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Introduction


by Brian Hammett


This account of the third cruise of Arthur Ransome’s famous yacht Racundra, from Riga to Mitau via the River Aa, was written by Ransome himself but has not hitherto been published - even though the cruise took place between August 1st and September 10th 1924 - now nearly 80 years ago. Ransome himself clearly intended to publish it but did not complete his 80-page typescript beyond the story of the first 23 days. There follows a gap in his typed account of eleven days, two days in which he types up his notes of the sad episode during which his wife abandons ship and a further gap of five days during which he returned Racundra to her home berth leaving only his deck-log. Full acknowledgements of the relevant Ransome sources are given at the end of the book.


We do not know why he failed to complete to actual publication or, indeed, when he prepared the manuscript to the stage that he did. We know that at this time he was commissioned to write a series of articles, which took priority. Perhaps he was not satisfied with it, although there is no evidence for this. Ransome spent much time on the cruise itself in writing his articles for the Manchester Guardian and indulging in his passion for fishing but it seems likely that he had publication in mind from the start since in addition to his diary and the brief ‘real-time’ deck-log that he kept, as all cruising sailors must, he kept a separate daily summary and amplifying details. These three sources together with some handwritten notes and drafts of his typescript provide a detailed full account of the cruise.


The narrative contains a blow by blow and fish by fish daily account of the trip with much to interest the sailor, fisherman and traveller alike. The handwritten essay on The Apothecary of Wolgund is a forerunner of Ransome’s later style of writing and of particular interest. The account of Racundra’s Third Cruise (Racundra Goes Inland) is reproduced exactly as originally written, apart from a few very minor corrections of typographical errors. The following fonts are used throughout: Ransome’s typescript in American Typewriter, his handwriting in Baskerville Semi Bold Italic, and extracts form published material in Times New Roman. In the 1920s many of the locations mentioned had different names.


The interest in preparing this publication came from an article in Mixed Moss, the journal of the Arthur Ransome Society, in which Alan Lawrence describes retracing Ransome’s cruise up the river Lieupe (Aa) from Riga to Jelgrava (Mitau) a distance of some 45 miles.


The major part of the narrative comes from the typescript ‘Racundra Goes Inland’.


The relevant passages from Ransome’s diary, deck log and notes have been included at the start of each day’s writing. Some of the typescript comes from what Ransome refers to as his ‘small book’. Where this occurs it is labelled as such.


The voyage took place within a few years of the end of hostilities in the Baltic at a time when place names were still mainly in German. Nowadays they have reverted to the original local language:






	Formerly


	Currently







	Aa


	Lieupe







	Bilderllngshof


	Jurmala







	Bolderaa


	Buijupe







	Bruwer


	Bruver







	Dlrbe


	Kalnciems







	Dubbeln


	Dubulti







	Dvina


	Daugava







	Frankendorf


	Likumciems







	Grasche


	Gulbjuciems







	Helsingfors


	Helsinki







	Kaling


	Gate







	Kalnzeem


	Tirji







	Kesa


	Slokas







	Mitau


	Jelgrava







	New Dubbeln


	Jaindubulti







	Pawassern


	Pavasan







	Plerren


	Planciem







	Ratneek


	Rutas







	Reval


	Tallin







	St. Joanna


	Spunnciems







	Schaggern


	Sipolciems







	Scholk


	Sloka







	Selme Oding


	Upmaji







	Umul


	Pavieda







	Waltershof.


	Valteri







	Wolgund


	Valgrunde








Racundra, of course, could not have her third cruise without earlier having her second, and before that her first. Before that, Ransome had to have the dream, she had to be designed, and she had to be built. Details of this period prior to the writing of Racundra’s Third Cruise, together with more of Ransome’s unpublished work relating to the period, are included at the end of this volume.
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Arthur Ransome.
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Evgenia Shelepina.




Racundra’s Third Cruise


(Racunda Goes Inland)


By Arthur Ransome






	Aug. 1


	Sailed to Bolderaa.







	2


	Bilderlingshof.







	3


	Dubbeln. St. Johanna.







	4


	-Ditto-







	5


	-Ditto-







	6


	-Ditto-







	7


	N. Entrance of Babit.







	8


	-Ditto-







	9


	-Ditto-







	10


	Schlok.







	11


	-Ditto-







	12


	S.W. Entrance of Babit.







	13


	Kalnzeem under motor.







	14


	Wolgund.







	15


	Ekau River & Mitau ditch.







	16


	Mitau.







	17


	-Ditto-







	18


	Kalnzeem.







	19


	-Ditto-







	20


	Babit. S. W. Entrance.







	21


	-Ditto-







	22


	-Ditto-







	23


	Schlok.







	24


	-Ditto-







	25


	-Ditto-







	26


	Babit. S. W. Entrance.







	27


	-Ditto-







	28


	-Ditto-







	29


	-Ditto-







	30


	Schlok & ferry







	31


	Babit. S. W.







	Sept. 1


	-Ditto-







	2


	-Ditto-







	3


	-Ditto-







	4


	Exit of Cook. New Dubbeln.







	5


	New Dubbeln - Bilderlingshof.







	6


	Bullen - Bilderlingshof.







	7


	Bilderlingshof - Babit. S. W.







	8


	Babit. S. W. - Mitau.







	9


	Mitau - Bilderlingshof.







	10


	Bilderlingshof to Bolderaa & Dvina to Stint Sea.
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RACUNDRA GOES INLAND


Friday August 1st Sailed to Bolderaa.








	(Diary)


	Sailed. Anchored in Bolderaa.
Under power







	(Log)


	Friday. Anchored at Bolderaa.
Morning fishing with rain under pier.
Old man catching ersh.











Got away under motor from the Little Harbour, the Ancient insisting on being on board at the start. His little double-ended dinghy towed from the mizzen shrouds and he, proud pilot of his tiny port, conned us out, stowed the anchor chain for the last time, and, when we were fairly out into the lake, shook hands, wished us a good trip, and dropped over the side. His dinghy was scarcely a cable’s length astern when the engine hesitated a little in its panting run, coughed once or twice, seemed to have swallowed a plum stone, and stopped. I could feel the old man, as he rested on his oars, thinking to himself that without him on board we should be in trouble at once. I think he had never quite forgiven us our voyage from Reval to Riga in the early spring. I lashed the tiller amidships and dropped down the companion to see what I could do to help the little donkey. You see by now I had lost all my hate for him, and was sure that he was doing his best. I did him no injustice. The fault was mine. I had forgotten to open the cock of the lubricator, and the poor little creature was over hot. It was lucky that he had had the sense to stop when he did. I opened the cock and further moved the regulator to allow a much larger than usual quantity of oil to go through, and then, while he was still hot, started him again. He made no show of resistance but went off again as well as he could, protesting only gently that if I ran him at full speed before the oil had got properly into his circulation he would be in trouble again. So I set him to go very slow, and went on deck again. The Cook was still stowing provisions in the cabin. The Ancient was still resting on his oars watching us, waiting, I knew, for a hail of distress. When he saw us again on our course, be laid to his oars, though softly, and had not disappeared into his little harbour before we were more than half way down the lake, and were turning the promontory of tall reeds that hid him from us.


The couple of sticks that mark the channel through the shallows into the Mühlgraben were gone, but that did not trouble us so much as a tug coming out with four barges tandem that were bound to swing at the sharp turn in the channel. However, though they did swing, we got past with a few yards to spare, and were presently passing two Norwegians coaling in the Mühlgraben, and a German, loading timber. At the corner where the Red Dvina leads to the island where Racundra was built, opposite the little pier to which we had tied up while waiting in vain for the Customs officials in the spring, were four sailing vessels, three schooners and a cutter, making a fine picture, but unfortunately with the sun behind then an impossible one for the camera. We passed on down the Mühlgraben, avoiding fishing nets and little fishing boats, and so out into the great Dvina River, as if we were once more bound for the sea. A big Swede passed us going down the river and I wished his course were ours, and that we were taking Racundra out again to her proper home, to the big seas that she rides so easily, to the big winds that she was built for, and days and nights of steady sailing out of the smell of the land. But we turned for the first time to the left bank of the river and, near the mouth of it, round a conical beacon and into what is known as the Bolderaa which joins the Dvina and the Courland Aa. The Aa has its own outlet into the sea at Bullen, but the channel is shifting and unmarked, and steamers invariably come into the Aa from the Dvina.


[image: Illustration]


A big Swede passed us and I wished his course were ours.


An opening railway bridge crosses the Bolderaa, and as we approached it I dropped down the companion, reduced the engine to slowest speed and jumped on deck again. A passenger steamer passed us. A green painted cargo steamship was coming up astern. The bridge was closed. The passenger steamer hooted for all of us, and just as she reached the bridge it swung open and she passed through. I jumped down again and asked the little donkey for all he could give us, and, making an important little fuss with his full eight hundred revolutions we slipped through the bridge just ahead of the green steamer and, with the respect of little for big, got out of her way on the other side, knowing well that the steamers in the Aa do not love yachts and given any excuse to put them in the wrong enjoy making the most of it. So, though Racundra was the overtaken vessel, she gathered her skirts and got onto the pavement, or into the shallow water, while the big green cargo steamer wallowed past her with a wave that sent things rattling in the galley, and brought a protest from the Cook, who thought I was throwing her about in play.
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We turned into what is known as the Bolderaa.


It was already growing dusk, but I knew we could anchor anywhere if we could only find deep enough water out of the steamer track, and presently with lead on deck we began to feel our way. We could see the shallower patches by the weeds just breaking the surface, and we steered between them with a wide stretch of water on either side, broken by reed beds. Wild duck were flying overhead, and it was hard to believe we were only a few miles from the town. There was no wind. On the northern shore I saw a log built hut and a timber built pier, with a few more huts among some low trees. That looks like milk for tomorrow’s porridge, thought I, and sounding with the lead took Racundra towards the reed beds and anchored in a fathom and a half. There were reed beds on each side of us, east and west, so that we were well out of the channel, but I put the riding light on the forestay, and we had supper and a game of bezique and so to bed.


Saturday August 2nd Bilderlingshof.








	(Diary)


	Early morning fished in rain, sheltered under wooden pier with an old man catching ersh with a paternoster with a two foot rod.







	 


	Sailed under power to Bilderlingshof.







	 


	Had long wait to go through bridge.
Anchored by yachts to the side.
When no milk to shop and back.







	 


	Esti motor yacht drifted across our bows.







	(Log)


	Saturday. Steamed to Bilderlingshof.
Waiting for road and train bridge.
Anchored out of stream by yachts.
Esthonians motor boat waiting for bridge developed attachment with our hawser.











Early in the morning I went fishing in the dinghy close by the old timber pier and was presently joined there by an old man in a boat which he insinuated between the piles and so got completely inside the pier. I caught nothing but a few small perch, and presently it began to rain, and I too, slipped my dinghy under the pier and was able to watch the old man. He was fishing with paternosters, small weights at the end of his lines, and the hooks attached a little a little way above them, and he was catching ersh. The ersh is a little fish rather like a gudgeon but with a big prickly fin on his back like that of a perch. He is never more than a few inches in length and he is greatly prized for the making of soup to which he imparts a relish given by no other fish. The old man was fishing with three or four lines at once, attached to little rods about eighteen inches or two feet long, fastened to the gunwale of his boat. When a fish bit, the end of the little rod dipped and the old man hauled up the line hand over hand as fast as he could. He was evidently accustomed to fishing in this place, for all his paternoster lines were tied to the ends of his little slips of rods, and were of exactly the right length. He had but to the throw them out and they were just taut to the tips of the rods when the weights rested on the bottom. Presently the wind came gently from the west, then harder, in gusts, and with it white squalls of rain over the water. The planks of the pier were open over my head, and I began to get very wet indeed, even when holding the boat so as to get as much shelter as possible from one of the main beams. “If this gets much worse,” said the old man, “we shall not be able to stay even here and we shall get very wet going home. Will you just have a look out and see if more clouds are coming up?” Reaching up and pulling on the planks of the pier with my hands so that water poured down my sleeves I pulled the nose of the boat out and looked round. It was certainly lightening a little but I could see more white squalls coming with black water glittering and foaming as the rain poured down into it with a hissing noise that you could hear long before the squall reached you. I told the old man. He was hauling up ersh one after another, and his conversation was divided between me and the fish. “More rain coming. Well I am in better shelter than you, though not good enough. That’s a fine one. That’s a lively fellow. Is it clearing a little now? Ha, my beauty. Up you come. More rain. Ah well it must stop sometime. Best of the day, you are. Into the bucket with you. The fishing here? There was a man caught an eight pound eel, and I have caught a two pounder myself. Now would you just look out again?” It cleared at last, and the old man, quite dry, paddled away with his booty, while I, soaked to the skin went to Racundra and got the milk can, took it ashore, got fresh milk from a woman who talked good Russian at the log hut, and returned to the ship to find coffee and porridge ready.
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We sailed under power to Bilderlingshof.
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The Cook steered.


After breakfast we started away under motor. The Cook steered and I stood on the foredeck watching for weed patches under water. We found to our astonishment that we were hardly moving through the water. The little donkey seemed to have relapsed to its sullen ca’canny of last year and my good will towards it weakened, until the Cook, peering over the stern announced that we had a little haystack instead of a propeller and that our propeller was not to be seen at all. We decided to crawl on with it so, and to anchor by Bilderlingshof and set about diving operations to clear it up. We must have gone through a weed bed in the dusk last night and the propeller had gathered to itself all that was good for it and more. It was not the little donkey’s fault. This was his, as ours, first experience of weed beds and inland sailing.


Two men, after duck, slipped close along the edge of the reeds in a green canoe-like punt. One paddled in the stern, the other sat, with his gun across his knees a little forward of midships. We had scarcely passed them before we heard a shot and looking back saw a duck pulled up suddenly in mid air, turning over and falling in a muddle of wings, all purpose gone, into the reeds, while another, flying desperately fast, and rising all the time, fled terrified far over our heads.
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The reeds opened and we could see a broad pathway of water leading to the open sea.


The channel was not difficult, for in the shallow places the weeds made patches of smooth water, but we took turns now that it was too late, in standing on the foredeck to watch for weeds under water. We passed close by some fishermen, setting pike traps, and then to the north of us the reeds opened and we could see a broad pathway of water leading to the open sea. Far out we could see a steamship heading north on the old course to Finland that we now feel we know by heart. Even now, for a moment, we were tempted to pick our way out by that channel and abandon our inland expedition, but memory of the trouble we should get into for going to sea without clearing at the Customs, and of the fact that this would perhaps be our last chance of going up a beautiful and little known river kept us wise, and we left the pathway to the sea astern of us and headed now south east down a broad stretch of the Aa river, with pine forests on high banks behind the reeds. We turned west again with the river and in doubt as to which side of an island to pass chose the northern side and had scarcely done so when we saw a steamer take the southern channel. However, I had the lead on deck and found plenty of water, and, we steamed on until within sight of the railway bridge at Bilderlingshof, when seeing fish rising close along the shore, we decided that this would be a good anchorage from which we could observe the procedure with the bridge, clean our propeller and possibly catch some perch for soup.


We dealt with the propeller first, cleaning away what we could of the haystack with a boat-hook. Then I went overboard and under water and finished the job by hand. It was little wonder that we had been hardly moving and I am still in doubt as to why we went forward instead of backward or simply standing still; the propeller was a solid ball of waterlily stems and flat ribbon-like weed. Boats are very responsive to intention. In a flat calm, I remember setting a straight course from Roogö to Baltic Port in Kittiwake, and, with sails flapping idly, somehow got there without using the sweeps. We had told the engine what we wanted. The engine had told the propeller, and the propeller, while embarrassed by the over effusive embraces of the weeds, must have whispered to them that, this was all very well, but, that they must let the boat keep moving or he would get into trouble for tolerating followers during working hours. After drying in the cockpit I took the dinghy to try for perch, but got none worth keeping. And as for the bridge, we could make nothing of it. It is a combined road and railway bridge. There were signals on it which changed from time to time but clearly did not correspond to its opening or shutting. No yachts approached it. Steamers came up, hooting loudly and a section of it swung open to let them pass. So, in the afternoon we took the foghorn on deck, got the anchor up, started the little donkey and steamed boldly for the bridge. A train chose that moment to cross it, so we slowed down and waited till it had passed. Then, heading straight for the opening section, we hooted as if steamer-born. Nothing happened. Remembering how in Holland, swing bridges delight in opening so late as to flick flies from the bowsprits of yachts coming through, and unwilling to betray any nervousness or lack of faith, feeling that this would encourage indifference or hostility in the bridge-keeper as it does in strange dogs, we held boldly on. Nothing happened. At the very last moment we swung Racundra’s head round, made a wide circle and approached the bridge again. Nothing happened. The bridge-keeper, arms folded, watched us with mild inactive interest as if we were waltzing for the public benefit. The hooting of our little foghorn stirred no responsive chord. We might have been a stout and stately swallow gyrating after flies. Then a cargo steamer came up the river. Now, at least, we thought, they will open the bridge. The cargo steamer hooted. Nothing happened, and the cargo steamer elbowed herself alongside a little wooden jetty and tied up. I dropped below and reduced the little donkey to slow speed. I dared not anchor again, for at any minute I might find the proper “Open Sesame” the bridge would open and close again before we had got through. So we went on with our steady but impatient dance. Another steamer came up, this time a big passenger steamer for Mitau, hooted with the rest or us, shut off her engines, drifted a moment or two and presently tied up alongside the cargo steamer. And still the bridge-keeper did nothing. Now and again he changed the signals and allowed a motor or a train to cross his bridge. (Both cannot, it seems, pass at once.) We had been waltzing for an hour when suddenly we saw the passenger steamer cast off. We hurried up the donkey but as ill luck would have it, the bridge opened when we were at the further end of our orbit, and both steamers were through and the bridge keeper was, after keeping us waiting all this time, actually beckoning to us to come on, before we slipped through.
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