was
at the end of the day that you started to feel it.
Small things like taking off your boots and getting
into your sleeping bag suddenly became major
obstacles. The constant lack of oxygen and the
breathlessness were hardest things to handle.
You were just so exhausted the whole time.”
Added Mairi: “Everything just turned into a
chore. Even taking your boots off became a
struggle. I’d be sitting there taking off my boots

and having to stop every so often just to catch
my breath.”
The next two days to the summit became a feat
of endurance and mental toughness to make it
to the top. With nausea kicking in on top of the
exhaustion, each step became a superhuman
effort.
Some of their group had to turn back, but
Kirsteen and Mairi pushed through what felt like
“a force field” to get to the top.
Because they ended up in separate groups of
climbers who were climbing at different paces,
Kirsteen and Mairi did not reach the summit
together. And because Mairi began suffering with
vision problems, her time at the top was limited
and she was quickly taken back down to camp.
The final push to the summit began at 1 am
after a full day’s walking the day before. By setting
off then it meant climbers would get to the top of
Africa in time for sunrise.
But the spectacle was one that felt strange as
both Kirsteen and Mairi by this time were suffering
symptoms of confusion and fatigue.
The actual sense of achievement did not
happen until much later on. “To be honest, I still
can’t believe we did it,” said Kirsteen, with Mairi
adding: “For me, it wasn’t until we were off the
mountain and on the bus looking back towards
Kilimanjaro that I finally realised the scale of what
we had done.”
Despite the physical and mental hardship
involved both are glad they were able to
successfully complete their fund raising
expedition, which was two years in the planning.
Highlights of the trip apart from the summit
were The Barranco Wall, a major scree climb on
the way to the top and the camp’s cook amazing
everyone by baking and icing a cake to celebrate
Kirsteen’s birthday.
After being to the highest point in Africa and
surpassing the tall heights in Europe, it is now
difficult to see how the pair can ever hope to top
that achievement.

