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The Book of Friendship is the only completed product of Arthur and Ivy’s 

time near Petersfield. I went to the Edward Thomas Study Centre at 
Petersfield Museum to see what else I could find. It’s a delightful and 
welcoming quiet room, full of a collection of Thomas’s books and 
memorabilia made by Tim Wilton-Steer, a fervent admirer of ‘Petersfield’s 
luminously great local poet’. Alhough The Book of Friendship was not there, I 
was thrilled to discover a rare copy of The Souls of the Streets (Brown 
Langham, 1904), AR’s first book of essays, a real testament to the happy 
days of tramping friendships which he had shared with Thomas, Gordon 
Bottomley and Lascelles Abercrombie. Somehow it seemed poignantly sad 
that almost 120 years later its pages remained uncut. The copy was in the 
museum but no one had ever read it.  
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IMPRESSIONS THAT 
REMAINED: 

Arthur Benson and Arthur Ransome  
on the Norfolk Broads 

Bridget Falconer-Salkeld 

‘… a delicious day.’  So wrote Arthur C. Benson, FRSL (1862–1925) at the 
beginning of his diary entry for Thursday, 4 September 1902. Benson was 
an educator, novelist, biographer, essayist, lyricist and the unofficial Poet 
Laureate to the royal court at Windsor. After a spell as a housemaster at 
Eton (1885-1903), he was elected a Fellow of Magdalene College, 
Cambridge, in 1904, then President, and finally Master from 1915 until his 
death in 1925; he was a generous benefactor of the College.  

Since I am drawing on Benson’s written record, it is important to note 
that his diaries, among the longest ever penned, were written wherever he 
happened to be, and at speed – he seldom re-read or corrected them; he 
simply pressed on. They were ex tempore sketches and vignettes written for 
himself alone and were so personal that he stipulated they be embargoed for 
a period of fifty years after his death. The entries have vitality and freshness; 
the comments and judgments are fearless and sometimes even caustic. 
Benson’s recorded impressions while staying at Aylsham Old Rectory in 
1902 seem almost to prefigure certain of the impressions Arthur Ransome 
has given us in his Norfolk Broads novels. Coincidentally, Thorpe railway 
station, Norwich (1886), was the scene of discomfiture for both Benson in 
fact, and Ransome’s characters in fiction. On arrival here from Kent, via 
London, Benson missed the friends who were waiting for him with a car; 
and it was here that in Coot Club (1934) Dorothea felt uneasy that the 
journey to Wroxham station was not going to plan. 
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Arthur Ransome and A.C. Benson, as he is better known, were both 
born in the Victorian era, but a generation apart, Benson in 1862 and 
Ransome in 1884. There are striking similarities and differences between the 
two men.  Both had fathers who were educators. As an adult, Benson 
suffered feelings of inferiority by the knowledge that his contemporaries 
had advanced to the highest levels in their respective fields, whereas he had 
not made the necessary effort, while Ransome suffered from feelings of 
inadequacy in relation to his father. Both were also affected by bereavement 
in their youth – in Benson’s case, the death of his elder brother, Martin, a 
brilliant scholar at Winchester College, in whom all his father’s dreams had 
been invested. From growing up in the shadow of this brilliant elder 
brother, he was suddenly the eldest of five siblings and ill-equipped for the 
role. In Ransome’s case, the early death of his father was a heavy blow from 
which he possibly never recovered. Both men also shared an artistic 
sensibility that caused them to be attracted to, and completely in harmony 
with, the atmosphere and scenes enacted on and around the Norfolk 
Broads – their remoteness, their loneliness, their very strangeness were all 
part of the attraction.  

 
 

A.C. Benson, c. 1899. Photograph by Allen Hastings Fry 
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Arthur Benson, from frequent introspective self-examination, knew 
himself to be, from boyhood on, ever the spectator, ‘… always on the edge 
of Paradise’. He wrote that his chief occupation as a boy was simply looking 
and trying to describe in words the object of his concentration (he was too 
young for it to be described as ‘contemplation’), much as John Ruskin urged 
his readers to do with pencil and brush. He witnessed comings and goings, 
first at Wellington College, where his father was the founding headmaster; 
then, as his father rose through the ranks of the Church, at the Chancery of 
Lincoln Cathedral, at Truro, and finally at Lambeth Palace and Addington 
Palace. All his formative experiences had the quality of success and 
continuity. Not so with Ransome, where his formative experiences are best 
described as disjointed. Although Ransome’s school career was mostly of 
struggle and failure, and his early career in London was at the lowest-rung 
of publishing, his spectatorial and negotiating skills as a journalist, at home 
and abroad, soon came to the fore, as it were, ready-made.  

Thus Benson and Ransome were two complex, insecure literary figures, 
but in unequal proportions.  Benson remained a Victorian; Ransome was an 
Edwardian (given it is recognised that the Edwardian era began in the 
1880s, in the dying decades of the reign of Queen Victoria). Consequently, 
their attitudes and life experiences were different. As an adult, Benson saw 
the introduction of the telephone and the motor car: he first saw a 
telephone being used in 1901 at Windsor Castle (where he was co-editing 
Queen Victoria’s letters) and he rode in a motor car during his stay at 
Aylsham in 1902. By the time Ransome had reached adulthood, these 
inventions were no longer such a novelty, and total reliance on horse-
power, and the sense of their relative speeds, were becoming a distant 
memory. Both men engaged in sports from early manhood: Benson, a 
member of the Alpine Club, and with sufficient stamina and courage until 
injury forced him to relinquish the sport, was otherwise a cautions 
character, though trenchant in conversation. Ransome, a skilled yachtsman, 
had a streak of the daring-do about him, took risks, and at times lived 
dangerously. They both shared a love of the outdoors and took long walks 
in the countryside; Benson was also a keen long-distance cyclist, a mode of 
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transport fast enough to cover a respectable mileage in a day, but slow 
enough to observe the wayside scenes. In field sports, they were keen on 
fly-fishing (Ransome took it to a high level), for which well-developed 
observational skills are a pre-requisite.  

It is somewhat ironic that, from a shaky start, Ransome achieved the 
greater success, winning the first Carnegie Medal, as well as honorary 
academic awards and plaudits. The works that Benson wrote for a mass-
market readership were heavily criticised by his colleagues, but they were so 
popular in their day that they earned prodigious royalties. These were 
augmented by a generous American patron (whom Benson never met) and 
enabled him to become, during his life-time and afterwards, Magdalene 
College’s greatest benefactor. As an eventually wealthy man he founded the 
Benson Medal (1916). Benson’s novels and essays are no longer read, but 
his monographs and biographies are well regarded. Today, he is best 
remembered for his diaries and his patriotic lyrics, in particular ‘Land of 
Hope and Glory’, set to the music of Elgar’s Coronation Ode (1902). 
     Not surprisingly, therefore, the impressions and responses to scenes on 
the Norfolk Broads by these two literary figures found expression in very 
contrasting ways – for Ransome, whose diaries are irregular and mainly 
factual, they are transfigured into characters, plots, and narratives; for 
Benson they find expression in the literary sketches or vignettes contained 
in his diaries. One such is the following diary entry of a morning’s game-
shooting on a friend’s country estate, which shows his deep appreciation of 
the Norfolk countryside:  

[Ditchingham Hall] September 13 … then we went off 

shooting, driving by Hevingham  [sic] Hall, out to a 

lonely high kind of plateau. Our first task was to walk up 

long wide pasture fields with thick hedges – a gun and a 

beater in each field so that for some time we were alone. 

There was nothing of any kind to shoot – but somehow, 

what with the bright sun, the flowers of the pasture, the 

green trees and hedges – the thistles rising softly, like 
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wading men, out of the light brown grass, I fell into a 

mood of keen, conscious and elated happiness, such as I 

have seldom known since I was a boy. It was all so fresh 

and sweet, so quiet and lonely, as we walked like tiny 

insects in the chequered square of the wide countryside.  

So small we must have seemed from above, so busy about 

nothing. But the peace and glee of the unvisited land, 

with its hazel-shadowed lanes, its undisturbed woods – 

with the clouds flying over it, in a bright blue sky came 

into my very soul;  and I had a beautiful and happy 

hour, for which I thank God.1    

We know that Ransome enjoyed motoring,2 but Benson’s diary includes 
a description of an earlier motoring adventure for a distance of some thirty 
miles through the Norfolk countryside from Ditchingham Hall back to 
Aylsham on 13 September 1902. The previous day Benson had left Aylsham 
Rectory by car (‘… the motor came hissing and snorting to the 

door’) with a party bound for Ditchingham Hall and noted: ‘Certainly a 

motor is delightful; I feel inclined to say like Dr Johnson that 

there could be few pleasures greater.’3  The return to Aylsham was 
made all the more exciting because so many of the roads in Norwich are on 
an incline. The excerpt is complete in itself and describes not a meandering 
jaunt along Norfolk’s country lanes, but a swift dash in the gathering 
darkness: 

[Ditchingham Hall] September 13.  …The motor was late but 

we took it tranquilly. Then we had a delicious run back 

[of nearly thirty miles]. The lamps were lit in Norwich, and we 

tore through the narrow winding streets – it was like a 

dream to flash into the centre of a busy market town, to 

speak to no one and yet pass so close, – and we must have 

seemed mysterious passengers too, sweeping in and out 

again. A good many people stopped to look at us. Then 

through the grey wolds and woods of S[tratton] Strawless – 
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the moon rose, and when we got to Aylsham the Church 

tower stood out in incredible beauty, tipped with gold, a 

few clouds sailing in a dark sky.4   

However, it is on the Norfolk Broads that we can see most clearly the 
points of connection between Benson and Ransome. Readers of Mixed Moss 
will no doubt be familiar with Coot Club and The Big Six, and can compare 
Ransome’s enthusiasms, descriptions and concerns with those of Benson in 
the diary entry that concludes this article. Both men complain about 
overcrowding and excessive noise, and even the noisy, quarrelsome 
Hullabaloos aboard their hired motor cruiser have a prototype in Benson’s 
diary. But it is important to note the difference between the character of the 
Broads in 1902, when they were a holiday destination only available to the 
wealthy, and the situation in the 1930s.  

 
Wroxham Bridge, c. 1900. Source: Library of Congress  

In little more than a quarter of a century, the environment (and 
ambience) of the Broads was altered by the felling of riverine trees (to allow 
wherries to be tied-up for loading and unloading) and the craft available for 
hire changed beyond recognition.5 In 1902, before the introduction of the 
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internal combustion engine, they were sailing yachts and pleasure wherries, 
luxuriously fitted out, often fully-crewed and provisioned (even a piano 
could be added to the amenities on board), whereas by the 1930s, largely as 
a result of Harry Blake’s agency, smaller and more affordable craft were 
attracting an entirely new clientele. No wonder Ransome was preoccupied 
by the threat to a settled way of life and was in particular deeply concerned 
about the disturbance to wildlife. His use of the term ‘foreigners’, shared 
with many in the1930s, is a triple-entendre – meaning either the new breed of 
holidaymakers on the Broads, threatening foreign powers or even, I would 
suggest, secret agents, a subject about which he knew more than most.  

 

A page from Harry Blake’s catalogue, 1932. Source: Museum of the Broads, Stalham. 

Perhaps the strongest points of connection between Benson and 
Ransome are the Norfolk landscape and the subject of fishing. Benson’s 
fishing vignette is minute and closely focused – a domestic, riverside scene, 
a little drama where reactive emotions run high, whereas Ransome gives us 
a whole chapter, ‘The World’s Whopper’, in The Big Six (1940). The two 
pieces of writing hardly bear comparison – a puny dace (surely destined for 
the cat’s own supper) to a thirty-pound pike. Not only that, but the 
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viewpoints are different. Benson is a spectator (as usual). Ransome writes 
himself into the action as a participating character, owner of the Cachalot, 
although absent during the heroic struggle to land the pike. ‘The World’s 
Whopper’ was, in fact, written (as well as the descriptions of the eelman and 
The Roaring Donkey) long before the rest of The Big Six and could be 
considered one of the springboards for the novel; it opens with a sketch, a 
model of economy and precision, of the living Norfolk landscape shortly 
after dawn – ‘one of the few moments in The Big Six where there is time to 
enjoy the Norfolk countryside.’6 

So we come to Benson’s day on the Bure. The date is September 1902. 
Benson is aged forty, a housemaster at Eton College, and a keen observer 
(he described himself as a life-long spectator), in tune with everything and 
everyone around him. He was one of a party of eight, and those named are: 
Stuart Donaldson (a fellow housemaster at Eton), Miss Amy Buxton (a 
student at the Royal College of Music), the Birkbecks (of West Acre, 
Norfolk) and John, the party’s footman. Stuart Donaldson’s new wife and 
baby (wisely) stayed behind, but his brother, St Clair, later Bishop of 
Salisbury, was also with them. The Buxtons and Birkbecks are landed 
Norfolk families, closely related. (The transcriptions in this article are taken 
directly from Benson’s manuscripts and reproduce his punctuation style and 
occasional idiosyncratic spelling.) 

Thursday Sep 4 a delicious day. We went off early [from 
Aylsham Rectory] and caught 9.50 train to Wroxham then 

a difficulty occurred. We were told we might have a 

steam-launch, and by going to get it lost the wherry we 

had provisionally engaged. Stuart was greatly annoyed 

and spoke with tempered indignation to an old man like 

a clergyman with a chin beard. However we were at last 

accommodated with a big roomy sailing-boat and sate 

[sic] round. Miss Buxton was with us. (SAD, ST Clair, May, 

Algy, Childers and John the footman).7 We had books 

and papers and jested innocently. 
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We sailed slowly down the Bure tacking from side to 

side. This broad rushy river, with the great flat on every 

side, with the low distant rising ground, with alder 

clumps and dykes, and opening into still sheets of water 

on every side, was extraordinarily beautiful. Much 

meadowsweet and loosestrife and valerian. But there 

were many too many people about. The river winds very 

much, and it is beautiful to see ahead of you apparently 

in the fields the white graceful sails of a huge wherry (a 

wherry is not a row-boat, but a big, broad sailing boat) 

moving silently along. We passed many happy parties – 

fathers with their boys, undergraduates etc. The dirty 

flannels and tumbled hair, unbrushed after bathing, 

betrayed the campers-out. The undergraduate, sullen, 

conscious, puffing his pipe is a disagreeable sort of 

creature, I think [Benson writes from the perspective of an Eton 
housemaster]. A nasty [did Benson mean ‘noisy’?] regatta was 

going on at Horning, the banks crowded and the boats 

tacking as they raced. It was more still and silent as we 

tacked briskly up the creek to Ranworth – a man was 

mowing sedge underneath a broken pumping-mill which 

made a pleasant picture. We landed on a quay, covered 

with sedge-stacks. A little boy proffered me ‘beans, peas, 

potatoes, apples and plums.’ Then we walked up to 

Ranworth Church, by a pleasant thatched house in a 

trim garden. The bare high flint tower is impressive. It is 

being restored, with care and love. The great painted 

screen is fine, but few people seem to realise that it must 

have been hideous when new, and that age is the toning 

grace. The most interesting thing there was an old pre-

reformation chanting-desk with a hideous painted 

eagle, and an old ‘Gloria’ with musical notation 
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painted on the upper part for the choir to sing from. The 

font worm-eaten. We rambled about a little in the grassy 

acre, and came back to lunch at the boat – a rich lunch 

of cold meats, fruits and jellies. Then we got slowly under 

way and went on to a ruined abbey. St Bene’t-at-holm – 

which sent an abbot to the House of Lords – and the Bp 

[Bishop] of Norwich still sits as abbot of this place. It lies in 

a great green marshy flat on a low island. The gate-

house is fairly intact, with a groined roof, but a huge 

brick pumping-mill has been built in it – very 

incongruous – the old precinct wall is visible, and part of 

the nave and transept of the church among grassy 

tumbled mounds. It must have been a very lonely place. 

The two odd ivy-grown towers of South Walsham – and 

many other grey towers visible far off over the green flat. 

The barn of a farm close by is the chapel of the hospital. 

We embarked again, the wind dropping every moment, 

and a golden light falling over the lazy ripples and 

reeds – the sedge in a high wind, such as we had in the 

morning, is the most delicious thing both to see and hear 

it – we got a little tired, I think, but talked and jested – I 

should have liked a little more serious feeling talk, I 

think* – more in tune – but perhaps impossible for so big a 

party – there is a sadness about so bright sweet and happy 

a day fading slowly to evening – one has not too many of 

such days. Horning Church tower stood up among the 

dark trees like an old engraving. [*At the foot of the page 
Benson added this explanatory note, seemingly addressed to a future 
reader: ‘This sounds horribly priggish; but I don’t mean it 

so. What I mean is that all sorts of little gentle thoughts 

hovered about, and yet one could not speak of them, tho’ 

probably everyone else was feeling the same.’ ] 
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 We saw an odd little drama here on returning. A stout 

lady had just returned from fishing, with one still silvery 

dace in a net. She hobbled to the house, with some wraps 

[shawls], and a black cat took advantage of her absence 

to steal the dace and walk swiftly off with it. The lady 

returned; the cat went off round a shed, but we could see 

both – and to see the cat glaring with the dace in its 

mouth. and the fat lady hunting in an agonised way in 

all directions for the fish was very funny – she went sadly 

off at last, thinking I suppose that the dace had revived 

and skipt [sic] away. 

     Then the wind dropped – and we had to row with 

sweeps. This was disgusting drudgery, and came at the 

end of so sweet a day, and just when everything was at its 

very best – a merry party of Birkbecks went past in a 

steamer, and knowing Miss A. screamed out with full 

mouths that they were having tea.8 ‘Then you are very 

greedy!’ said Miss A. severely and was greeted by derisive 

cheers. The silhouette on the top of the cabin, a tall slim 

girl with blowing hair being helped to tea by slender 

handsome brothers was very nice. We dragged slowly on – 

mocked by silent sleepy fishermen, and by a huge stout 

man on a launch going downstream, whose head slowly 

revolved to watch us.    

     We determined at last to quit the boat ; we plunged 

into a quiet mere, Salhouse, belonging to the Cators, 

with a rustic tea-house among the trees – got on shore 

and through green lanes and quiet villages, hurried to 

Salhouse station, leaving poor John with the luggage.9 … 

We caught the train and rumbled home,10 a merry tired 

party.  
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     I can’t understand the conformation of this country – 

its extreme flatness, rising a few inches straight from the 

water’s edge. I think it must have been pushed up by 

volcanic pressure a little, and the soil in the marsh 

bottom, the river the deeper channel, the Broads the 

deeper pools. But it is all rather mysterious.11 It gave me a 

sense of seclusion to look from the populous river into the 

green flat, with its waving sedge and alder thickets.12 
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5 Tree-felling on a massive scale occurred prior to and during WWI; the woods of Norfolk 
are yet to recover fully. 
6 Julian Lovelock, Swallows, Amazons and Coots: A Reading of Arthur Ransome (Cambridge: 
Lutterworth Press, 2016), p. 157. 
7 These bracketed insertions are in the MS., and suggest that Benson had some future 
reader in mind. 
8 Benson hated rowing at Eton; his burly physique, which he disliked,  was not suited to the 
sport. 
9 Salhouse Broad, 32 acres in extent, was part of the Cator family’s extensive estate at 
Woodbastwick. The walk to Salhouse station (saved from demolition in 2021) was in fact 
some 5½ miles. 
10 ‘rumbled home’ – from Aylsham station in a wagonette. 
11 Benson was not to know that the Broads were formed not by geological forces but by 
the historic industrial-scale extraction of peat and sometimes sand. 
12 Benson, vol. 17, pp. 72-74, and vol. 18, pp. 1-3. 
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WHY RACUNDRA? 
Martin Beech 

Look Here! Jibbooms and Bobstays, just what is all this? Such might be 
Nancy Blackett’s response to Arthur Ransome’s letter of 29 March 1922 to 
his mother Edith in which he explains he is having a new boat constructed, 
and ‘Her name is to be Racundra’.1 The name is given in a very matter-of-
fact way, with no explanation of its origin. Indeed, Ransome felt no 
obligation to explain where the name Racundra came from in any subsequent 
letter or published work. But, of course, this won’t do and I for one have 
been puzzled since first reading, now long ago, Racundra’s First Cruise.  

The word Racundra is unusual and even strange, but it sounds as though 
it should have some meaning – it is surely not just a random jumble of 
letters. Boats have been given odd and intriguing names, but usually there is 
some rhyme or reason behind their christening. Humour is often at play, 
but even humorous names need to be understandable if they are to be 
appreciated by an otherwise oblivious audience. Many boats have been 
named after famous people and historical figures, or a family member, or a 
story-book character, an animal or mystical creature. But Racundra stands 
out as being altogether different. Look in any English dictionary, and you 
won’t find Racundra. Look online and use your favourite search engine, and 
the only Racundra references that will appear are those relating to Ransome’s 
books or notes about them. Look in Ransome’s autobiography and the 
various biographies, and there are no answers – it is a singular mystery. 

A measure of just how singular Racundra is as a word can be gauged 
through Google Ngram. This internet tool determines the frequency 
(appearances per year) of a specific key (n-gram) word within the corpus of 
some 40 million scanned books and print sources published between 1500 
and 2019. Figure 1 reveals the results for the search-string ‘Racundra’. The 
first usage of the word coincides exactly with the 1923 publication date of 
Racundra’s First Cruise, and every single additional appearance of the word is 
in reference to that book or, post 2003, to Racundra’s Third Cruise as well. 
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The word is entirely unique to Ransome, and has no other appearance or 
association in the English language. 
 

 

Figure 1. Results of a Google Ngram search on ‘Racundra’. The curve indicates the 
yearly appearance of the word between 1900 and 2019. The first peak between 1920 

and 1930 corresponds to the 1923 publication of Racundra’s First Cruise. A search 
using a lower-case r, as in ‘racundra,’ gives zero known occurrences. Insets show Arthur 

Ransome (1922) and the 1956 Penguin edition of Racundra’s First Cruise. 

As a writer and reporter, Ransome spent many years in Russia and 
Eastern Europe, and was proficient in several languages, including French, 
Russian, Romanian, Esthonian and Latvian.’2 Again, turning to the internet, 
Google Translate enables one to search for word meanings in 109 different 
languages. Once keyed-in, ‘Racundra’ produces no known word 
associations. The closest comparison is the Corsican word raccundra, which 
means ‘will tell’. A case could possibly be made for this word being the 
origin of Racundra, since the boat was intended to be both a home-base and 
a writing studio – from which Ransome intended to develop and tell his 
travel stories, but this is unlikely and the Google searches have only 
deepened the mystery. 

Clearly the name Racundra was extremely important to Ransome. It 
carried history and emotion, and upon selling her in 1925 he insisted that 
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the new owner change the name. Indeed, on 19 July 1925 Ransome wrote 
to Adlard Coles of ‘… the name that I had carefully devised with the object 
of having a name in which no one else could have any sort of copyright’.3 
On the latter point he certainly succeeded. The letter is more interesting, 
however, since Ransome says he ‘devised’ the word, and his insistence upon 
the boat being renamed indicates that it had a deep personal meaning, not 
to be shared with anyone else. Ransome also insisted, much later, on a name 
change when he sold Lottie Blossom I, noting in his diary (25 April 1952) that: 

A yacht is a pleasure boat, a boat that gives pleasure… This 
pleasure is given in so direct and personal a way that we feel 
discomfort until we can thank the boat for the pleasure she 
gives, so that she must have a name. And this name, whatever it 
is, gathers to itself associations till it has a magical power of 
evocation, like the name of some scrubby human being, which 
for its mother has angelic attributes perhaps perceived by no-
one else.4 

Word play and word invention is the stock-in-trade of the story teller 
and Ransome was more than capable of creating intriguing words: witness, 
Karabadangbaraka, the greeting between savages and explorers in Secret 
Water. Indeed, Racundra could be an invented rhyming word that Ransome 
simply liked the sound of. Certainly, many other authors, especially 
Ransome’s contemporary J.R.R. Tolkien, have used the sound of a word to 
invent an object, or a being, or a nation to go with it.5 Pursuing this, one can 
readily attempt to look for, and invent, possible origins for Racundra. 
Richard Tizard, for example, after a short stint of crewing on Nancy Blackett, 
wrote that Ransome was ‘unequalled as a raconteur’.6 A raconteur, of 
course, is a teller of anecdotes and stories, presenting them, to the reader or 
listener, in a skilful and amazing way. So could Racundra be a word invented 
by Ransome to describe the components needed to generate a story – the 
atomic make-up, as it were, of narrative? Such an idea would parallel Terry 
Pratchett’s invention of the word ‘narrativium’ to describe the vital ‘oil and 
essence’ that makes a story work. 

What about other possibilities? When Ransome commissioned Racundra 
he was not a wealthy man and the costs could well have resulted in his ‘rack 
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and ruin’, so the name could be a slurring-homophone. The other great 
stock-in-trade of the wordsmith is the anagram, and Racundra gives us ‘a 
card run’, and ‘AR Cunard’. The first of these has no obvious connection 
with Ransome’s life, but the second offering does give us Ransome’s initials 
and a nod to the Cunard shipping line. Is the underlying meaning of 
Racundra, therefore, the notion that the boat would provide Ransome with a 
luxurious cruising experience – after all, the cabin was specially designed to 
accommodate Ransome’s typewriter and the expansive spread of his books, 
notes and sea-charts? More to the point, while the Cunard Line became 
associated with luxury cruising, the company’s origins were in the running 
of transatlantic mail packets, and, like the mail packet, Racundra was 
supposed to be a regular provider of news, stories and livelihood.  

If not an anagram, perhaps Racundra is the broken-down remnant of a 
word-string. It has been suggested, for example, that Racundra could be 
composed of Ra from Ransome, c from Carl Sehmel, und from the 
German word for ‘and’, and ra for Evgenia Ransome.7 This has some logic 
behind it, but one feels that Ransome would have produced something 
altogether different and more interesting from such a collection of names – 
Archever, or Melom, or Rascal Sea Some. In the terminology that Ransome used 
in The Blue Treacle, the three-name suggestion for Racundra has Gik (logic) 
but it lacks Ashion (imagination). Indeed, a construction from the word-
string Racing Under Rainbows would make more sense and reflect the 
freedom and opportunities that Ransome was looking for in his new yacht.  

On a different tack, Ransome had a life-long interest in rural traditions 
and folklore, both English and Russian, and maybe Racundra was inspired by 
some fairy-tale association. Names such as Rumpelstiltskin and Rapunzel 
spring to mind, but these have no obvious association with Racundra. In 
Russian folklore, the word Rusalka refers to a female water spirit and, while 
such a spirit has resonance with the idea behind the construction of 
Racundra, it is not clear how the two words might be typographically linked. 

What else? Can anything be gleaned about Racundra from the names of 
other boats owned by Ransome or from the boats that feature in his books? 
The names of his other boats have well-known histories: Slug was a slow 
and sluggish boat; Kittiwake was named after the sea bird and because 
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Evgenia liked the word; Coch-y-bonddhu was named after the Welsh fishing 
fly; and Lottie Blossom I and II were named after a favourite character in The 
Luck of the Bodkins by P.G. Wodehouse. Nancy Blackett and Peter Duck are 
Ransome characters, and Selina King was named by Evgenia, who liked the 
name Selina, and added a tribute to the boat’s builders, Harry King and 
Sons of Pin Mill.  

In the same way, the boat names found within the pages of the Swallows 
and Amazons novels are entirely understandable. They evoke animal images 
(e.g. Wild Cat, Cachalot, Titmouse, Pterodactyl, and Scarab), or refer to historic 
ships (e.g. Cutty Sark, Thermopylae, and Mayflower), military ships (e.g. Iron 
Duke and Dreadnought), mythology (e.g. Goblin, Imp, and Wizard), working 
boats that Ransome knew (e.g. Arrow, Welcome, and Sir Garnet), or evoke the 
speed required of a racing boat (e.g. Flash, Shooting Star, and Grizzled 
Skipper). The only boat name that has some passing oddity in a Ransome 
story is Bonnka, the motor cruiser in Coots in the North, but fortunately an 
editorial note by Hugh Brogan informs us that ‘Bonnka or bonker is an East 
Anglian word meaning “very large”, or “a big strapping person”.’8 

So there is nothing to help us here and we are still left with a conundrum 
– and, it is on the word conundrum that I can perhaps finally make some 
progress. Although it reads as if it should be Latin-based, conundrum has, 
in fact, a slang origin and was first used in the sixteenth century to mean 
pedant or whim.9 With time and usage it evolved in the late-seventeenth 
century into its modern form to mean a riddle, pun or seemingly insoluble 
problem. Added to this, there is some continued debate as to its plural 
form: does one have multiple conundrums or many conundra?10 The former 
is the standard OED recommendation, while the latter is built on the rules 
of Latin pluralization. Here, my argument will pivot on the Latin form and 
the fact that at the time that Racundra was being designed, built, and 
commissioned, Ransome was struggling with the resolution of many 
different conundra. In short, I am suggesting that Ransome may have 
devised Racundra by wordplay and contraction from the word-string 
‘Ransome’s conundra’.  

While I have not found a single instance where Ransome has used the 
word conundra, the conundra that he was dealing with as Racundra evolved 
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from dreams, to plans, to construction, and eventually to a short-lived 
home, can be readily identified. The boat itself provided many conundra: 
how to pay for it, how to make it work as an office, how to make it a home, 
and how to make it an object of freedom. Furthermore, Ransome had to 
solve the conundra of how and where to get Racundra built and eventually 
how to get the builders to finish it on time. All these conundra and their 
solutions are described in Racundra’s First Cruise, which presages the utopian 
world he would later present in the ‘twelve’. At the same time as dealing 
with the building of Racundra, Ransome also had to solve the conundra of 
the estrangement of his daughter Tabitha, the acrimonious divorce from 
Ivy, and how he could make a living and return to a life in England. One 
way or another these conundra were all eventually resolved, just leaving us 
with the one-hundred-year-old conundrum of the name Racundra.  

 
1 Brian Hammett (ed.), Arthur Ransome, Racundra’s Third Cruse (Arundel: Fernhurst 
Books, 2003), p. 40. 
2 John Pearson, ‘Ransome and Languages’, Mixed Moss 2020, pp. 40-49. 
3 Hugh Brogan (ed.), Signalling from Mars – the letters of Arthur Ransome (London: 
Pimlico, 1997), p. 146. 
4 Quoted in Ted Evans, ‘Will the Real Lottie Blossom Stand Up for Herself?’, Mixed 
Moss 2018, p. 53.  
5 Martin Beech, ‘On Osculating Orbits and Hankies’, Amon Hen (bulletin of the 
Tolkien Society), 289, June 2021. 
6 Brogan, p. 243. 
7 Christina Hardyment, The World of Arthur Ransome (London: Frances Lincoln, 
2012, p. 64). 
8 Hugh Brogan (ed.), Arthur Ransome, Coots in the North and other stories (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1983), p. 113. 
9 
10 ‘What is the correct plural of conundrum?’, The Guardian,  
https://www.theguardian.com/notesandqueries/query/0,5753,-
5253,00.html#:~:text=The%20plural%20of%20conundrum%20is%20conundra. 

 

  https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095635954.
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BOOKSHELF 
Julia Jones, Voyage North 
(Chelmsford: Golden Duck, 
2022). ISBN 978-1-899262-54-0 
This is the latest book in the 
Strong Winds series and is very 
much a direct sequel to the 
previous book, Pebble. Much of 
what happens in Voyage North 
only makes sense if Pebble is read 
first, although these two books 
could be read without, necessarily, 
having to read the whole series. 

The book describes a journey 
by sea from Suffolk to the farthest 
north point of Europe on a high-
tech super yacht (ex-Russian 
Navy vessel) belonging to a 
Russian billionaire. This makes a 

departure from the sailing vessels 
featured in the earlier novels. 

I don’t want to give away too 
much of the plot. There is not any 
set-up (as I say, it follows directly on 
from the previous book) and the 
action starts from page one. Donny, 
who was the central character of the 
first three books, is again the central 
character. Some of the children 
from the previous books are here, 
too, and some are missing. Some 
new children and young people are 
also introduced. 

What is very noticeable, if you 
read the whole series, is that 
themes from the opening of the 
first book are revisited here, 
providing some answers and 
more questions about Donny’s 
family. 

The children are once more 
facing serious dangers and 
difficult decisions. The people 
they are up against are powerful, 
ruthless and nasty. Even the 
adults with the children are hard 
to understand, with their own 
motives and hidden agendas, 
making them untrustworthy. 

There is an epilogue which 
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rounds off the story and, in her 
acknowledgements, Jones uses 
the phrase, ‘this final book’. This 
would suggest that this is the last 
book in the series. If so, then a 
number of questions are left 
hanging. Personally, I think it is a 
good place to end, leaving readers 
a chance to imagine answers for 
themselves, and making the 
characters more real, with some 
mystery about them. 

The main controversy of the 
Strong Winds series is its 
connection with Ransome’s own 
books. Jones’s characters are 
related to Ransome’s as second- 
or third-generation relatives. 
Some people may be drawn in by 
this and find it an intriguing 
continuation of Ransome. Others 
might find it off-putting or even 
disrespectful. I fall between these 
views, but find the connection 
rather unnecessary, as the plots 
do not follow on from Ransome. 

The subjects of Jones’s books 
are more adult than Ransome’s. 
They face greater dangers and 
more evil adults, suffering much 
more, both physically and 
emotionally. Their world is not 
the good and happy world of 

children’s literature from earlier 
times. It is instead a dangerous 
and threatening world that the 
children have to confront. 
Nevertheless, they do win out: 
they stick together and look after 
each other, and a message that 
good will overcome evil comes 
through. 

I have really enjoyed this series 
of books in which Jones has made 
me care about her characters. 
They highlight the issues faced by 
today’s children and are a valuable 
read for anyone who wants to 
contrast children’s and young 
adults’ literature from the 1930s 
with the very different literature 
of our own century. 

Iain Khan-Gilchrist 

Robert Twigger, 36 Islands: In 
Search of the Hidden Wonders of 
the Lake District (London: 
Weidenfield and Nicholson, 
2022). ISBN 978-1-4746-2162-5 
I didn’t approach this book with 
any great enthusiasm. If it hadn’t 
been a choice for the TARS Book 
Group, I wouldn’t have read it. I 
assumed that it would be a 
travelogue of the islands of the 
Lake District with literary 
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references, among which would 
be references to Arthur Ransome. 
I was wrong. 

Robert Twigger is obviously 
steeped in Ransome knowledge. 
References to Ransome and his life 
seem to be the skeleton around 
which the book is constructed. I 
would have found it helpful if the 
origins of his references had been 
indicated. Twigger presents as facts 
what I thought may have been his 
opinions about Ransome and 
Evgenia’s attitudes. My knowledge 
is not encyclopaedic and I would 
have enjoyed following up his 
references. However, this is not 
designed as an academic book so 
doubtless the author made a 
conscious decision not to do this. 

 

36 Islands did not make me 
think ‘I would love to do this, or 
at least some of it’. Most of the 
islands are presented as being 
overused and rubbish ridden. 
Twigger debunks any idea that 
one could go for a peaceful and 
isolated weekend on one, even if 
one is officially allowed to land – 
I would be in permanent fear of 
being harangued and evicted for 
trespassing. He seems to have 
made his trips as uncomfortable 
as possible; his boats leak air, his 
car smells and is damp, and he 
seems to choose the most 
unpleasant routes to get to the 
islands, in the worst of Lake 
District weather.   

However, his thoughts about 
his trips, written down at the 
time, his musings about Ransome 
(and sometimes about Enid 
Blyton’s Kirrin Island), and his 
descriptions of the islands, their 
shorelines and their history, are 
fascinating. It is a well-written 
book and I really liked the quirky 
illustrations. 

So, in the end I really enjoyed 
36 Islands. If you like travel books, 
books about the Lake District, 
and especially if you are interested 
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in the life and works of Arthur 
Ransome, you may enjoy it too. 

Elizabeth Williams 

Winter Holiday (adapted for the 
stage by Chris Eldon Lee and 
performed at Theatre Severn, 
Shrewsbury, February 2023). 
Turning a much-loved 350-page 
story into a play would be 
daunting for anyone, but with the 
added complication of it being set 
in winter, with a frozen lake, it is 
surely a nigh on impossible task. 
So it was with some apprehension 
that my family and I took our 
seats at Shrewsbury’s Theatre 
Severn, wondering if Chris Eldon 
Lee’s adaptation would ‘come 
off’.  Looking around the full 
auditorium, however, it was 
pleasing to see a wide range of 
ages including many young 
people. This reassured me that my 
two eight-year-olds wouldn’t be 
the only ones wriggling and 
whispering at times; but as the 
show progressed, I was surprised 
at how the younger viewers stayed 
wrapped in the story. 

As to Chris’s adaptation, all 
worries were dispelled within 
seconds as, with the clever use of 

screen projections of AR’s Winter 
Holiday illustrations, and with 
minimal but carefully selected 
props, the Observatory, Dixon’s 
Farm and the Holly Howe 
signalling wall were instantly 
recognisable. As the players came 
on dressed in mufflers, Argyle 
sweaters, and duffle coats, and 
with much rubbing of hands and 
stamping of feet, we were left in 
no doubt that we were in the 
depths of winter. At the required 
point, clever use of lighting 
suggested the falling of snow. 
Chris is to be congratulated on his 
achievement, as what followed 
was a hugely enjoyable and 
entertaining musical play suitable 
for young and old.  

Dick, the nervous 
astronomer/scientist, and 
Dorothea, the supportive budding 
author, had the starring roles 
alongside the Walkers and 
Blacketts, but the glue that helped 
pull the storyline together was the 
ingenious use of an additional 
character – AR himself, 
explaining and summarising 
throughout the play and cleverly 
doubling up as Captain Flint. The 
play stuck faithfully to Ransome’s 
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storyline although purists may 
point out that the igloo scenes 
were omitted, but this was done 
in the interests of length.  

Memorable scenes included 
the cragfast sheep, skating on the 
ice, the tall Dutchman returning 
to the Fram, the blizzard scene en 
route to the pole and a 
memorable music hall song 
extolling the virtues of Mrs 
Dixon’s pies. The audience was 
encouraged to join in some 
shanties, and at one point there 
was a spontaneous touch of 
pantomime with an ‘Oh yes, it is’, 
‘Oh no, it isn’t’ response to 
Captain Flint thinking the Fram’s 
store cupboard was full.  A very 
clever minor adaptation of the 
ending of the book (no spoilers) 
made for a memorable, apt and 
moving final scene. 

All the characters were 
enthusiastically played by adults 
(some playing more than one 
part) but this did not detract from 
our belief and enjoyment. There 
was humour aplenty, although my 
one criticism was that most 
characters were depicted as a little 
too immature and jolly, with the 
result that they were more 

caricatured than in the book. 
Surely one of Ransome’s greatest 
skills was in making his 
youngsters truly believable. All in 
all, however, this was a hugely 
successful world stage-premiere 
of the book and one all present 
thoroughly enjoyed. I’m sure we 
weren’t the only family with three 
generations present, surely a 
testament of AR’s endless appeal. 

 

A nice touch at the end was 
meeting the cast, who came out 
into the foyer in character and 
spent a long time joking and 
playing with us. I got berated 
(quite rightly) by Nancy for 
suggesting that it would be a more 
sensible option to have 
adventures during daylight hours 
rather than in the snow at night!  

Emma Bailey-Wright 
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storyline although purists may 
point out that the igloo scenes 
were omitted, but this was done 
in the interests of length.  
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route to the pole and a 
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Margaret Ratcliffe (ed.), No 
Holds Barred: Evgenia 
Ransome’s diaries 1927-1933 
(Amazon Publications, 2022). 

 
It’s probably fair to say that 
Evgenia’s diaries are at times 
sparse, at times inconsistent and 
at times frustrating. They are, 
however, endlessly fascinating and 
give a good insight into Evgenia 
and her marriage to Arthur. To 
give two examples of typical 
entries:  

29 January 1930, ‘Telegram 
from Arthur asking me to 
come to London to meet 
him (ed. following AR’s trip to 
Egypt). Drove to 
Windermere to send the 
reply: NO. A lovely day.’  

3 October 1930, ‘Went to 
the dining room for 
breakfast, but the room was 
so crowded, the tables so 
wobbly, the people so 
unpleasant, the family at the 
next table having such 
awful colds that decided to 
have all our meals in our 
own room.’ 

These give glimpses into 
Evgenia’s forthright character but, 
in contrast, many of her entries 
comprise just one line: 2 Dec. 
1930, ‘Arthur went to London 
and Manchester’; 8 Dec. 1930, 
‘Arthur came home looking and 
feeling bad.’ There are many 
entries saying who came to tea or 
which flowers were out in the 
garden. Nevertheless, over the 
course of the seven years we get a 
real sense of Evgenia’s likes and 
dislikes, her moods, opinions and 
her regular illnesses (Arthur’s 
too). Perhaps most revealing of all 
in the diaries is her love of fishing 
for which there are many entries. 
For example, 2 July 1931, ‘Fished 
from the Gondola Pier. Caught 2 
trout 5oz and 13ozs.’ 

Occasionally, for comparison, 
Margaret gives us Arthur’s entry 
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for the same day. Sometimes their 
entries relate to the same topic, at 
other times they are completely 
unrelated. Occasionally they 
simply promote intrigue, such as: 

30 March 1932, ER – 
‘Ernest humbly apologised 
to me for having been rude 
yesterday explaining that he 
did not mean to insult.’; AR 
– ‘Ernest and Genia !!!!’   

Two exceptions to Evgenia’s 
normal style are her accounts of 
two cruises on the Broads in 1931 
and 1933 where entries are much 
longer, giving a record of the 
holidays in which we get a good 
feel for the ups and downs of 
their adventures. Perhaps the 
most frustrating section is her  
account of their trip to Aleppo.  

 
 

Whilst the travel to and within  
Aleppo is well documented, there 
is little detail of life with the 
Altounyans. It’s been well 
documented elsewhere that their 
trip came to an abrupt, unhappy 
end, although little of this is 
recorded in Evgenia’s diaries. In 
fact, there are just two entries, 
one of which I’ve quoted above.   

Margaret Ratcliffe is to be 
congratulated on her work in 
compiling these diaries The real 
bonus, however, is the quality of 
the publication. It is beautifully 
illustrated with pictures and 
photographs, particularly the 
Broads cruises and the Aleppo 
trip, which add considerably to 
the book’s appeal. It won’t appeal 
to the masses, but is definitely 
essential reading for all Tars. 

Peter Wright

 
 

 
 
 



 

 

 

STILL GOING STRONG 
 
After thirty years, Amazon Publications is very much still alive 
and flourishing. For 2024 we are offering the script of Red Skies, a 
play by Ivan Cutting. Some of you will already have seen this 
production. 

The script is a fascinating read in its own right: tense and taut from 
the first scene, with AR almost unaware of the seething distrust 
emanating from Evgenia towards their ‘guest’, the somewhat 
louche or insouciant George Orwell. The subtly nuanced dialogue 
is possibly even better appreciated through reading than being 
seen on the stage. 

But who is spying upon whom? – not just back in the day in 
Russia, but in the UK in the decade 1939-49 in which the play is 
set. 

The playwright’s Preface – especially written for this publication – 
gives a first-hand and very personal insight into the gestation 
process of this totally credible and riveting fiction. 

Amazon Publications is teaming up with the Nancy Blackett Trust 
to offer this title to members of both organisations. More details 
in Signals and the NBT’s Jibbooms and Bobstays, with Subscription 
Forms in the December publications. The launch will be at TARS 
Literary Weekend in Harrogate in April 2024. 

Titles for 2025 and 2026 are already in progress … 
Margaret Ratcliffe 
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