
Joseph Conrad's Tribute to Cicely Fox Smith 
 
The aims of the 'Celebrating Cicely' project on 21 June 2014 were to commemorate, celebrate and acknowledge locally 
the worth of published author and poet, Cicely Fox Smith, in Bow, Mid-Devon, where she was buried in 1954. The ashes 
of Margaret Scott Smith, Cicely's close sister and occasional co-author, were subsequently interred in the same grave in 
1973 and this was also recognised. 
 

This obituary and subsequent tributes to Cicely Fox Smith were published in The Times in April 1954: 
 

 
 

The Western Times & Gazette of Thursday April 15, 1954 featured the following articles: 
 

 
 

In further pursuit of this reference to 'Joseph Conrad, writing about Miss Fox Smith many years ago,' I wrote to the 
Honorary Secretary of the Joseph Conrad Society, Dr Hugh Epstein, whose initial trawl did not yield much to report. 
However, he wrote again a week later and I quote below from his correspondence, adding illustrations of the works to 
which he refers. My thanks to Dr Epstein. 
 

MELANIE HENRYWOOD, MAY 2014 



Dear Melanie            16 May 2014 
 
Well, I was too hasty! Looking into the Conrad quotation again I have found it! 
 
Conrad died on 3rd August 1924. On his desk when he died was an unfinished essay. Conrad's 
acolyte and general literary 'manager' during his later years was Richard Curle - not his literary 
agent, who was J.B. Pinker, and afterwards his son Eric Pinker, nor his typist who was Lillian 
Hallowes - and Curle sought to promote Conrad in every way possible. So he rushed this essay 
into print in the Daily Mail, where it appeared on 15 August 1924, on p.8, under the title 'JOSEPH 
CONRAD'S LAST ARTICLE'. 
 
 

 
 



Later this article was collected under the title 'LEGENDS' in what became 'LAST ESSAYS', issued in 
1926 as the final volume in the Dent Uniform edition of the works of Joseph Conrad. This has 
been the standard Conrad edition for academic reference until recently.  
 
Now Cambridge University Press is about half way through its definitive edition of the works of 
JC, but 'LAST ESSAYS' has already been published, and everything I am telling you is gleaned from 
this edition (edited by Ray Stevens and John Stape (2010). 
 
 
 
 
'LEGENDS' starts as a sceptical glance at 'The Golden Legend', a text from the 13th century, and 
then passes to: 'However the legend I have in my mind has nothing to do with saints ... I 
have sailors in my mind.' He then goes on to praise the 'consistent display of manhood' 
shown by sailors, and to talk of 'the last days of sailing ships' which he dates as being 1850-
1910.  
 

'That era has however had its historians such as Mr Basil Lubbock for instance ... 
And there is Miss C. Fox-Smith in whom I verily believe the quintessence of 
the collective soul of the latter-day seaman has found its last resting place and a 
poignant voice before taking its flight forever from the earth. Truth itself speaks 
in her verse - I can safely say since I (surprising thought) have one foot at least 
in that irrecoverable phase of old sea life for which their piety and their talents 
have done so much.' 

 
This is how the Cambridge Edition prints it. They have gone back to Conrad's own punctuation - 
you can see he tended not to use very much! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, there is one more reference. He goes on to write of the legend connected with 
Captain James Nicol Forbes, of the Marco-Polo....'the most fatuous tale that ever cropped up 
in any legend of the sea.' The penultimate paragraph of the essay runs: 
 

'As adopted alas! (but the best of us may err) by Mr Basil Lubbock it runs that 
Forbes used to padlock the sheets of Marco-Polo's sails, one reviewer of Miss C. 
Fox-Smith's book explaining kindly: "to guard against the timid members of a crew" - 
a priceless phrase, whatever it may mean. What is a "timid member" and how do 
you recognise him? Anyhow I am sure he is a fitting person to play his part in 
that padlock story.' 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



The explanatory note in the Cambridge Edition quotes  
 

'It was on this voyage, also, that he was said to have ... more timid members of the 
ship's company':  FOX-SMITH, A BOOK OF FAMOUS SHIPS P.24.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
I have read C F-S's sentence and Conrad's comment several times over and I can't quite see 
what he is getting at. It's clear he's criticising Lubbock and the reviewer, but whether or not C 
F-S herself, whom he has lavishly praised for truth only three paragraphs previously, I just 
can't make out. The essay is unfinished and full of crossings out and revisions, so it probably 
has not been quite worked into a final form here. 
 

However, what you can say, is that the penultimate paragraph of everything that Conrad wrote 
referred to the work of Cicely Fox-Smith! I hope this puts a little bit of interesting flesh on 
the quotation that you already knew.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Last essays / Joseph Conrad ; edited by Harold Ray Stevens and J.H. Stape 

Cambridge University Press, 2010 
 
 

 
 



 
 



 
 
 
 
 



Finally, 'LEGENDS' also appeared in the New York Times Magazine Section, 7 Sept. 1924 p.1-2, and 
a substantial extract from the Daily Mail, under the title 'CONRAD'S GREAT TRIBUTE TO MISS C. FOX-
SMITH', appeared in the fortnightly trade journal The Publishers' Circular and Booksellers' 
Record, 23 August 1924 (pp. 257, 259). (I am quoting Stevens and Stape in the Cambridge 
Edition). 
 

 



 
 
 

That's what I've come up with - no personal links or letters I am afraid to say - but something, 
nevertheless. 
 

With best wishes 
 

Hugh 
 

(DR HUGH EPSTEIN, HONORARY SECRETARY, JOSEPH CONRAD SOCIETY) 


