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Edited extract from the book description

Thomas Smith was born around 1801, under another (yet undetermined) name.  At the age of seven or eight he ran away from home, first living with a band of Gypsies and then going to sea on a collier.  The rest of his life was at sea.  He was serving on naval transports in the Mediterranean during the Napoleonic Wars before absconding.  Then he made four Antarctic sealing voyages, three to South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands, and one to the South Shetland Islands on their discovery.  The Falkland Islands were a port of call on the way south.  His ship was wrecked thrice during these adventures.

Thence when serving in the Sperm Whale industry in the Pacific Ocean he became associated with the revolutionary wars in South America to the east and the Maori conflicts to the west.  He landed on the Galapagos Islands and Easter Island while following whales through the Pacific islands from New Zealand to Japan.

On a subsequent voyage to African waters Smith was shipwrecked off the coast of Mozambique and, after rescue, ended up in Massachusetts, United States.  There, in deteriorating health, he wrote his memoirs which were probably published posthumously.

________________________________________

Tom Smith’s Preface

The Author has presumed to present the public his Biography, which contains an account of the various scenes, through which he has passed during thirty-five years of his life, in his voyages and travels in various parts of the world.  In writing, he has kept under the necessity of trusting wholly to memory, not having kept a Journal of his Adventures; as the idea of their publication had not until recently occurred to him.

   As a writer, he claims no merit, not having been favored with the rudiments of a common English education; but to the authenticity of the Narrative, he claims as a Christian, from the intelligent and candid, their implicit confidence.  He therefore presents it to the community as a series of incidents, which scarcely has its parallel.

   Unadorned by flowers of rhetoric, he leaves it to the reader, to judge of its merit or demerit.

NEW-BEDFORD, SEPT. 1, 1844.

THOMAS W. SMITH

_______________________________________________________

Damien Sanders’ Editorial Introduction

  The Narrative Autobiography of Tom Smith is a colourfully written tale of a remarkable, and often tragic, life.  His account is compelling because of the graphic manner of his writing, and because he presents at first hand, life as experienced on the lower decks or before the mast.  Most contemporary accounts were written by people whose class and background gave them a greatly different set of experiences and outlook to Smith.

  The narrative vividly illustrates the conditions endured by ordinary seamen as they sold their labour in the risky pursuit of profit and expansion of trade.  In 1811, when Tom Smith joined HMS Hindostan, he was a boy of possibly only ten years, already with two sea voyages and a shipwreck behind him.  In May 1817, aged approximately 16, he was accepted aboard Admiral Colpoys, particularly because of his considerable knowledge of South Georgia.  It was as a youth of 18 or 19 years who, following the bankruptcy of his employer, had to 'pledge my clothes from time to time, in order to procure food.'  In 1844 when his narrative was published, Smith would have been in his early forties, penniless, partially crippled by occupational injuries, and apparently dying (if not already dead) from a lung disease.

  The value of Smith's narrative lies also in that he was a witness to several important events in different parts of the world, during a period which we can now regard as having been one of key change in Human political, social, and economic organization.  Smith's first 'adventures' involved the 'Great War' of Napoleon.  Further voyages saw him sealing on South Georgia and in the South Shetland Islands, Antarctica; becoming embroiled in the wars of liberation in Latin America, and in the Maori civil war in New Zealand; before his final whaling voyage saw him ship-wrecked again, and taken to the United States of America aboard a New Bedford whaler.

  In searching the archives for further details of Tom Smith's life, there is one major matter which I have been unable to resolve, and which adds an air of intrigue to the tale.  I can find only one reference to him by name, and that is in the muster roll entry compiled for the Liverpool harbour authorities for Junius when she returned to England in March 1827.  There appears to be no record of his birth or of the death of his father Alfred.  Nor does the name Thomas W. Smith appear in the Muster Books of Hindostan, although others, to whom Smith refers by name are listed there.  I have been tempted to speculate that Smith was born under another name, and changed it for some reason during the early part of his career.  Indeed, Fred and Tom W. (Bill ?) Smith are names which by their frequent occurrence add a sort of anonymity.  The next, and unanswered, question is if he did change his name, why, and who was he?

  It is also not known what became of Smith, or what prompted him to set down his Autobiography.  In his preface, he says that the idea of publishing an account of his life had only recently occurred to him.  There is a puzzling gap of about seven years between the last apparent event in his narrative, and its publication date.

  Accounts of suffering and adventure on the high seas had been published at intervals over the preceding decades.  Most however were accounts written by Masters, and the maritime fiction of the early nineteenth century was hopelessly romanticised.  In 1840 however, Harper and Brothers published an account by Richard Henry Dana Jr, entitled Two years before the mast.  Whilst Dana was a well-educated member of a prominent Massachusetts family, he sailed as an ordinary seaman on a voyage to California, and related his experiences unromantically.  The book was a popular and critical success.

  One immediate effect of the success of Two years before the mast was the publication of a number of accounts relating lives of suffering at sea.  It is in this context that Smith's idea of publishing his tale needs to be set.  In 1845, Nicholas Isaacs published Twenty years before the mast, and William Nevens published Forty years at sea.  At Dana's urging, Samuel Leech in 1843 published Thirty years from home, or a voice from the main deck.  Also in that year James Fennimore Cooper, who had previously idealised mariners lives, published a narrative account, Ned Myers, or a life before the mast.  It is interesting to speculate whether Smith himself may have had contact with Dana, through his links with the Unitarian church in Boston.

  There are weaknesses from a historical point of view in Smith's autobiography.  First it was written from memory, and covers a period of about thirty seven years.  Early dates are inevitably sparse, and some events and dates have been transposed.  Second, it is easily forgotten when reading the narrative, that the memories set down are in many instances those of a child and adolescent, albeit one upon whom attributes of adulthood had been conferred prematurely.  Third, eyewitness accounts are invaluable for the 'feel' which they provide, but they tend to be partial, and often lack detail of wider events which provide much needed explanation.  Our recollections of past events also alter with time.

  It is for these reasons that I have added a commentary and chronology to the original narrative, constructed wherever possible from primary sources.  My intention in doing so has been to clarify, explain and, where necessary, to correct, but to do so without undermining the 'implicit confidence' of the 'intellectual and candid' to whom Smith appeals in his preface regarding the authenticity of his tale.

  Specifically, the commentary undertakes the following tasks:

To:

1: Annotate typographical and similar errors with regard to place names, vessel names and so on.  Many place names have been altered since Smith's time, and these too have been annotated.

2: Provide a chronological framework for the narrative, indicating the events which it describes and associated events not recorded in the narrative.

3: Annotate events described in the narrative which are at variance with known historical facts, and where possible, to offer explanations.

4: Provide wider historical and technical information, not included in the narrative, but directly relevant to a full understanding of it.

5: In two instances, the sealing on the South Shetland Islands, and the events surrounding 'The Girl's War' between Maori tribes in the Bay of Islands, New Zealand, I have felt that in order to set Smith's narrative in a wider context, the background details would be better presented as appendices.

6: Provide illustrations and maps, neither of which were included with the original narrative.

  It was decided to make certain modifications to the narrative text, for consistency, ease of reading and historical accuracy.  The most significant modification is the moving of a block of text from the end of Chapter 5, in the original, to Chapter 6 in the new version.  Some sections of text from Chapter 6 have been moved to Chapter 5.  This was done because Hindostan's Captain's log, and thus the Chronology, clearly showed the events described to have occurred on the subsequent voyage.  The sections of text moved have been clearly marked and the original structure could be restored if desired.  Ship's names and conversation have been italicised, numerals have been written, and capitalisation has been standardised.  Misspellings of words other than proper nouns have been corrected and standardised to the correct spelling occurring most frequently in the original text.  Misspelled place nouns have been corrected in the annotations.  Unmistakable typographical errors in the original have been corrected or removed, and the more eccentric punctuation, primarily gratuitous commas, has been rationalised.  The spelling and grammar in the foreign language quotations have been left unaltered, as has Smith's English grammar throughout.  Bracketed numbers, throughout the text, indicate the original pagination.  Short underlinings of words indicate a note appears at the end of the chapter.

  Above all, however, the autobiography itself is an enthralling read, whose flow should not be unduly interrupted by notes.  Perhaps the book should be read twice, first, the original text alone, and then in conjunction with the notes.
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Edited extract from Bob Headland’s entry in

The Dictionary of Falkland Islands Biography (including South Georgia)

by David Tatham (2008)

Thomas W. SMITH (ca 1801 – ca 1840)

Thomas W. Smith was one of the very few literate ‘below decks’ men from the sealing period of Antarctic history.  He was aboard sealing vessels at the height of South Georgia sealing (1815-20) and the discovery of the South Shetland Islands (1821-22).  This is included in a fascinating autobiography published in 1844.

    Tom Smith’s origin and early life are described in this work but there are discrepancies.  Some of these may be from problems of memory but such a highly adventurous life may have other reasons for not being entirely open.  He appears to have been born in Lewisham, London, about 1801 and died about 1840 before his book was published.  The early death of his father, problems with his widowed mother’s family, resulted in his running away and adoption by a band of Gypsies.  Next, as a ships’ boy, he went to sea and remained a sailor for the rest of his life.  His vessel became involved in the Napoleonic Wars and, after being captured and recaptured, he ended up aboard Hindostan with the Royal Navy in which he describes much action during the Peninsula Wars (1812 – 1815).  The circumstances were such that he deserted in Portsmouth, went to London, and joined Norfolk on a sealing voyage to South Georgia in 1815.

    At the beginning of this voyage he wrote: Until now, I, and many of the boys had been in total ignorance with regard to the ship’s port of destination or the nature of her voyage.  Some of us had still cherished the idea that the ship was bound to the coast of Africa, and this was strengthened by listening to the frequent conversation which the men held about killing huge elephants with lances and shooting them.  On arrival at South Georgia he describes many bays and anchorages several of which may be identified from Captain Cook’s place-names, but a few are difficult to determine.  His account of the island is good and includes descriptions of the glaciers, mountainous terrain, and severe weather.

    Details of the Elephant Seal industry is excellent, especially the calendar.  This begins after winter with the ‘Pupping-Cow Season’ in October, the ‘Brown-Cow Season’ follows, then the ‘Young-Bull Season’, and the ‘March Bull Season’.  He notes the season for seal commences in December and lasts through the three winter [sic] months.  Construction of shallops and the difficulties of their deployment in smaller bays and transport of blubber to the ship are described.  Norfolk wintered in South Georgia for 1816.  At last a full cargo was obtained and Norfolk departed for London in December 1816 with 3500 barrels of Elephant Seal oil and 5000 Fur Seal skins.  Tom commented I suffered much with the severity of the cold, which affected my feet to a great degree.  I had neither shoes nor stockings having previously worn them out.

    Admiral Colpoys was Tom’s next sealer aboard which, as an apprentice, began a voyage to South Georgia in May 1817 but was wrecked there in November, with almost a full cargo of Elephant Seal oil aboard.  He, and the rest of the crew were taken back to London by a ship belonging to the same owners in early 1818.

    After a refit Norfolk, accompanied by Ann a schooner, sailed again in June 1818 with Tom aboard as a seaman.  The events of this voyage involved Tom’s survival from the wreck of a sloop, in Cooper Bay, South Georgia.  Sealing has become, by this time, less profitable in South Georgia thus an exploratory voyage to the South Sandwich Islands was made in the 1818-19 summer.  Smith’s description is brief but notes one of the volcanic peaks one of nature’s lighthouses, planted in the midst of a distant ocean by that unseen hand, to serve as a beacon to the fearless mariner.  No seals were found thus the islands were of no interest to the Captain and after three days Norfolk returned to South Georgia.  Here a replacement shallop was purchased and Smith was aboard her working in the Bay of Islands when he suffered another wreck which so affected the Captain that he was near to putting an end to his existence.  Smith then spent the 1819 winter on South Georgia.  Bad luck continued for, after an unsuccessful voyage.  He was back in London to find the ship and cargo in the hands of creditors.  Circumstances were such that he wrote I was under the necessity of pledging my clothes from time to time to procure food.

    Despite these unfortunate vicissitudes Smith was now an experienced Antarctic sealer and went aboard Hetty accompanied by Sprightly.  In 1819 the South Shetland Islands had been discovered and a major ‘seal rush’ began as they abounded with highly profitable Fur Seals.  The vessels first visited the Falkland Islands for a fortnight to take water and shoot geese, pigs, and cattle.  Smith commented These islands are worthy of cultivation, as they possess good, rich, and extensive tracts of land.

    On arrival at the South Shetland Islands problems of finding suitable landings and opposition from other sealing gangs arose.  Nevertheless their efforts were crowned with abundant success, by the discovery of several beaches along the coast, which were thronged with these animals [Fur Seals] in every direction.  His account continues to describe the conflicts between different sealing gangs that involved British and United States sealers fighting at Robbery Beaches on Livingston Island.  His near drowning and effects of seal bights did not dampen his enthusiasm for this voyage that obtained a full cargo and should have been very profitable.  The sad part of the story was that, on return to London in 1821, he found the seal pelt market glutted and, for he and the crew the amount of their wages reduced to a mere trifle.

    That was the last of his sealing voyages but he then joined the somewhat similar whaling trade working first in the Pacific Ocean.  During this he became involved in the wars of independence of Chile and Perú where whaling ships called. His first voyage was a very profitable one, but he was relieved of his earnings by a thief in London.  Subsequent voyages were to New Zealand, just in time to become involved with the Maori Wars of which he gives good descriptions.  More whaling voyages took him to many Pacific islands and the coasts of Africa from where he ‘washed up’ in the major United States whaling port of New Bedford after suffering a serious chest injury from being crushed by an oil barrel.

    Smith’s health suffered from these events and he took employment ashore.  After two years in New Bedford he attended lectures by a preacher which labor eventually resulted in the conversion of my heart to God.  Thus he came to join the Christian Labor Academy but, for financial reasons, was unable to continue there.  The narrative ends around 1838 when he was reporting increasing debility, which was probably caused by tuberculosis.

    Tom Smith’s book, with its very descriptive title, was published in 1844, probably posthumously.  The amazing adventures described have a very high correlation with historical fact which confirms their general veracity.  For the Dependencies of the Falkland Islands it is one of the earliest accounts, and a very good source for the sealing industry.

