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W THE ORWELL

How a humble Hillyard 7-tonner became one of the most famous boats in fiction

\




RTHUR RANSOME’S boat Nancy

ABlackett is a familiar sight sailing ~:
i made up Alma Cottage and Miss Powell’s

i dining room was at the end nearest the
i river. There was a real Miss Powell, and
i her brother John, ‘sailmaker and practical
¢ chandler,” worked in the lean-to, now the
¢ Pin Mill Studio, at the end.

on the Orwell — the same river
Ransome himself sailed her in the 1930s.
He also put her, and the river itself, and
Pin Mill in particular, into one of the best
of his Swallows and Amazons books, We
Didn’t Mean to Go to Sea.

The Ransomes, Arthur and his Russian-
born wife Evgenia, moved here in 1935,
in search of some sea sailing after years of
dinghies in the Lake District. They very
much did mean to go to sea, and Arthur
promptly began looking for a boat to sail.
He found one in Poole Harbour, renamed
her Nancy Blackett after the heroine of
Swallows and Amazons and sailed her
back to Pin Mill, through some atrocious
weather.

It all served to inspire the book, in which

Nancy Blackett appears as the Goblin, the
‘little white cutter with red sails’ that we
meet right at the beginning, coming up
the river towards Pin Mill. Her mooring
is Nancy’s, off Harry King’s yard (which
is still there). Her skipper, Jim Brading, is
planning to have ‘breakfast’ (it’s evening)
at the Butt and Oyster pub. The four
children, the ‘Swallows’ from Swallows
and Amazons, who somehow end up
having to sail the Goblin to Holland by
themselves, are staying, with their mother
and younger sister, at Alma Cottage, run
by Miss Powell, next door.

Alma Cottage is still there, though
nowadays the name is attached only to the
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upper part of the terrace. In Ransome’s day
the whole building, formerly the Alma Inn,

ancy Blackett’s presence on the
river now is the result of her own

real-life adventure story. She was

i found in the 1980s, lying near-derelict

i in Scarborough Harbour, by a local man
i Mike Rines, who persuaded her owner

i to sell her, loaded her onto a lorry and

i brought her to Fox’s boatyard to be

: restored. Later on, in 1997, the Nancy

i Blackett Trust was set up to preserve her,

and make her available for anyone to sail.
Since then she has sailed to all sorts of

places — including Holland, as in the book.

She’s also inspired renewed interest in

¢ Ransome’s connection with this area —
i where he set two books (the other one is
i Secret Water).

There are now Ransome-related

i information boards around the area, and

: an Arthur Ransome Trail, as part of the

i Stour and Orwell path, along the river,

i following the course of the Goblin’s sail

¢ down the Orwell in Chapter 4 of We Didn’t
i Mean to Go to Sea, from Pin Mill to the

i Bristol Arms at Shotley. In fact the whole

i area has now come to be known as Arthur

: Ransome’s East Coast. PETER WILLIS

THE ORWELL =B

NANCY BLACKETT

28ft 6in long, plus the 10ft bowsprit.
She’s been painstakingly restored
to make sure she is just as Ransome
would have known her, and as the
Goblin is described in the book.

“I say, just look down,” said
Titty. They looked down into
the cabin of the little ship, at
blue mattresses on bunks on
either side, at a little table
with a chart tied down on

it with string... a little white
sink opposite the tiny galley
where a saucepan of water
was simmering on one of
the two burners of a little
cooking stove.”

FINDING OUT MORE

There are open days throughout
the summer, at Woolverstone and
elsewhere. Or visit her website,
www.nancyblackett.org. And if
you’d like to sail her yourself, why
not join the Nancy Blackett Trust,
and book a day-sail or even a trip
to Holland? More details on the
website, or call 01394 387907.
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© ANTHONY CULLEN

HAT I LOVE about Pin Mill
is its timelessness,” says

: Anthony Cullen, internationally
i acclaimed photographer and owner of

i The Pin Mill Studio. “It’s still a working

i port, where barges are restored and yachts
: are maintained. But it’s also a place where

i people can come and enjoy the scenery

¢ and an atmosphere that’s changed little

i over the centuries.”

The Pin Mill Studio has a commanding

i position above the hard, where at high

. tide the water laps the barges and fills

i the stream along the green. Inside the

: Studio there’s a permanent exhibition of

{ beautiful black and white photos of the

i boats and boatyards, taken in the 1930s

. by one of Pin Mill’s most famous visitors,
: the writer Arthur Ransome. It’s also the

i location for Photographic Day workshops
i run by Anthony. From his 25 years as a

i professional photographer he has honed

¢ the art of photography into very simple

i techniques, which he passes on to his

i students. The workshops run throughout

¢ the year and consist of instruction,

i practical work and imaging techniques,

¢ plus lunch in the iconic Butt and Oyster

i pub next door! There are also combined

i photography and painting one to ones,

i as well as group painting days throughout
 the year, run by professional local artists.

The Studio is primarily a portraiture

studio, where Anthony takes portfolio,
i family and commercial photographs. It
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Preserved in time: Jack Powell, left, carries sails up
the steps outside the former sail loft, now The Pin
Mill Studio and The Sunshine Store. Above, The Pin

Mill Studio today, available for courses, company

away days and photographic shoots

¢ is also available to hire as a course venue

¢ or for companies looking for away day

¢ facilities for up to 16 people including

¢ the option of a lovely lunch. The building
¢ used to be a sail loft — and on the walls is
i an enlarged photo of Jack Powell carrying
i a sail up the very steps outside the Studio.
: Jack’s sister, Miss Powell, was the landlady
¢ of The Alma pub next door, mentioned

i in Ransome’s book We Didn’t Mean To

i Go To Sea.

The boatyards Jack worked for are

¢ still in operation on the waterfront. The

i Webb brothers, of Webbs Boatyard, have

i restored the barge Melissa, in which they

: won the Pin Mill Sailing Club 48th Barge

i Match in 2009. This annual event starts at

i Buttermans Bay, downriver from Pin Mill,
i and is a wonderful sight as the barges head
. out to sea under full sail.

Harry King & Sons Ltd, who built two

¢ boats for Arthur Ransome, continues
i under the ownership of Gus and Sarah
¢ Curtis, and offers boat servicing and
: repairs, maintenance and restoration.

Continuing round the sweep of the

i bay, past the boatyards and holiday

i cottages, on the path to Woolverstone, is
¢ Pin Mill Sailing Club. As well as hosting

i the Barge Match, and the annual Smacks
i and Working Boats Race, it organises

¢ local cruises, supports the Combined

i Clubs Series of races and holds an annual
i Regatta.



