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Summer holidays don’t get better than this! An innocent adventure story
with lots of detailed descriptions on how to sail a boat and survive on an
island for a few days - providing you have helpful, understanding adults not
far away. Apart from the technical sailing vocabulary, the language is fairly
simple and accessible and the story will be enjoyed by both boys and girls.
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And on the lake they had seen the island. All four of them had been
been filled at once with the same idea. It was not just an island. It was
the island, waiting for them. It was their island. With an island like
that within sight, who could be content to sleep in a bed at night?

Overview
for
teachers

Context

What’s the story about?

About the author
Arthur Ransome was an interesting character who led a slightly unorthodox life for the time.
Born in Leeds in 1884, his typically middle-class parents sent the young Ransome to be privately
educated at Rugby school - an experience he did not particularly enjoy, though he did enjoy the
family summer holidays in the Lake District.
Since he felt writing was in his blood, he left his chemistry degree course to become a writer,
taking on work as an assistant in a publisher’s office in London to help subsidise his writing and
gain access to literary society. He married in 1909 and had one daughter, though the marriage was
an unhappy one and the couple divorced in 1924. Ransome moved to Russia, without his wife
and child, in 1912 to study Russian folklore. During the First World War he became a journalist
reporting on the Eastern Front and on the Russian Revolution in 1917. It was while in Russia he
met his second wife, Trotsky’s secretary. It was later revealed that he was working for M16 to spy
on the Russian government, though his sympathies for the communist cause meant suspicion fell
upon his loyalties, not helped by the fact that his second wife helped smuggle out diamonds and
pearls from Russia when they left to help support Bolshevik propaganda. On returning to England
in 1924 he moved to the Lake District and continued to work in journalism before deciding to
dedicate himself to writing children’s literature. Swallows and Amazons was his first children’s
novel to be published in 1930; a series followed.
Arthur Ransome died in June 1967 and is buried at Rusland in the Lake District.

Holidaying in the Lake District with their mother for the summer, the Walker children, ‘Captain’
John, ‘Mate’ Susan, ‘Able-man’ Titty and ‘Boy’ Roger, are allowed to borrow the boat, Swallow, to
go camping on their own on Wild Cat island for a few days. The weather is idyllic and the children
have lots of fanciful fun immersing themselves in the world of piracy, pitching camp, fishing and
pearl diving. But they are not alone. Playing a similar game are Nancy Blackett (whose real name is
Ruth) and her younger sister Peggy who, flying a skull and cross bones on their own boat, Amazon,
devilishly prey on the Walker children, shooting arrows into their camp until they finally reveal
themselves. Good-naturedly, the children agree on a contest, whoever is first to capture the other’s
boat will be ‘Commodore’ and lead the battle against ‘Captain Flint’ - Nancy and Peggy’s uncle Jim
who lives nearby on a houseboat writing a novel. Uncle Jim, or James Turner, has already proven
himself to be unfriendly, shaking a fist at John, accusing him of trespassing on his houseboat,
refusing to listen to him when he tried to pass a message onto him and finally calling him a liar - a
massive slur on John’s honour.
The contest takes place at night and after much shenanigans, Amazon is captured by Titty. Out
on the lake on her own she overhears two men arguing over ‘treasure’ they have stolen from
James Turner’s houseboat, which they hide on a nearby island. The next morning, when all the
Walker children return to the island with the Amazon as prize, Nancy graciously, and with much
admiration, accepts defeat and John is declared ‘Commodore’. However, their joy is marred when
it is discovered that James Turner’s houseboat has been burgled and John is the chief suspect. When
Nancy hears all about her uncle’s attitude to John, she is incensed and visits her uncle delivering
the ‘Black Spot’ indignantly explaining that it was she who had earlier trespassed on his houseboat.
Realising he has made a gross error of judgement, James Turner sails round to John and asks for his
forgiveness which is duly given, and James Turner promises to walk the plank in return.
All relations are restored and just when James Turner had given up hope of finding his treasure,
Titty and Roger discover it on Cormorant Island; the novel he had spent all summer writing. All the
children enjoy one last night on the island together before a storm and the end of the holidays means
a return home and to the real world, but not before promises for next year are made.

Themes to look out for
• Adventure
• Freedom
• Imagination
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Literary techniques

Characters
Presentation of character is
achieved through
• What the character says
• What the character does
• What other characters say about them
• How other characters react to them
• How they are described in the narrative

The reader is told very little factual information about the characters, and must infer how these are
simply drawn figures without complexities or development. The aim of the novel is to show what they
do rather than explore any development of character.

John Walker

‘Captain John’ is the oldest and the leader of the children - a thoroughly decent young man who has a
keen sense of right and wrong. He is a fair and just boy, giving credit where credit is due and finding
much glory in the achievements of others as well as satisfaction in his own. John is also a boy of
feeling; much wounded by being called a liar by James Turner. He nonetheless behaves in a very
dignified manner regarding the situation and is very forgiving when Turner apologises.

Susan Walker

Somewhat stereotypically, the older girl is the homemaker of the four. She is very proud of her role as
cook for the children on the island and is keen to make the place as homely as possible.

Titty Walker

With a romantic imagination from reading many adventure stories, Titty is the dreamer, always the first
to come up with fanciful interpretations of events. She has an artistic temperament, enjoying time on
her own and the freedom to reflect on what solitude offers. She is an imaginative influence on Roger,
who is captivated by her storytelling, just as she is by her mother’s.

Roger Walker

Roger, who has recently been superseded as the youngest by ‘Fat Vicky’ the new baby, is imaginative
like Titty. He is also closer to her than his other siblings, accompanying her to ‘discover treasure’ on
Cormorant Island rather than go ‘shark fishing’ with the others. He is a ready and willing listener to
Titty’s stories.
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Mother

She has a huge sense of fun and indulges the children’s sense of adventure, playing along with the
various imaginative roles they assign her and sharing in their language. There are hints in the novel
that she enjoyed an adventurous youth herself while growing up in Australia.

Nancy (Ruth) Blackett
Physically bigger than John and a more accomplished sailor, Nancy is a confident girl and natural
leader. She is the one that asks all the questions when the children meet for the first time and tries
to keep her friendly, loquacious sister in check, scowling at her “...ferociously, ‘I’ll shiver your
timbers for you if you don’t stop chattering, Peggy’”. Her language is the most colourful of all the
children, obviously influenced by pirate stories she has read. She proves herself to be a gracious
loser and a very loyal friend, defending John to her Uncle Jim.

Peggy Blackett
A voluble character who has the longest dialogue in the novel, she is disarming and friendly, acting
as a foil to Nancy’s forcefulness earlier on in the novel.

James Turner

Seen from afar for most of the novel, James Turner is the innocuous ‘baddie’ of the novel, though it
soon transpires that he is a man who shares the children’s love of fantasy and adventure, is quick to
admit when he is wrong and will do all he can to make amends. At the end of the novel he shows
how much fun he can be and agrees to walk the plank, joining in the fantastical world of piracy that
the children have created for themselves.
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Setting

The setting can
• Be a backdrop to the action
• Reflect characters’ experiences
• Symbolise ideas the author wishes to convey
• Have its own culture and values
• Cause conflict and distress

The real names of the towns, villages, bays
and islands within the novel’s setting are not
revealed to the reader, but are substituted instead for
the children’s pretend ones so that the reader is kept in
the realm of fiction the children have created.

The mainland

The mainland is where the ‘natives’ or adults live and is not to
be trusted. It is where the children hear of plans to burgle James
Turner’s houseboat while he is away and it is a place where ordinary
life exists.

The island

Literally and metaphorically cut off from the adults, it is a world where childhood is innocent, there
is fun to be had in ‘let’s pretend’, there is romance in exploration and discovery and each child learns
something new. Incredibly, it is a place where, even though a little impatience is displayed, there
are no arguments between the children; each one showing great respect for the other. There is a
different language on the island and as they begin to chart the area so they begin to learn more about
themselves. Symbolically, some areas remain uncharted, to be discovered at a later date - just like
growing up.

Narrative techniques

Told in the third person, the omniscient narrator uses a warm tone: ‘It all happened much quicker
than I can tell it...’ as he unfurls the adventures, always from the point of view of the children.
Light-heartedly joining in on their fun, he maintains the naval names they assign themselves in the
narration, for example, John becomes Captain John when they are being playful but reverts back to
John when they are being more serious. The narrative is driven by dialogue and informative, neutral
descriptions of what they do, encouraging readers to take part in adventures and fantasy themselves,
whatever their age.
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Structure
Structure is the order or pattern in which a novel
is put together and should
• Maintain the interest of the reader
• Move the action from one episode to the next
• Arouse a reader’s interest in character or situation
• Create a moment of crisis
• Create expectation or surprise
There is a chronological structure to the novel within a limited time span: it is a few days
before the end of the summer holidays and the children’s independent adventures are
bookended by adult influence.
In between following their daily routine of breakfast, bathing and adventures, Ransome
injects an element of mystery now and again. The introduction of Nancy and Peggy is
structured so that an air of mystery surrounds them, creating an element of suspense for the
reader and extra adventure for the children. First, the remains of their fire is discovered on
the island so that we know the children are not entirely alone. Next, the girls are viewed
from a distance with the villainous pirates’ skull and cross bones flag. They are an obvious
force to be reckoned with judging by the prowess of Nancy’s sailing of Amazon, witnessed
by Captain John. Then they come a little closer still, firing an arrow at the camp fire, taking
Swallow and leaving behind a knife. But, because of the benign tone of the novel, the
reader knows that they are in no real danger and when they finally meet they find that they
are all playing the same innocent game.
Similar structural devices are used to develop James Turner’s character as well as the
houseboat burglary episode.

Language
The language of the novel is quite varied in its accessibility. There are many technical
sailing terms that may need exploration, particularly near the beginning of the novel when
the children first set sail for the island. There are also references to food items and colloquial
expressions that are no longer popular in today’s culture.
The descriptions of the landscape early on in the novel are matter-of-fact, providing ideas
of size and position ‘low hills to the south...’. It is only when the water is described that the
adjectives take on a more poetic dimension with ‘the bright glimmer of the lake’ and ‘the
broad sheet of water’ highlighting that it is the adventure of the water that captures their
imagination.
The emphasis in the novel is firmly on what the children do rather than what they look like;
the children’s names are associated with verbs and adverbs rather than adjectives. The
reader knows who is the eldest and youngest in the family, but no specific age is ever given.
Pirate slang, used by the children and taken up by the narrator, adds to the sense of fun
and imaginative play that the children are weaving for themselves: lemonade becomes a
‘puncheon of Jamaican rum’, drink is ‘grog’ and tinned corned beef is ‘pemmican’.
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The idea of activity and business is reinforced by the simple sentences that appear in clusters every
so often that start with either the child’s name (more of this in Special Feature: Active Voice) or
with ‘Then...’. For example, in Chapter 6, Island Life, they make a fire, ‘Then there was breakfast.
Then they went all over the island again, but made no new discoveries. Then, while Mate Susan and
Able-seaman Titty were busy in the camp, the captain and the boy sailed away to Holly Howe with
the mails’. The sentences are neutral in their expression and there is little time for reflection on their
island adventure since they are all so busy doing.
Longer sentences of more complexity do sometimes appear however, but they are infrequent. In
Chapter 23 Taking Breath, the writer uses repetition of ‘She told him...’ and longer sentences when
Titty is telling Roger stories of treasure islands. It shows how much Titty is enjoying being in her
element, as well as how captivated Roger is by her stories.

Special feature
Active voice
The active voice is subject
(who does the verb) + verb

The active voice is direct, and Ransome’s style is to use short simple sentences written in the active
voice to show how dynamic the children are. Many of these sentences begin with the children’s
name, the subject of the sentence, followed by a main verb to not only highlight the activities they are
responsible for, but also to show how active and involved the children are on their adventure, ‘Mate
Susan hauled in the sheet...’ and ‘Captain John rowed...’: they are in charge of what happens and it is
what they do that is important in the story.
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Activities
for
children

Before reading

Ideas for getting started
Engaging with the world of the novel

Sail away
Find out about sailing, its technical terms, different sailing vessels and
names of parts of a ship. What are the purposes of differing sailing vessels?
How have they changed over the years?
Why are they designed the way they are? How do they float?
What was it like to be a middle-class child in 1929?
Find out about life in the Lake District in the 1920s.

Debate

How much freedom do you have as a child?
Do you think you should have more or less?
What do you consider an adventure?
When was the last time you had an adventure?
How important is it to have adventures as a child?
How important is imagination?
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Pictures
and objects
Search for pictures of a variety of sailing vessels and categorise them in
different ways: the most to the least romantic in style; the vessels you would
most/least like to travel on; the fastest and slowest or the best/worst for
transporting a certain cargo.
Assemble 10 objects that might be useful for an adventure. Working in
groups, decide which five to take with you and explain why.

Facts

What is the Cutty Sark?
What is scurvy?
Find out about some famous explorers from the past.
Where is the Lake District?
What lakes are there in the Lake District?
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During reading

Stopping places

1

Developing understanding of narrative and literary techniques
Read to the end of Chapter III
The Voyage to the Island
Focus on...

• Initial presentation of the children
• Idea of adventure
• Getting to grips with sailing vocabulary
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Read to the end of Chapter VII
More Island Life
Focus on...

• The relationship between the mother
and the children
• The use of active voice to show action
• Life on the island

Things to discuss
Theme: How would you describe the relationship between the mother
and the children?
What role do you think Mr Turner might have in the novel?
Setting: How does life on the island appear to you?
Narrative: The narrative focuses on what they do rather than how they
are feeling. What do you think of this choice? How do you think they
are feeling? Why?

Things to discuss
Character: What are the things the children say or do that define their roles
in the novel? What words would you use to describe each child? Which
child are you most like?
How is the mother presented?
What do you think of the children’s father from his telegram?
Narrator: How does the narrator involve himself in the children’s spirit of
adventure?
Language: Collect descriptions of the water and landscape from the opening
chapters and compare them.
Ideas: How is the idea of adventure presented in the novel so far?
Prediction: What kind of adventures do you predict they will have? Do you
think they will meet with any real danger?

You could...

Language: Some of the sentences begin with the children’s names
followed by a verb. Why do you think the writer frequently does this?
What do you think he might be suggesting about the children?
What do the sentences beginning with ‘Then’ suggest about the children?
The only imagery used by the writer in this section is at the end of the day
in Chapter V and at the start of the day in Chapter VI. Highlight them
and discuss why there are so few examples of figurative language in the
novel. What effect does this have on you as a reader?

You could...
Begin writing down information about the children and keep adding to it
as you read the novel. What facts does Ransome give and what do you
have to infer? Which list is longer? Has anything surprised you? What
more would you like to know about the children? Does the writer’s style
of presentation remind you of any other books you have read?

Highlight the sailing vocabulary and find out what it all means and how it all
works. Create an illustrated nautical dictionary of terms and keep adding to
it as you read the novel.
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3

Read to the end of Chapter XI
In Alliance
Focus on...
• Presentation of ‘The Amazons’:
Nancy and Peggy
• Use of ‘piracy’ language

Things to discuss
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Read to the end of Chapter XVI
The Birthday Party
Focus on...
• The development of the children
while on the island
• Impressions of James Turner

Things to discuss

Character: How are Nancy and Peggy presented?

Setting: How has the children’s island life been good for them?

How do the two girls differ? What do you think of them?

Character: What are your first impressions of Mr Turner? Why do you think
he wouldn’t let John speak?

Which character appears to be most in charge and why?
Structure: Did the way in which Nancy and Peggy were introduced
influence the way you felt about them? Are they what you expected?
Language: What does the children’s use of pirate language suggest about
them? Have you ever pretended to live in another time or world other than
your own?
Tone: How is a sense of innocence created?

How typical an adult is he?
The reader is not told how John felt, but instead we have to guess. How do you
think John felt after his encounter with Mr Turner? Why was he so affronted
at being called a liar? What’s the worst thing you have been unfairly called or
accused of? How did it make you feel about yourself and the other person?
John goes off on his own and then swims round the island to make himself
feel better. How would you have handled the situation?
Ideas: John, Susan and Roger have learnt things while on the island. What
have you learnt from reading this book so far?
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Read to the end of Chapter XX
Titty Alone
Focus on...
• Prediction

Things to discuss

Prediction: What’s going to happen to John and the others?
What do you think the men have stolen from the houseboat? What do you
predict will happen next regarding this theft?
What might Nancy and Peggy do on the Swallow’s camp on Wild Cat Island?
How do you think Nancy and Peggy will react to seeing Swallow captured?
What’s going to happen in the next chapter? And the one after that?
Character: Do you think Titty should have been left alone? What do you
think of the freedom the mother gives her children?
How would you describe Titty and her mother’s relationship?

You could...
Choose one of the story threads and, in groups, dramatise what might
happen next.
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Read to the end of Chapter XXV
Captain Flint gets the Black Spot
Focus on...
• Presentation of Nancy and
James Turner
• Use of belongings to reflect a character

Things to discuss
Character: What do you think of the way Nancy reacted to a) ‘losing the
war’ and b) her uncle’s slander of John? What does it reveal about her
character?
How is James Turner presented now? What do his reactions to Nancy’s
‘Black Spot’ tell you about his character?
Setting: What do James Turner’s belongings on his houseboat suggest
about him? How does the description of the burglary scene influence the
way you feel about Mr Turner?
Language: In Chapter XXIII, Taking Breath, the writer uses repetition
of ‘She told him...’ and long sentences when Titty is telling Roger stories
of treasure islands. Why has the writer done this? What does it tell you
about both Titty and Roger?

You could...
Write down items you own and discuss what your belongings suggest
about you.
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Read to the end of the novel
Focus on...

• How the novel ends
• Your response to the novel as a whole

Things to discuss

Character: Which character would you most like as a friend?
Which character would you like to know more about?
Which character do you most admire?
What did you think of the adults in the novel?
What did you think of the relationships in the story? Was it like any family or
friendships you know or have experienced?
Themes: How far has the novel made you want to have your own adventures?
Tell me about your favourite exploit in the story?
What adventure would you like to try from the story?
Which activity would scare you most?
The children are given a lot of freedom. Can you imagine this happening today?
Why or why not?
Story: The story was based on some of the author’s own experiences. How
possible is it today for children to have similar experiences?
How did you feel at the end of the story?
Were you surprised by anything in the story?
What do you know now that you didn’t know before reading the story?
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After reading

Create & imagine

Developing a personal response to the novel

Exploring new worlds
Choose an explorer from the past whose travels and discoveries interest
you. Research and present a biography of their life, expressing your own
opinions along the way. Do you admire them or think they were foolish?
Did your explorer succeed or fail in their endeavours? What made the
difference? What qualities did they possess? What did they do? Why
did they do it? Who or what influenced them? And who or what did they
influence? What happened as a result of their explorations? Did anyone
benefit or lose out as a result of their discoveries?

This could be real or
imaginary!

All aboard!
Organise your own adventure. Think about what type of adventure you
want and where you might have it. Write down what you need, how you
will get there (and back!), what you will do when you are there and who is
responsible for what. Keep a reflective log of your adventure and evaluate it
at the end. What went well? What did you learn about yourself? What did
you enjoy? Draw a map showing the places associated with your adventure.

Summertime
adventures
Using ‘Swallows and Amazons’ for inspiration, write
your own version of an adventurous summer holiday
using an area you know well. Add maps and illustrations
to your story just as the original author did, perhaps
showing places to build dens, find water, gather food or
where there may be danger!

20

Sailing for beginners

Make a guide booklet explaining nautical terms and sailing
equipment for the beginner. Include information about essentials
such as clothing, equipment, useful technical terms, knots,
understanding how the weather can affect sailing conditions and
how to keep safe when on the water.
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Memorable quotes
‘It means that daddy thinks we shall none of us get drowned and
that if any of us do get drowned it’s good riddance,’ said John.
But there was little Vicky, a fat baby, like the pictures of Queen
Victoria in old age, full of all sorts of needs.
In the boathouse below the farm there was the Swallow, a sailing
boat, a very little one, and there was also a big, heavy rowing
boat. But no one wants to row who has ever sailed.
‘There may be land crabs, or alligators, or enemies of all kinds.
The treasure may be buried deep in dead men’s bones. We may
be all our lives finding it...’
The tents looked like big paper lanterns glowing under the trees.
Shadows moved about inside them. It always takes some time to
get comfortable on a haybag on the first night.
Galumphing, which is partly jumping and partly galloping, is a
quick way of going downhill.
Captain Flint, blindfolded, moved his feet little by little along the
springboard. He stopped, shaking all over, while the springboard
bent and quivered under his weight.
‘Good-bye,’ he shouted back. ‘ Three o’clock sharp. Then Death
or Glory!’

Oh soon we’ll hear the Old Man say,
Leave her, Johnny, leave her.
You can go ashore and take your pay,
It’s time for us to leave her.
Leave her, Johnny, leave her like a man,
Leave her, Johnny, leave her.
Oh leave her Johnny, leave her when you can,
It’s time for us to leave her.

‘…the book is the very stuff of play. It is make-believe such as all
children have indulged in: even children who have not been so
fortunate as to have a lake and a boat and an island but only a
backyard among the semis of suburbia.’
Malcolm Muggeridge,
Manchester Guardian, July 1930
‘I loved this book from the start, and have read it again and again.
Their adventures are similar to what I have often dreamed of - getting
a boat and exploring around an island… What’s best about their
adventures is that all of them are possible!’
Hannah, aged 11
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