
 

 

 

 

The ABC of Physical Culture (1904) 

Background 

In October, 1903, Ransome answered an advertisement in the Daily News, seeking an 
“experienced journalist with a thorough knowledge of athletics“. Ransome was neither, but 
the advert offered a salary of 20s per week to ghost write books for well-known sportsmen. 

Ransome went enthusiastically to work, writing between two and six thousand words a 
day. In Bohemia in London, he records writing six books for his agent in two months. 
Unfortunately no records exist to say which books these were, or who published them. 
Neither is it clear whether The ABC of Physical Culture is one of these six books, or a 
separate but related work. Either way, it is the first book that Ransome had published 
under his own name. 

 

Synopsis 

The ABC of Physical Culture is a book of “practical instruction”, written by someone with no 
particular expertise in his subject. It contains an introduction and seven chapters on general 
health, muscles, breathing, smoking, food, drinking and sleep. 

 

First publication 

Published by Henry J Drane in August 1904. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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The Souls of the Streets (1904) 

Background 

In 1904 Ransome’s friend, the poet and playwright Gordon Bottomley, introduced Ransome 
to William Holmes, the owner of the Lanthorn Press, a small printer in Ulverston, Cumbria. 
Holmes wanted to expand into book publishing, but needed someone to act as both a 
talent scout, to find suitable young authors, and also as an agent, able to liaise with a 
suitable publisher in London to distribute his books. Ransome fitted both of Holmes’s 
needs, whilst Holmes offered Ransome the opportunity to publish his first book of essays. 

Ransome regarded this as his first book, discounting The ABC of Physical Culture and his 
other ghost-written books of practical instruction. 

 

Synopsis 

The Souls of the Streets and Other Little Papers is a collection of eight short essays: The 
Souls of the Streets; A Tuscan Melody; The Hidden Lands; A Man Who Knew Himself; Two 
Tramps; Spring; The Secret of the Wild Rose. 

 

First publication 

Published by S C Brown, Langham & Co, London, August 1904. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print 
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The Stone Lady (1905) 

Background 

This is a second volume of short essays, following The Souls of the Streets. At the time 
Ransome was understandably proud to be a published author; much later he reflected in 
his Autobiography that: “The only excuse for those early books is that they were written 
(and unfortunately published) at a time when I should have been a university student and 
saved from myself by the laughter of my fellows. Instead I was keeping myself alive by 
selling what should have been mere exercises. It surprises me that I was able to sell them. I 
wanted to write essays or stories, but it never occured to me to write such essays and such 
stories as were published in the popular magazines.” 

He goes on, however, to recall the patient encouragement he received from some of his 
elders, “who never wavered in their belief that all this ceaseless scribbling would some day 
be justified“. 

 

Synopsis 

The Stone Lady, Ten Little Papers and Two Mad Stories contains ten short essays: The Stone 
Lady; The Glory of the Golden Wood; My Lady Comes to Town; A Vision of Spring in Autumn; 
The Great Down-trodden; At the Play; A Study of a Small Boy; Lilian, Who Loved the World; 
A Walk in February; The Compulsion of Spring, plus two stories, Meddling with the Fairies 
and The Incense Burners. 

 

First publication 

Published by S C Brown, Langham & Co, London, April 1905. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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The Child’s Book of the Seasons (1906) 

Background 

In 1906 the publisher Anthony Treherne proposed a series of six short nature books for 
children, focusing on the seasons, the garden, ponds and streams, woods, fields and 
country lanes. In the event Treherne went bankrupt after publishing only three of the 
planned volumes, a “hard blow indeed” for Ransome, who only received a small advance 
for his work. 

Ransome wrote the three completed books – The Child’s Book of the Seasons, Pond and 
Stream and The Things in our Garden – during the summer of 1906, whilst staying at Wall 
Nook Farm, near Cartmel in Cumbria. He later described them as “silly” and “unlucky”, 
although his mentor and friend, Mrs W G Collingwood, considered them “not bad for a little 
town boy.” 

 

Synopsis 

The Child’s Book of the Seasons contains four chapters: Spring, Summer, Autumn and 
Winter. Ransome approached his subject via three fictional characters, the “Imp” and the 
“Elf” (a young boy and girl) and the “Ogre” (a benevolent adult). 

 

First publication 

Published by Anthony Treherne & Co, London, November 1906. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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Pond and Stream (1906) 

Background 

In 1906 the publisher Anthony Treherne proposed a series of six short nature books for 
children, focussing on the seasons, the garden, ponds and streams, woods, fields and 
country lanes. In the event Treherne went bankrupt after publishing only three of the 
planned volumes, a “hard blow indeed” for Ransome, who only received a small advance 
for his work. 

Ransome wrote the three completed books – The Child’s Book of the Seasons, Pond and 
Stream and The Things in our Garden – during the summer of 1906, whilst staying at Wall 
Nook Farm, near Cartmel in Cumbria. He later described them as “silly” and “unlucky”, 
although his mentor and friend, Mrs W G Collingwood, considered them “not bad for a little 
town boy.” 

 

Synopsis 

Pond and Stream’s chapters are entitled, About the Book, The Duck Pond, Stream and Ditch, 
Lake and River and Our Own Aquarium. Ransome approached his subject via three fictional 
characters, the “Imp” and the “Elf” (a young boy and girl) and the “Ogre” (a benevolent 
adult). 

 

First publication 

Published by Anthony Treherne & Co, London, November 1906. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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The Things in Our Garden (1906) 

Background 

In 1906 the publisher Anthony Treherne proposed a series of six short nature books for 
children, focussing on the seasons, the garden, ponds and streams, woods, fields and 
country lanes. In the event Treherne went bankrupt after publishing only three of the 
planned volumes, a “hard blow indeed” for Ransome, who only received a small advance 
for his work. 

Ransome wrote the three completed books –  The Child’s Book of the Seasons, Pond and 
Stream and The Things in our Garden – during the summer of 1906, whilst staying at Wall 
Nook Farm, near Cartmel in Cumbria. He later described them as “silly” and “unlucky”, 
although his mentor and friend, Mrs W G Collingwood, considered them “not bad for a little 
town boy.” 

 

Synopsis 

The Things in Our Garden’s chapters are entitled, The Garden, The Feathered People, The 
Plant People, The Little People and Their Own Gardens. Ransome approached his subject via 
three fictional characters, the “Imp” and the “Elf” (a young boy and girl) and the “Ogre” (a 
benevolent adult). 

 

First publication 

Published by Anthony Treherne & Co, London, November 1906. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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Highways and Byways in Fairyland (1906) 

Background 

Ransome wrote Highways and Byways in Fairyland whilst staying at Wallnook Farm, 
Cartmel, in 1906. In his Autobiography, Ransome relates metting Ford Maddox Hueffer by 
appointment outside the House of Commons. Hueffer had read some of Ransome’s fairy 
stories and wanted him to write “one of five little volumes” to be published together in a 
cardboard case. The other books were to be contributed by Netta Syrett, Anne Pye, Lady 
Margaret Sackville and Hueffer himself. 

Ransome later felt that Highways and Byways in Fairyland was “a good idea wasted”, whilst 
his biographer, Hugh Brogan regarded it as arguably Ransome’s worst book. 

 

Synopsis 

Highways and Byways in Fairyland contains seven stories: The Way to Fairyland; The 
Mountain of the Gnomes; The Water Palace; The Farms of the Brownies; The Pixy Woods; 
The Dancing Ring and The Way Out. 

 

First publication 

Published by The Pinafore Library, December 1906. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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Bohemia in London (1907) 

Background 

In 1906 Stefana Stevens – later the novelist E S Stevens and, as Lady Drower, an authority 
on Middle Asian folklore – was working for the literary agent Curtis Brown. She approached 
Ransome with the proposal that he write an “essayistical sort of book” about Bohemia in 
London, comparing the present with the past. She already had a publisher lined up for it. 
Ransaome took little persuading: by the next morning he had sketched out a synopsis, and 
within two days Curtis Brown had a contract ready for him to sign. Even more impressively, 
Curtis Brown then sold the unwritten book to Dodd Mead & Co, in America. The contracts 
secured respectable royalties and advances from both the British and American editions. 

Ransome wrote Bohemia in London at his rooms on the King’s Rd, Chelsea, at the London 
Library, and at Wall Nook Farm, Cartmel. It was completed by July, 1907, and published as 
“a stout grey volume, looking like a real book, of which I was extremely proud.” 

 

Synopsis 

In many respects this is Ransome’s first real book, some 19 chapters and nearly 300 pages 
in length. Chapters include, An Arrival in Bohemia, A Chelsea Evening, Coffe-houses About 
Soho, Old and New Fleet Street, and Talking, Drinking and Smoking. Bohemia in London was 
illustrated by Fred Taylor, whose advertising posters for W H Smith had caught Ransome’s 
eye. 

 

First publication 

Published by Chapman & Hall Ltd, September 1907. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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A History of Story-telling (1909) 

Background 

Soon after completing Bohemia in London, Ransome went to stay for five weeks with his 
mother and brother in Edinburgh. Whilst there, he visited an acquaintance, the publisher E 
C Jack, with the proposal that he edit and Jack publish a book series illustrating the art of 
story-telling. Jack agreed, and the eleven volume series The World’s Story-tellers was duly 
published between 1908 and 1910. 

As well as editing the series, and translating as required, Ransome also wrote an 
introduction for each of the eleven volumes. Both he and Jack planned from the start that 
these introductions could eventually be combined into a single volume, as A History of 
Story-telling. 

 

Synopsis 

As published, A History of Story-telling contains Ransome’s introductions to The World’s 
Story-tellers, less those for Hoffmann, Flaubert, Daudet and Coppee: the latter three 
because those titles were not published until 1910. 

In writing A History of Story-telling, Ransome was not concerned with dates and facts, but 
rather with “the development of technique, the conquests of new material, (and) the 
gradual perfecting of form.” 

 

First publication 

Published by T C and E C Jack in late 1909. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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The Little People of the Wood (1909) 

Background 

Ransome’s diary for 1909 records this as one of a number of “books to be done” for a 
publisher named Harmsworth. Harmsworth is probably a publication name associated with 
Arthur Mee, for whom Ransome was writing periodical articles at around this time. There 
are few details available as to exactly how and when Ransome wrote it. But it was 
published, in 1909, by the Amalgamated Press, as one of several titles in The Children’s 
Encyclopedia Story-books series, under Arthur Mee’s editorship. 

 

Synopsis 

The Little People of the Wood is a short story about a small boy, John, who decides to 
explore a wood near his home. Whilst there he befriends the animal inhabitants. 

 

First publication 

Published by The Amalgamated Press in 1909. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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Edgar Allan Poe (1910) 

Background 

Ransome edited Stories by Edgar Allan Poe as the third volume in The World’s Story-tellers 
series, in 1909. It led to a commission from Martin Secker to write a complete book on Poe. 
Ransome worked on his manuscript in the winter, spring and summer of 1910, with 
Ransome continuing his “bad habit of sending books to the printer piecemeal“. He had good 
reasons for his slow progress: his marriage to Ivy Walker in March 1909 was already 
becoming stressful; his daughter Tabitha was born on May 9, 1910 and, in August 1910, he 
“rediscovered the pleasure I had known as a small boy watching a perch-float” when his 
postman persuaded him to try fishing for the first time since his father’s death. 

Upon completion he went to the Lakes to begin work on another book for Secker, this time 
on roads and walking. By now Ransome “owned a small, light-weight tent that would stow 
in a knapsack“, which he set up in the Collingwood’s garden at Lanehead, Coniston. Later 
he moved to camp on Peel Island, where W G Collingwood’s third daughter, Ursula, 
delivered the proofs of Edgar Allan Poe by swimming to the island with the papers tied to 
her head. 

 

First publication 

Published by Martin Secker, in October 1910. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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The Imp and the Elf and the Ogre (1910) 

Background 

The Imp and the Elf and the Ogre is a reproduction in one volume of Ransome’s three 
nature books for children, originally published in 1906 as The Child’s Book of the Seasons, 
Pond and Stream and The Things in our Garden. 

 

Synopsis 

The republished single volume contains all whole of The Child’s Book of the Seasons and 
The Things in our Garden, and the first four chapters of Pond and Stream. Ransome 
approached his subject via three fictional characters, the “Imp” and the “Elf” (a young boy 
and girl) and the “Ogre” (a benevolent adult). 

 

First publication 

Published by James Nisbet and Co, Ltd, November 1910. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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The Hoofmarks of the Fawn (1911) 

Background 

The Hoofmarks of the Fawn consists of a number of short stories and one critical essay, 
written between 1904 and 1910. This was a considerable portion of the young Ransome’s 
career to date, so it is no surprise that the tone is uneven. Ransome acknowledged this in 
his introductory note, saying that the gaps between these stories “must explain their 
apparent inequality in craftsmanship. I tried to correct them, but found in doing so I was 
imposing one mood on another and blurring both with contradiction. I left them as they 
were. Craftsmanship is not everything, and those old moods seem to me almost worth 
regretting, because they are irretrievable.” 

 

Synopsis 

This volume contained: The Hoofmarks of the Fawn (1908, dedicated to Ivy Ransome); The 
Footways of Dream (written in 1905, but dedicated to Ivy Ransome in 1911); Peter 
Swainson: a Criticism (1910); Rolf Sigurdson (1904, dedicated to Dora Collingwood); The 
Little Silver Snakes (1905, dedicated to Barbara Collingwood), and The Aging Fawn (1910). 

 

First publication 

Published by Martin Secker in April, 1911. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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Oscar Wilde: a Critical Study (1912) 

Background 

After publishing Edgar Allan Poe, Martin Secker urged Ransome to write more books of 
literary criticism. Ransome wasn’t totally satisfied with Poe, but he was even less happy 
with his ability to write stories. He was also “playing about” with his ideas on the theory of 
writing, which further encouraged him to agree to Secker’s request.  They had more trouble 
agreeing a subject: Ransome wanted to write about Hazlitt, but Secker wasn’t keen. They 
agreed on Robert Louis Stevenson, only for Secker to change his – and Ransome’s – mind in 
favour of a book on Oscar Wilde. 

It proved to be a fateful change. Ransome researched his book thoroughly, reading Wilde’s 
works at Lanehead and interviewing his executor, Robert Ross. He wrote the book between 
March and December, 1911, before correcting the proofs with Ross’s assistance in early 
1912. 

The libel case 

But storm clouds were already gathering. Ransome had problems obtaining permissions 
from Wilde’s publishers, which delayed his manuscript and thus publication. Worse came 
as soon as the book was published. First Constance Wilde’s brother objected to Ransome’s 
depiction of his sister, then Lord Alfred Douglas brought a libel suit against Ransome, 
Secker, his printers and the Times Book Club (who had distributed copies to their 
members). Ransome was able to settle the first dispute with an apology and an offer to 
correct the second edition. The Alfred Douglas complaints could only be settled in court. 
Ransome had to live through “thirteen months of wretchedness” for the case to be heard in 
April, 1913, made worse by the gradual realisation that both he and his book had wandered 
innocently into a bitter feud between Lord Alfred Douglas and Robert Ross. 

The jury found in Ransome’s favour at the end of the five day hearing. Ransome left the 
court resolved “at all costs to write no more books that could by any conceivable mischance 
involve me again in such misfortune.” 

And problems with the publisher 

Nor did the libel case represent Ransome’s only problem with Oscar Wilde. He also found 
himself in difficulties with his publishers. In mid-1911 Ransome met Charles Granville, a 
“remarkable man… whose escapades influenced ther fortunes of many besides myself.” 
Granville was an ambitious but mysterious personality, who had set himself up as the 
publisher Stephen Swift and begun to attract writers to his list. He proposed an 
arrangement to Ransome whereby he would take the rights to all Ransome’s books, past, 
present and future, in exchange for paying Ransome a steady income on account of 
royalties. This was an attractive offer and, in March 1912 Secker and Ransome reached an 
agreement whereby Secker ceded the rights in Edgar Allan Poe, The Hoofmarks of the Fawn 
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and Oscar Wilde back to Ransome for £60. Ransome then transferred these titles and 
Bohemia in London to Stephen Swift. 

By October, 1912, Ransome had completed the text for Portraits and Speculations, the first 
of the books of essays he was due to write for Stephen Swift. Swift’s autumn list advertised 
bith this and another title, The Philosophy of the Grotesque, that Ransome had not yet 
completed. It was then that “suddenly, unexpectedly, a new blow fell”, when Granville fled 
the country with his secretary to escape a charge of bigamy. His firm was liquidated, leaving 
Ransome “in danger of losing every asset I had.” Showing considerable fortitude, Ransome 
managed to regain control of Oscar Wilde, Edgar Allan Poe and Portraits and Speculations 
almost immediately, and his other works after only a short delay. 

 

First publication 

Published by Martin Secker in February, 1912. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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Portraits and Speculations (1913) 

Background 

In mid-1911 Ransome met Charles Granville, a “remarkable man… whose escapades 
influenced ther fortunes of many besides myself.” Ambitious but mysterious, Granville had 
set himself up as the publisher Stephen Swift and begun to attract writers to his list. He 
proposed an arrangement whereby he would take the rights to all Ransome’s books, past, 
present and future, in exchange for paying a steady income on account of royalties. 

This was an attractive offer and, in March 1912, Secker and Ransome reached agreements 
with his existing publishers to reclaim his rights for Edgar Allan Poe, The Hoofmarks of the 
Fawn and Oscar Wilde (from Martin Secker) and Bohemia in London (from Chapman and 
Hall). He then transferred these to Stephen Swift. 

By October, 1912, Ransome had completed the text for Portraits and Speculations, the first 
of the books of essays he was due to write for Stephen Swift. Swift’s autumn list advertised 
both this and another title, The Philosophy of the Grotesque, that Ransome had not yet 
completed. It was then that “suddenly, unexpectedly, a new blow fell“, when Granville fled 
the country with his secretary to escape a charge of bigamy. His firm was liquidated, leaving 
Ransome “in danger of losing every asset I had.” Showing considerable fortitude, Ransome 
managed to regain control of Oscar Wilde, Edgar Allan Poe and Portraits and Speculations 
almost immediately, and his other works after only a short delay. Friends rallied to 
Ransome’s side, with Macmillan, Ransome’s father’s publisher, taking over Portraits and 
Speculations. 

 

Synopsis 

Portraits and Speculations contains 11 essays: Art for Life’s Sake; Aloysius Bertrand; A 
Romantic of 1830; Alphonse Daudet; The Retrospection of Frances Coppee; Friedrich 
Nietssche; Walter Pater; Remy de Gourmont; The Poetry of Yone Noguchi and Kinetic and 
Potential Speech. 

 

First publication 

Published by Macmillan & Co in January, 1913. 

 

Availability 

Out of Print. 
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