
University of Calgary Press

SHIPWRECK AT CAPE FLORA:  
THE EXPEDITIONS OF BENJAMIN LEIGH SMITH,
ENGLAND’S FORGOTTEN ARCTIC EXPLORER
P.J. Capelotti

ISBN 978-1-55238-712-2

THIS BOOK IS AN OPEN ACCESS E-BOOK. It is an electronic 
version of a book that can be purchased in physical form through 
any bookseller or on-line retailer, or from our distributors. Please 
support this open access publication by requesting that your 
university purchase a print copy of this book, or by purchasing 
a copy yourself. If you have any questions, please contact us at 
ucpress@ucalgary.ca

Cover Art: The artwork on the cover of this book is not open 
access and falls under traditional copyright provisions; it cannot 
be reproduced in any way without written permission of the artists 
and their agents. The cover can be displayed as a complete cover 
image for the purposes of publicizing this work, but the artwork 
cannot be extracted from the context of the cover of this specific 
work without breaching the artist’s copyright. 

www.uofcpress.com

COPYRIGHT NOTICE: This open-access work is published under a Creative Commons licence. 
This means that you are free to copy, distribute, display or perform the work as long as you clearly 
attribute the work to its authors and publisher, that you do not use this work for any commercial gain 
in any form, and that you in no way alter, transform, or build on the work outside of its use in normal 
academic scholarship without our express permission. If you want to reuse or distribute the work, you 
must inform its new audience of the licence terms of this work. For more information, see details of 
the Creative Commons licence at: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

UNDER THE CREATIVE 
COMMONS LICENCE YOU MAY:

• read and store this document 
free of charge;

• distribute it for personal use 
free of charge;

• print sections of the work for 
personal use;

• read or perform parts of the 
work in a context where no 
financial transactions take 
place.

UNDER THE CREATIVE COMMONS LICENCE YOU 
MAY NOT:

• gain financially from the work in any way;
• sell the work or seek monies in relation to the distribution  

of the work;
• use the work in any commercial activity of any kind;
• profit a third party indirectly via use or distribution of the work;
• distribute in or through a commercial body (with the exception 

of academic usage within educational institutions such as 
schools and universities);

• reproduce, distribute, or store the cover image outside of its 
function as a cover of this work;

• alter or build on the work outside of normal academic 
scholarship.

Acknowledgement: We acknowledge the wording around open 
access used by Australian publisher, re.press, and thank them  
for giving us permission to adapt their wording to our policy  
http://www.re-press.org/content/view/17/33/



233

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

First and foremost, I would like to thank Charlotte Moore, whose fine 
sense of family history has enabled her to see the enduring value in 
preserving the letters and images of her singular assortment of ancestors, 
including her great-great uncle, the explorer Benjamin Leigh Smith. Her 
own intensely interesting Hancox, a history of her family and her family 
home, along with her transcriptions of the Leigh Smith portions of the 
General’s diary and her welcome to me when I visited Hancox in July of 
2009, September of 2010, and again in June of 2012, allowed me a view of 
the private Leigh Smith that lay beneath or alongside the reluctant public 
figure of the explorer.

This research was supported by generous help from several sources at 
my college at Penn State. These included a Research Development Grant, 
a Faculty Travel Grant, the Associate Dean’s Research and Development 
Fund, a Faculty Summer Fellowship, and the Anthropology Fund. At 
Penn State Abington, I wish to thank especially the remarkable Dr. 
Peter P. Johnstone, now of the University of North Texas, as well as my 
exemplary Division Heads, Dr. James F. Smith and Dr. Gary Calore, as 
well as Dr. Samir Ouzomgi, Dr. Norah Shultz, Dr. Hannah Klieger, the 
late Mr. George Simon, our excellent library staff, especially Ms. Jeannette 
Ullrich, and our computer folks, most especially Mr. Joe Varghese. At 
Scott Polar Research Institute, the author thanks Dr. Julian Dowdeswell, 
Dr. Beau Riffenburgh, Ms. Naomi Boneham, and Ms. Heather Lane. 
Magnus Forsberg, my colleague and boon companion on a 2006 voyage 
to the North Pole that explored Cape Flora en route, was an immeasurable 
help with both Arctic wildlife (in particular with discussions of bird life 
on Moffen and elsewhere in Svalbard) and translations from Swedish. 
My colleague and friend Dr. Huw Lewis-Jones traveled with me on my 
first visit to Hancox and Scalands – and appropriately slapped me for not 
knowing, before our visit, that Nightingale Sound was named for Florence 
Nightingale and that she was Leigh Smith’s cousin. Many thanks to both 
Huw and to his great lady, Kari Herbert. Additional thanks go to Jan 
Turner and the staff of the Foyle Reading Room of the Royal Geographic 
Society; to Isobel Cassidy at Henry Gore-Booth’s estate Lissadell; to 



SHIPWRECK AT CAPE FLORA234

Robert Prys-Jones of the Bird Group, Department of Zoology, National 
History Museum at Tring; to the historian Arthur Credland, to William 
Barr, and to the anonymous reviewers for the University of Calgary Press 
whose insights were greatly and gratefully appreciated. As always, my 
debts to Dr. Susan Barr of Riksantikvaren in Oslo are too large to ever be 
repaid. Finally, to my family: C.L. and Jeremy and Jenny and my mother, 
I owe everything.



235

NOTES

PROLOGUE: TWILIGHT

 1 Letter from Benjamin Leigh Smith 
(BLS) to Amy Leigh Smith, June 9, 
1871, Hancox Archive.

 2 Anonymous, “Arctic discovery,” Saturday 
Review of Politics, Literature, Science and 
Art 35, no. 919 (1873): 741–42.

 3 Charlotte Moore, Hancox: A House and a 
Family (London: Penguin, 2010), 99.

 4 Norman Moore examination of Benja-
min Leigh Smith, December 24, 1909, 
Hancox Archive, 2.

 5 Ibid., 3.

 6 Ibid., 4.

 7 Ibid.

 8 Ibid., Continuation: 4.

 9 Ibid.

 10 Ibid., Continuation: 7.

 11 The Times, Dec. 27, 1882, 3.

 12 John C. Wells, The Gateway to Polynia: A 
Voyage to Spitzbergen from the journal of 
John C. Wells. (London: Henry S. King, 
1873), 53.

 13 The Times, op. cit.

1: BENJAMIN LEIGH SMITH AND HIS 
TIMES, 1828–71

 1 Constantine John Phipps, A Voyage to-
wards the North Pole. (London: J. Nourse, 
1774), 11.

 2 Daines Barrington, The Probability of 
Reaching the North Pole Discussed. (Lon-
don: C. Heydinger, 1775), 4.

 3 Ibid., 20.

 4 Phipps, Voyage towards the North Pole, 27. 
Every time he uses the device he kindly 
mentions that he is using ‘Lord Charles 
Cavendish’s thermometer’; one could 
almost suspect Phipps had an investment 
in it.

 5 Ibid., 35–36.

 6 Ibid., 38.

 7 Ibid., 41.

 8 Ibid., 53.

 9 Ibid., 185.

 10 Moore, Hancox, 17.

 11 Jenny Handley and Hazel Lake, Progress 
by Persuasion: The Life of William Smith, 
1756–1835. (Hazel Lake, 2007), 3.

 12 Moore, Hancox, 17.

 13 Ibid., 18.



SHIPWRECK AT CAPE FLORA236

 14 Handley and Lake, Progress by Persua-
sion, 3.

 15 Ibid., 24.

 16 Fergus Fleming, Barrow’s Boys. (London: 
Granta Books, 1998), 12.

 17 William Edward Parry, Narrative of an 
Attempt to Reach the North Pole. (London: 
John Murray, 1828), x.

 18 Ibid.

 19 Ibid., 12.

 20 Ibid., 20.

 21 Ibid., 50.

 22 Ibid., 52–53.

 23 Ibid., 60.

 24 Ibid., 103.

 25 The Times, June 14, 1838, 5.

 26 Handley and Lake, Progress by Persua-
sion, 378.

 27 Moore, Hancox, 18.

 28 Ibid., 19.

 29 Brochure, “School for Girls and Boys at 
Portman Hall,” Hancox Archive.

 30 Ibid.

 31 Letter from Barbara Leigh Smith to 
BLS, Dec. 7, 1852, Hancox Archive.

 32 A.G.E. Jones, “Benjamin Leigh Smith: 
Arctic Yachtsman,” The Musk-Ox 16 
(1975): 24–31, 24.

 33 Helena Wojtczak, Women of Victorian 
Hastings, 1830–1870. (Hastings: Hast-
ings Press, 2002), 22.

 34 Letter from Barbara Leigh Smith to 
BLS, Dec. 7, 1852, Hancox Archive.

 35 Ibid.

 36 Leigh Smith maintained his interest in 
the Franklin search throughout his life. 
An extensive bundle of notes located in 
the archives of the Royal Geographic 

Society in London was sent to Leigh 
Smith by his old captain Alex Fair-
weather on board Diana in November 
of 1883. These contain records, reports 
and lists of stores left at Beechey Island 
by Franklin searchers Edward Belcher, 
Leopold McClintock, and Allen Young 
in the years 1851–58, along with a re-
port on the state of the Beechey Island 
depot by Allen Young while exploring 
on board Pandora in the summer of 
1875. Fairweather had come across them 
while laying at the floe edge near Prince 
Regent Inlet on board the steamer Ter-
ra Nova in the summer of 1883. Inuit 
on sledges appeared and Fairweather 
stopped them when he noted that their 
clothing and supplies matched the cache 
of supplies he knew to exist at Beechey 
Island. The natives also had a cylinder 
with records contained in it, which Fair-
weather reports they were about to use as 
wadding for their guns. Fairweather sent 
the records to Leigh Smith asking him 
if he would forward them to the correct 
authorities in London. See: Alex Fair-
weather to Benjamin Leigh Smith, RGS/
A2A/LMS/S/20, 1854–75.

 37 My children and I spent several rainy 
hours tracking and eventually locating 
the Kane family crypt in the Laurel 
Hill Cemetery in Philadelphia. My son 
Jeremy memorialized the event in a short 
film that can be seen at: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=bksB0aA7_2k&-
feature=share&list=UU9-uLp4bZm-
j1RNe0RyxV5eg

 38 Elisha Kent Kane, Arctic Explorations. 
(Philadelphia: Childs & Peterson, 1856), 
37.

 39 Frederick Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 
1st Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, 



237Notes

Letters from High Latitudes. (London: 
John Murray, 1857), 24–25.

 40 Ibid., 43.

 41 Ibid., 53.

 42 Ibid., 56.

 43 Ibid., 59.

 44 Ibid., 66.

 45 Ibid., 113.

 46 Ibid., 159.

 47 Ibid., 160.

 48 My colleague Dr. Susan Barr attempted 
to relocate these artifacts during ex-
tensive ethnological explorations of the 
island but they had long since vanished. 
See: Susan Barr, Jan Mayen Land, 222.

 49 Dufferin, Letters from High Latitudes, 
302.

 50 James Lamont, Seasons with the Sea-hors-
es: Sporting Adventures in the Northern 
Seas. (London: Hurst & Blackett, 1861), 
dedication page.

 51 Anonymous, “Obituary: Sir James Lam-
ont.” Geographical Journal 42, no. 3 (Sept. 
1913): 301–2.

 52 Lamont, Seasons with the Sea-horses, 
273–74.

 53 Charles Darwin to James Lamont, Feb. 
25, 1861, Darwin Correspondence Da-
tabase, http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/
entry-3071, accessed June 19, 2012.

 54 Lamont, Seasons with the Sea-horses, 13.

 55 Ibid., 28.

 56 Ibid., 129.

 57 Ibid., 170.

 58 Ibid., 181.

 59 Ibid., 192.

 60 Ibid., 198–99.

 61 Ibid., 272; italics from the original text.

 62 James Lamont,Yachting in the Arctic Seas. 
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1876), 4.

 63 Ibid., 5.

 64 Ibid., 6.

 65 Ibid., 13.

 66 Ibid., 231.

 67 Norsk Polarinstitutt, The Place Names of 
Svalbard. (Oslo: Norsk Polarinstitutt, 
1991 [Skrifter Nr. 80 and 112; Ny-
Trykk], 451.

 68 Lamont, Yachting in the Arctic Seas, 296.

 69 Ibid., 371.

 70 Charlotte Moore, personal communica-
tion, Aug. 17, 2010.

 71 Moore, Hancox, 21.

 72 Ibid., 16.

 73 Ludlow diary, April 12, 1863, Hancox 
Archive.

 74 Ibid., July 9, 1869.

 75 Ibid., April 28, 1871.

2: EXPEDITION ONE: SVALBARD, 1871

 1 Expedition One: Svalbard, 1871 
Benjamin Leigh Smith, Journal of the 
Schooner Sampson ([1871], unpublished). 
Edinburgh University Library, Special 
Collections, Gen 76–77. This ‘ journal’ is 
a typescript of an undated, unnumbered, 
unpublished logbook from the 1871 
voyage of Sampson. Furthermore, there 
is some confusion over the name of the 
vessel in which Leigh Smith first jour-
neyed to the Arctic. Jones (1975) uses 
Samson, while others (Credland 1980; 
Cromack and Riffenburg 2000 employ 
Sampson. The cover of this typescript 
journal uses Samson, which is then pen-
ciled over with Sampson, and Sampson is 



SHIPWRECK AT CAPE FLORA238

then used throughout the remainder of 
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: CREW OF EIR A DURING THE 
1881–82 EXPEDITION, FROM THE TIMES, 
AUGUST 22, 1882.

Benjamin Leigh Smith, commander
W. H. Neale, M.B.B.S., medical officer
William Lofley, ice master
J. Crowther, first mate
T. Fenton, second mate
G. Byers, harpooner
A. Valentine, harpooner
C. Marshall, harpooner
J. Harvey, boatswain
W. Masson, cook
J. Johnson, carpenter
J. M’Millan, A.B.
R. Crooks, A.B.
D. Milne, A.B.
G. Alexander, A.B.
A. Robertson, A.B.
D. Walker, A.B.
A. Gray, A.B.
J. Allan, A.B.
J. Gill, steward
T. Clarke, cook’s mate
William Robertson, chief engineer
G. Pert, second engineer
J. Thompson, blacksmith
William Laing, fireman
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APPENDIX 2: NOTES ON ANIM ALS & BIR DS 1881–
82 [LIKELY WRITTEN BY W.H. NEALE], SPRI MS 
301/33

On July 25th, 1881, we reached Gray Bay at Cape Grant + Cape Crowther 
there are large loomeries; a short distance up the bay on the W side many 
rotgies had their young among the basaltic columns of the lofty cliffs.

Other birds seen were:

Snowbird
Mobley
Boatswain
Arctic tern
Dovekies
Eider duck
Burgomeister
Kittiwake
Sandling
Brent goose
Snowy owl
Falcon

On E side near head of Gray Bay there were a good number of snow birds 
and dovekies [indistinct], but too high up for one to obtain the eggs. At C 
Stephen there was a large loomery & at C Forbes there were a few looms, 
a good number of rotges & dovekies & some snow birds.

At Bell Is the same species of birds were seen and on the S side there 
was a large loomery and nests of Kittiwakes, Dovekies, Rotges, snowbirds 
& burgomeisters. Rain geese & brent geese were seen & [indistinct] on 
the cliffs 700 ft high but no nests were seen.

At C Flora there was a very large loomery, and also many Rotges, 
Dovekies, Kittiwakes, & snowbirds. In the low land several snow bunt-
ings & [indistinct] were seen, no nests were found. The looms lay their 
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eggs on the bare rocks & the dovekies & rotges lay them in the crevices 
of the rocks. The kittiwake makes a nest of [indistinct] and moss. The 
snow bird makes a rudimentary nest of moss & feathers, but of no definite 
shape. Each species seen occupies a separate part of the cliff.

The rotgees & dovekies left about the first wek in Sep. Looms were 
very scarce after Sep. 10th. On Sept 22nd journal says a few Burgo-
meisters, Snow birds, molloys, kittiwakes, Eider Duck & Brent geese seen 
but getting very scarce.

On Oct 13 3 or 4 snow birds & occasionally a Burgomeister or molloy 
seen hovering around the meat outside house. On Oct. 28 whilst killing 
some walrus, 2 snow birds, 2 or 3 molloys, & Burgomeisters were seen and 
remained for 2 or 3 days eating the refuse of the carcass.

On Feb. 8 a snowy owl was seen, the first bird to arrive. On Feb. 18th 
2 or 3 flocks of dovekies were seen flying to the NW and on the 20th there 
were a great number seen in the water. March 9th the first loom was seen 
but it was not until the end of March that they began to settle on the rocks 
and then they would only stop on the cliffs for a few hours & go away for 
4 or 5 days. We were not aboe to get up the hill and shoot any until the 
16th of April.
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APPENDIX 3: STOR ES S AV ED FROM EIR A 1881 
[LIKELY RECORDED BY W. H. NEALE], SPRI MS 
301/34; D

* Stores marked thus were saved for the boat journey. Also 16 gallons of 
rum, 12 lbs of tea and 50 tins of milk; about 800 lbs of cooked walrus meat 
added to the above, completed our stock of provisions for the boat journey.

Corn beef 516*
Libby cooked beef 856 lbs*
Compressed mutton 50 lbs*
Salt meat 1 ½ casks
Cooked meats in 2 lb tins 180 lbs*
Chicken in 1 lb tins 13 lbs*
Ox tongues in 2 lb tins 20 lbs*
Soup & boulli in 6 lb tins 570 lbs*
110 two lb tins of soup 220 lbs*
Ox tongues 23*
------------

Spirits
Rum 75 gallons
Whiskey 18 bottles
Gin 12 bottles
Sherry 18 bottles
Champagne 72 bottles
Beer 60 bottles
Brandy 12 bottles
------------

Milk 200 tins
Cocoa milk 60 tins*
Coffee & milk*
Van Houtens Cocoa 6 lbs
------------
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Cabin biscuits 80 lbs
Flour 6 casks
Tea 80 lbs
Sugar 1 cask
Molasses ½ cask
Tapioca 14 lbs
Cornflour 14 lbs
------------

Vegetables, etc
Carrots & potatoes in 6 lb tins 2268 lbs
Carrots in 4 lb tins 160 lbs
Turnips in 2 lb tins 96 lbs
Dutch vegetables in 10 lb tins 360 lbs
Goward’s dried potatoes 194 lbs
One lb tins of vegetables such as peas, beans, brussel sprouts, apricots, 
macedonie [sic] 200 lbs
Apples in 2 lb tins 50 lbs
Prunes 40 lbs
Jams in 1 lb tins 90 lbs
Morris compressed vegetables 24 tins
Kopps consolidated soups (each box containing 144 tins) 2 boxes
Pickles 15 bottles
[Knorr’s?] sauces 18 bottles
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APPENDIX 4: SUPPLIES LOADED ON TO THE 
FOUR ESC APE BOATS, JUNE 1882, FROM THE “LOG 
OF EIR A AF TER THE SHIPW R ECK, 28 NOV 1881–31 
M ARCH 1882,” SPRI MS 300/5-6 SL

No. 1 Whale Boat

Corned beef
3–14 lbs
5–7 lbs
31–2 lbs
Libby
10–6 lbs
13–4 lbs
Compressed mutton
2–6 lbs
1–4 lbs
Total 267 lbs
Ave: 38 and 1/7 lbs.

26 Soups Boulli
24 small soups
1 chicken
21 two lbs meat
3 one lb meat
2 tongues
Total: 256 lbs
Ave: 36 and 2/7 lbs.

No 2. Whale Boat

Corned beef
3–14 lbs
6–7 lbs
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15–2 lbs
Libby
9–6 lbs
11–4 lbs
Compressed mutton
2–6 lbs
Total 224 lbs
Ave: 37 and 1/3 lbs.

23 Soups Boulli
23 small soups
4 chickens
18 two lbs meat
Total: 224 lbs
Ave: 37 and 1/3 lbs.

Nos. 3 & 4 walrus boats

Corned beef
4–14 lbs
4–7 lbs
15–2 lbs
Libby
9–6 lbs
11–4 lbs
Compressed mutton
1–6 lbs
Total 218 lbs
Ave: 36 and 1/3 lbs.

23 Soups Boulli
23 small soups
4 chickens
18 two lbs meat
4 tongues
Total: 232 lbs
Ave: 38 and 2/3 lbs.
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The first comprehensive biography of 
England’s most reclusive explorer.

Benjamin Leigh Smith discovered and named dozens of islands 
in the Arctic but published no account of his pioneering explor-
ations. He refused public accolades and sent stand-ins to deliver 
the results of his work to scientific societies. He once told his 
brother-in-law that if Queen Victoria herself asked to see his Arctic photo-
graphs, he would send his expedition photographer around to the palace with them.

Yet Leigh Smith was a man whose doughty leadership was so successful that the 
veteran Arctic whaling captain David Gray was moved to call him the very model of 
“quiet, cool, thoroughbred English pluck.” The Royal Geographic Society’s Clements 
Markham referred to him as a polar explorer of the first rank.

Leigh Smith’s first expedition, to the Arctic archipelago of Svalbard, resulted in 
thirty-three new place names and included the discovery of twenty-two new islands. 
He defined the northeast limits of Svalbard at what is now known as Cape Leigh 
Smith. His 1873 voyage to Svalbard came to the rescue of the more experienced 
Swedish explorer A. E. Nordenskiöld and in the process won Leigh Smith the Royal 
Swedish Order of the Polar Star (which was finally sent to him through the mail 
when he would not appear for it personally).

But it is his spectacularly successful reconnaissance of Franz Josef Land in 1880 
on board his private research vessel Eira for which Leigh Smith is justly famed. In 
just two weeks in August, 1880, Leigh Smith defined the southern coast of Franz 
Josef Land, charting 110 nautical miles along a previously unknown Arctic coastline. 
His escape from the Arctic in 1882 – after Eira sank off Franz Josef Land – rivals the 
small boat voyages of Ernest Shackleton and Fridtjof Nansen.

Traveling to the Arctic islands that Leigh Smith explored and crisscrossing 
England to uncover unpublished journals, diaries, and photographs, archaeologist and 
writer P. J. Capelotti details Leigh Smith’s five major Arctic expeditions and places 
them within the context of the great polar explorations in the nineteenth century.
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