
 

 

 

 

Swallows and Amazons (1930) 

Background 

Swallows and Amazons grew from many different strands in Ransome’s life. 

Childhood memories and his spiritual home  

Ransome had two main creative inspirations for Swallows and Amazons. The first was his 
early childhood experience of holidays at Nibthwaite, at the Southern end of Coniston 
Water. They gave him a lifelong fascination for the people and places around the lake, and 
a spiritual attachment to the lake itself. This was the place he used to dream about whilst 
wandering around the World. These powerful childhood memories were always likely to 
light a creative spark in a writer who had the desire to tell stories in his blood. 

It was Ransome’s passion for Coniston that made him return in 1903, for a holiday during 
which he met W G Collingwood and his family. They soon became the most significant 
friends and creative influences of Ransome’s life. W G Collingwood had been John Ruskin’s 
devoted friend and assistant. He was also a highly-respected writer, painter, geologist, 
archaeologist and expert on Norse Sagas in his own right. His wife was a talented piano 
player, whilst his three daughters, Dora, Barbara and Ursula were keen artists and 
sculptors. Collingwood’s son, Robin, grew up to be one of Britain’s leading 20th century 
philosophers. Their home, at Lanehead, was a creative hive that welcomed, adopted, 
mentored and inspired Ransome. In addition to their whole-hearted support of his literary 
dreams, the Collingwoods also taught him to sail. 

Renewed friendships 

Within a few years Ransome proposed, in turn, to Barbara and Dora. Both turned him down 
and Dora eventually married Ernest Altounyan, an Armenian doctor. She moved with him 
to Aleppo, in Syria, where they had five children, Taqui, Susan, Mavis (always known as 
Titty), Roger and Brigit. 

In 1928, the Altounyans returned to Coniston for a long sabbatical. They stayed at Bank 
Ground Farm, next door to Lanehead. By this date Ransome had settled at Low Ludderburn 
with his second wife, Evgenia. Ransome renewed his friendship with the Collingwoods and 
Altounyans. He helped Ernest to buy two small sailing dinghies, Swallow and Mavis, in 
which the Altounyan children could learn to sail on the waters where the Collingwoods had 
taught him, over a quarter of a century before. 
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The Altounyans returned to Aleppo in January, 1929. On the eve of their departure they 
gave Ransome a gift of red Turkish slippers. They kept Mavis, whilst Ransome inherited 
Swallow. Ransome was touched by the Altounyan’s gift and by memories of their stay, 
which reminded him of his own happy childhood experiences of Coniston, thirty years 
before.  

On 24 March, 1929, he sailed Swallow for the first time on Windermere, to inspirational 
effect. Later that day he began Swallows and Amazons, dedicating the book to the 
Altounyans in Aleppo as a reminder of the Lake District they’d left behind. 

Practical urges 

In 1928 Ransome wrote 43 Rod and Line fishing essays, 9 political leaders and 49 book 
reviews for the Manchester Guardian. He was busy, but not satisfied. In December he 
wrote to his mother:  

“I’d have liked to send you a new book by myself. But I haven’t written one and I have begun 
to feel that I never shall again… So many little jobs to be done makes book writing nearly 
hopeless.” 

Early in 1929 his editor and close personal friend, C P Scott offered him the post of resident 
correspondent in Berlin. It meant a hugely increased salary. But Ransome was a political 
journalist by accident, not desire, and he yearned to escape. On 19 March, 1929, he 
resigned, giving three months notice. 

The previous year, Ransome’s new publisher, Jonathan Cape, suggested it was time that he 
began to put together “some books” to support himself in old age. He had in mind 
collections of essays. Ransome agreed and began to work on what became Rod and Line. 

In April, 1929, he took the completed Rod and Line typescript to Cape. By then he had also 
drafted over 100 pages of Swallows and Amazons. But he was nervous of showing this to 
Cape, lest the publisher reject it, so only showed him a brief chapter outline. To his great 
relief, Cape took one look and said he’d publish it, thus opening the way to the most 
successful books of Ransome’s career. 

 

Synopsis 

Whilst on holiday in a fictionalised Lake District, John, Susan, Titty and Roger (the children 
of their absent father, Commander Edward Walker, RN, and Australian mother, Mary) set 
sail in a borrowed dinghy, the Swallow, to camp on an island. There they meet the Blackett 
sisters, Nancy and Peggy, the self-styled Amazon Pirates, and have to decide whether to 
fight each other, or the unfriendly houseboatman, Captain Flint. 
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First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape July, 1930. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606318 (Jonathan Cape, hardback) 
ISBN 978-0099572794 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099503910 (Red Fox, paperback)  
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Swallowdale (1931) 

Background 

Although Swallows and Amazons sold slowly at first, both Arthur Ransome and Jonathan 
Cape were keen to produce a sequel. But Ransome had a false start on this. He began Their 
Own Story, an early version of Peter Duck. In this he had the Swallows and Amazons 
imagining a high seas adventure whilst aboard a Norfolk Wherry in winter. He also toyed 
with Swallows in Syria. But he quickly abandoned both in favour of a straight sequel, set 
once more in the Lake District. He began Swallowdale in January, 1931. 

 

Synopsis 

The four Swallows, John, Susan, Titty and Roger return to sail and camp on Wild Cat Island, 
the year after their first visit in Swallows and Amazons. They are looking forward to 
renewing their alliance with Nancy and Peggy, the Amazon Pirates. But a shipwreck and an 
unwelcome visit by the Amazons’ fearsome Great-Aunt Maria soon upset their plans. Can 
they overcome both to climb Kanchenjunga before returning to the island? 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape November, 1931. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606325 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099572824 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427155 (Red Fox, paperback)  
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Peter Duck (1932) 

Background 

Ransome began Peter Duck before writing Swallowdale. Entitled Their Own Story, his first 
experiment involved the Swallows and Amazons imagining the story during long, dark 
winter evenings on the Norfolk Broads. 

He wrote two chapters of Their Own Story before giving up. (These were subsequently 
published in Christina Hardyment’s Arthur Ransome and Captain Flint’s Trunk, in 1984). 
When he returned to Peter Duck after completing Swallowdale, he wrote from a more 
conventional perspective. Yet something of his early idea survives, because Peter Duck 
reads as if it is a finished book written by the Swallows and Amazons. His characters also 
make references to their winter wherry holiday, and to having created the Peter Duck story, 
when they are reunited in their “real” world in Swallowdale. Ransome was to revisit this 
unusual technique in his tenth Swallows and Amazons novel, Missee Lee. 

Ransome wrote much of Peter Duck in Aleppo, whilst visiting the Altounyans. It owes much 
to Ransome’s Baltic experiences, with Peter Duck himself firmly based on the Ancient 
Mariner of Racundra’s First Cruise.  

 

Synopsis 

The Swallows and Amazons face sharks, storms and the evil pirate Black Jake, when they 
voyage with Captain Flint and the ancient mariner, Peter Duck, to look for treasure on a 
deserted Caribbean Island. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in October, 1932. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224021258 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099573647 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427162 (Red Fox, paperback)  
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Winter Holiday (1933) 

Background 

One of Ransome’s most treasured childhood memories was the Great Frost of 1895, when 
Windermere froze from end to end. The lake froze again in 1929, and once more crowds 
flocked to skate and party on the ice. Ransome had also met, and been hugely impressed 
by, the Norwegian explorer Fridjof Nansen, whilst living in Stockholm in 1918. Together 
these experiences inspired Winter Holiday, his fourth Swallows and Amazons novel. 

Ransome took something of a risk with this novel, introducing two new characters to the 
Swallows and Amazons’ world. They proved to be a master stroke. Brother and sister, Dick 
and Dorothea Callum (soon known as the “D’s”) are two expressions of Ransome’s own 
character: Dick, a bespectacled and inquisitive scientist, Dorothea a budding romantic 
novelist. They are a contrast to the more practical Swallows and Amazons and, as town 
children, characters whom many of Ransome’s readers could relate to. 

 

Synopsis 

Viewed primarily from the D’s perspective, Winter Holiday takes place six months after 
Swallowdale. The Swallows and Amazons are planning a tame expedition to the North Pole 
when illness extends their holiday in the coldest winter for thirty years. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape November, 1933. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606349 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099573654 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427179 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Coot Club (1934) 

Background 

As a young man Ransome had visited the Norfolk Broads, living aboard a wherry whilst 
fishing for pike. It may have been this memory that inspired the Swallows and Amazons 
background story to Peter Duck.  

In April, 1931 Arthur and Evgenia Ransome returned for a cruise, in two small yachts,with 
his friend Ted Scott (Ransome’s Manchester Guardian editor) and his son Richard. The 
Ransome’s returned in 1933, this time with their neighbours the Kelsalls. A few months 
later Ransome wrote to his mother to say that his next novel would take place in Norfolk. 

Swallows and Amazons itself had poured out of him, but thereafter Ransome struggled 
increasingly with self-doubt as he wrote each of his novels. Coot Club was no exception. At 
first he wasn’t sure whether to include Dick and Dorothea Callum, whom he’d introduced in 
Winter Holiday, or whether to separate Coot Club entirely from the Swallows and Amazons’ 
world. In the end he brought them in, using their desire to learn to sail – inspired by the 
Swallows and Amazons – as a major plot device. 

 

Synopsis 

Dick and Dorothea go to stay with their mother’s friend, Mrs Barrable, on a Norfolk Broads 
yacht. They hope to learn to sail. But their dreams are soon complicated when they meet 
Tom Dudgeon, leader of the Coot Club, who has himself just become entangled with a 
motor cruiser full of holidaying Hullabaloos. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape November, 1934. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606356 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099582533 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427186 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Pigeon Post (1936) 

Background 

Ransome returned to the Lake Country for his sixth Swallows and Amazons novel. He took 
expert advice on mining from Oscar Gnospellius, Barbara Collingwood’s husband, and used 
it to craft a novel about the Swallows, Amazons and D’s prospecting for gold. 

He began in March, 1934, but progress was delayed by moving home to Suffolk. Then 
Ransome had to draw illustrations for Swallowdale, to replace Clifford Webb’s. Thus he 
missed the pre-Christmas publication deadline for 1935, only completing the second draft 
the following summer.  

The Carnegie medal 

Despite Egvenia’s encouragement – she said it was “is not very much worse than the worst 
of the others”, Pigeon Post won the first Carnegie Medal for Children’s Literature. Arthur 
Ransome received it from his friend, the Archbishop of York, in Scarborough, in 1937. The 
medal itself is dated 1936, reflecting Pigeon Post’s publication date. 

 

Synopsis 

The Swallows, Amazons and D’s go prospecting for gold in the Lakeland fells, where they 
face the dangers of drought and disused mine workings, together with the sinister presence 
of a rival prospector. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in November, 1936 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224021241 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099582540 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427193 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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We Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea (1937) 

Background 

The Ransome’s moved from the Lake District to Suffolk in the late summer of 1935. On 8 
September that year he bought his second yacht, a nearly-new 7 ton Hillyard cutter called 
Electron, then lying in Poole. Ransome renamed her Nancy Blackett, on the grounds that 
without his best-known fictional character he could never have afforded the yacht. He 
brought her around to her new home port, Pin Mill. 

Both these developments soon paid creative dividends. In January, 1936, he “grabbed, 
clutched and pinioned a really gorgeous idea for a new book… a GORGEOUS idea with a first 
class climax inevitable and handed out on a plate… So I breath again.” 

To research his new story, Ransome sailed Nancy across the North Sea in June, 1936. But 
otherwise he had to put We Didn’t Mean to go to Sea aside for most of 1936, whilst 
completing Pigeon Post. Then, during the winter of 1937, he was further distracted by the 
help he was giving Katharine Hull and Pamela Whitlock over The Far-distant Oxus.As a 
result his seventh Swallows and Amazons book wasn’t published until the end of 1937. 

 

Synopsis 

John, Susan, Titty and Roger Walker are in Pin Mill with their mother and younger sister 
Brigit, awaiting their father’s return from service overseas. There they befriend Jim Brading, 
owner of the yacht Goblin, who invites them on a quiet cruise on the River Orwell. All goes 
well, until a series of events leaves the four Walkers alone and drifting out to sea in a fog. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in November, 1936 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224021234 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099589396 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427223 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Secret Water (1939) 

Background 

Ransome followed We Didn’t Mean to go to Sea with Secret Water, a second East Coast 
novel. Once again his yacht Nancy Blackett played a significant inspirational role. Ransome 
had come to know two local children, George and Josephine Russell, who were keen to 
learn to sail. He lent them his dinghy, Coch-y-bonddhu, and took them out in Nancy 
Blackett. On several occasions Ransome, Evgenia and the Russells cruised to Hamford 
Water, an area of tidal creeks and mudflats south of Harwich Harbour. 

There they met the Busk family: Colonel and Mrs Busk and their children Jill, Michael and 
John, who owned the yacht Lapwing and a dinghy, Wizard. Together they explored the 
creeks and islands and it was from these experiences that Secret Water was born. 

 

Synopsis 

John, Susan, Titty, Roger and Bridget Walker have a new challenge: to survey a desolate 
world of islands and mudflats before their parents return to rescue them. But as they begin 
to explore, they soon discover that the tidal creeks are not as deserted as they originally 
thought. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in November, 1939. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606387 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099589365 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427230 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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The Big Six (1940) 

Background 

In early 1938 Ransome’s friend, Margaret Renold, suggested he write a detective story as a 
second Norfolk Broads novel. Ransome liked the idea. He began a draft, but then put it 
aside at Cape’s request in order to concentrate on Secret Water. 

In January, 1940, he returned to his sequel for Coot Club. Even his wife Evgenia was 
positive, telling him that his work was “better than usual”. By May his biggest problem 
seemed to be the new book’s title. Ransome considered Hot Water, Not Us, Coots in 
Trouble and Who the Mischief? whilst his publisher was keen on The Death and Glories 
(after the name of Joe, Bill and Pete’s boat). But Ransome worried that the latter sounded 
too warlike. Eventually they agreed on The Big Six, a reference to Scotland Yard’s finest 
detectives that Dorothea explains within the book. 

As it happened, the war did play a role, as the original blocks for the book’s illustrations 
were blown up within hours of their completion. Fortunately Ransome’s illustrations (less 
the end-paper map) survived. New blocks were made and the book was published on time, 
albeit with an end-paper map borrowed from Coot Club. 

 

Synopsis 

Boat-builders’ sons Joe, Bill and Pete are unjustly accused of one of the worst possible 
crimes: casting off other people’s boats. As hostility mounts the Coot Club is forced into a 
desperate race to clear their names. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in November, 1940. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606394 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099589358 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427247 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Missee Lee (1941) 

Background 

Missee Lee is a sequel to Peter Duck, a story imagined by its own characters. It is set in 
China, making good use of Ransome’s first-hand knowledge of that country, gathered 
whilst reporting there for the Manchester Guardian in 1927. During his visit Ransome had 
met Madame Sun Yat-Sen, on whom he partly based Missee Lee’s character. He began 
Poor Miss Lee in early 1941, only to struggle with the plot. Within six weeks he was telling 
his friends Charles and Margaret Reynolds that the book was “… in extremis. And I have 
wasted six whole weeks on her.” Yet Ransome persevered despite his uncertainty, and with 
a lot of help from Margaret for Miss Lee’s Cambridge background. By August the book was 
at the printers, with the revised title Missee Lee. Ransome had changed the title grudgingly, 
at Jonathan Cape’s insistence. 

 

Synopsis 

Shipwrecked off China, the Swallows, Amazons and Captain Flint find themselves at the 
mercy of real pirates, whose first rule is to never take English prisoners alive. But their 
leader, the tiny, pistol-carrying Missee Lee, has a different and surprising fate for them in 
mind. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in December, 1941. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606400 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099589426 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427454 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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The Picts and the Martyrs (1943) 

Background 

In late 1940 the disturbance caused by bombing around Ipswich persuaded Arthur and 
Evgenia Ransome to move back to the Lake District. Ransome bought The Heald, a house 
on the east side of Coniston Water. They were to live there for most of the war. At first 
Ransome was busy completing Missee Lee. It went to the printers in August, 1931. With 
Missee Lee out of the way, Ransome immediately began thinking about a new Lake District 
tale. 

Unfortunately thinking was one thing, producing was quite another. Ransome’s energy was 
undoubtedly waning by the early 1940’s. Evgenia Ransome’s criticism was also taking its 
toll. Her comments were undoubtedly well-meant, but they played on Ransome’s own 
growing self-doubt. Both her criticisms and his doubts were also usually misguided, for the 
finished books themselves maintained, and in many respects improved on, the quality of 
his earlier novels. But each proved an ever-greater struggle behind the scenes. The Picts 
and the Martyrs is a case in point. It took Ransome a year to produce a draft fit for Evgenia 
to see. Her reaction was devastating, culminating in her forbidding its publication. 
Fortunately Jonathan Cape, his wife, G Wren Howard (Ransome’s editor at Cape’s) and 
Ransome’s mother all liked it. Fortunately Ransome eventually listened to them and The 
Picts and the Martyrs was published to widespread critical acclaim. 

The Picts and the Martyrs is the shortest and most humourous novel in the Swallows and 
Amazons series. Much of it takes place in thick, fellside woods, just like those that 
surrounded the Heald. Meanwhile, the Great-Aunt’s uninvited invasion of Nancy and 
Peggy’s home arguably owes something to the ongoing war. 

 

Synopsis 

Captain Flint takes Mrs Blackett away to convalesce from illness. They decide that Nancy 
and Peggy ought to enjoy a quiet house party at Beckfoot, with Dick and Dorothea as their 
guests. But trouble soon looms when Nancy and Peggy’s fearsome Great-Aunt Maria hear 
of the arrangement, disapproves, and decides she must take control. 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in June, 1943. 
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Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606417 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099589372 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427278 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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Great Northern? (1947) 

Background 

After The Picts and the Martyrs, Ransome began work on two books. The first would have 
brought members of the Coot Club to the Lake District, the second was a completely 
separate novel set in the nineteenth century (see Coots in the North). He gave up on both 
after only limited progress and, in late 1944 began work on Great Northern? which 
eventually became the last completed Swallows and Amazons novel. 

The original idea for Great Northern? was suggested by a correspondant, Major M E W 
(Myles) North, who was both an ornithologist and very fond of Ransome’s books. He wrote 
a six page synopsis for a Swallows and Amazons story, which he sent to Ransome in June, 
1944. Ransome was attracted by North’s ideas, but turning them into a novel proved to be 
a slow process, interrupted by illness, house-moves and Ransome’s decision to commission 
the design and building of a new yacht. He also visited the Hebrides twice, to research his 
location and to fish. 

 

Synopsis 

Dick thinks he’s made an ornithological discovery whilst the Swallows, Amazons, D’s and 
Captain Flint are on a cruise in the Outer Hebrides. But is he right and, if so, can he prove it 
without placing both the birds and their eggs in danger? 

 

First publication 

Published by Jonathan Cape in August, 1947. 

 

Availability 

In Print: 

ISBN 978-0224606424 (Jonathan Cape, hardback)  
ISBN 978-0099589389 (Vintage, paperback)  
ISBN 978-0099427261 (Red Fox, paperback) 
E-book: Vintage & Random House Digital Editions 
Audiobook: Audible.co.uk; Abridged Audiobook: Gabriel Woolf 
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