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Caappee  LLiissbbuurrnnee  ssttaannddss  oouutt  bboollddllyy  aabboovvee
tthhee  llooww--llyyiinngg,,  bbaarrrreenn  llaanndd  tthhaatt
bboorrddeerrss  tthhee  ccoolldd  wwaatteerrss  ooff  tthhee

CChhuukkcchhii  SSeeaa  aatt  tthhee  eennttrraannccee  ttoo  tthhee  AArrccttiicc
OOcceeaann..  SSoommeettiimmeess,,  wwhheenn  tthhee  wwiinntteerr  iiccee
ppuullllss  iittss  hheeaavvyy  mmaassss  ffrroomm  tthhee  sshhoorree,,  iitt
lleeaavveess  bbeehhiinndd  tthhee  rreemmnnaanntt  ooff  oonnee  ooff  tthhee
sshhiippss  tthhee  sseeaa  aanndd  tthhee  iiccee  ttooookk  ssoo  mmaannyy
yyeeaarrss  aaggoo..  IInn  tthhee  bblleeaakk  nnaattiivvee  vviillllaaggeess,,  aa  ffeeww
ooff  tthhee  oolldd  iirroonn    ,,  ffiilllleedd  wwiitthh  tthhee  ccoommmmuunniittyy
uurriinnee  ssaavveedd  ffoorr  tthhee  ttaannnniinngg  ooff  sskkiinnss,,  ssiitt  bbyy
tthhee  ssiiddee  ooff  oonnee  ooff  tthhee  hhuuttss,,  aanndd  iinnssiiddee  tthhee
hhuuttss  tthheerree  iiss  ssttiillll  aa  bbeeaamm  oorr  ttwwoo  ooff  lliivvee  ooaakk
tthhaatt  lloonngg  aaggoo  hhaadd  bbeeeenn  ffiitttteedd  ccaarreeffuullllyy  iinnttoo
oonnee  ooff  tthhee  ffiinnee  wwhhaalleerrss  bbuuiilltt  aarroouunndd  NNeeww
BBeeddffoorrdd  oorr  NNaannttuucckkeett..

TThhaatt  wwiinntteerr  ooff  11887711  iiss  lloonngg  ffoorrggootttteenn  eexxcceepptt
bbyy  aa  ffeeww  ooff  tthhee  hhiissttoorriiaannss  aarroouunndd  NNeeww
BBeeddffoorrdd  oorr  NNaannttuucckkeett,,  bbuutt  tthhaatt  yyeeaarr  tthhee  ddii--
ssaasstteerr  aatt  IIccyy  CCaappee  aaffffeecctteedd  eevveerryy  mmaann,,  wwoo--
mmaann,,  aanndd  cchhiilldd  iinn  tthhee  wwhhaalliinngg  ccoommmmuunniittiieess..

TThhee  nneewwss  ooff  tthhee  ddiissaasstteerr  rreeaacchheedd  NNeeww
BBeeddffoorrdd  oonn  2288  OOccttoobbeerr  11887711,,  aanndd  ffrroomm
hhoouussee  ttoo  hhoouussee  aanndd  bbuussiinneessss  ttoo  bbuussiinneessss  tthhee
wwoorrdd  sspprreeaadd  lliikkee  aa  tthhrreeaadd  ooff  ffiirree  bbrriinnggiinngg
tthhee  ppeeooppllee  oouutt  iinnttoo  tthhee  ssttrreeeett  aanndd  ddoowwnn  ttoo

The Arctic weather,
unpredictable at

best, would spell the
end of America’s

proud whaling fleet
in a disaster of

unprecedented
proportion

Artist Benjamin Russell produced Abandonment of the
Whalers in the Arctic Ocean, September 1871/Plate 3.
Russell supplemented his income as a printmaker and
painter of ship portraits by generating exact, detailed,
and authoritative illustrations of events in support of
insurance claims. For the Arctic whaling disaster of
1871, he produced a series of five plates documenting
events to support the claims of the New Bedford

whaling agents to the US House of
Representatives.

During 1842, the Silas Greenman yard built the most-famous ship of the Pawcatuck River — the whaleship Charles Phelps.
She was built for Charles P. Williams of Stonington, Connecticut, and sailed out of Stonington. She was a foot longer than
the Charles W. Morgan at 107.6-feet and was also about 50-tons heavier at 362-tons. The cost of building Phelps was
reported as $3258 for a vessel that would return to her owners more than $315,000 in whale oil and bone. Charles Phelps
made five profitable whaling voyages out of Stonington before being sold to the US Merchant fleet. On her first cruise of 583-
days, she returned with a cargo valued at $41,870 — a small fortunate at the time. As a merchantman, she made at least one
voyage from New London to the South Seas with coal and returned with a load of guano. During 1861, she was sold to the US
government to be used as part of the “Stone Fleet” — the ships helping blockade the southern ports during the Civil War.
She must have been extremely well built as she was considered to be in too good a condition to be sunk. She instead was
used in the South Atlantic as a supply ship, carrying ammunition, coal, guns, and other stores. During this time, she was
fitted with one 32-pounder cannon. Phelps took part in the famous Battle of Ironclads in Hampton Roads, Virginia — arguably
one of the most-important naval battles of the Civil War when CSS Virginia and USS Monitor fought their famed duel. After
the Civil War, she was sold to a Mr. Brightman for $3600 and renamed Progress. She was repaired in New Bedford and sailed
out of that port as a whaler for a number of years before participating in the 1871 whaling disaster detailed in this article.
Progress was photographed at the 1893 Chicago World Fair. She had been purchased by a group of investors to use at the
fair. She was towed and sailed through the Great Lakes to Chicago and while at the fair she served as a floating whale
museum. With the end of the fair, she was no longer of value and was partially sunk and abandoned.
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