
David L. Brainard 
(1856 - 1946) 

David Legg Brainard was born on his parent’s farm in Norway, NY on December 
21, 1856.  When he was 10 years old, the family moved to Freetown.  He 
attended the “Cortland State Normal School”, then enlisted in the Army when he 
was 20 years old.1 

In 1881, he volunteered for service with the Lady 
Franklin Bay Arctic Expedition, led by First 
Lieutenant Adolphus W. Greeley.  It was a 25-man 
man expedition and Brainard was chosen to be the 
First Sergeant (Chief of Enlisted Men) and 
Commissary Sergeant.2 

This expedition was in conjunction with other 
activities as part of the first International Polar 
Year 1882-1883.  The first year they established a 
base camp named “Fort Conger” along Lady 
Franklin Bay and several supply depots for use the 

following year, then settled in for the winter. 

The following April, Brainard, along with Lieutenant Lockwood and Frederick 
Christiansen, set off northward and on May 12 set a new “farthest north” record 
at latitude 830 24’N and longitude 400 46’ W.  Brainard maintained a daily journal 
throughout the expedition and the following is an excerpt “From observations 
taken along the route, we believe we are in a higher latitude than ever before 
reached by man, and on land farther north than any was thought to exist.  Once 
again we ran up the Stars and Stripes, this time with a feeling that warmed our 
spirits despite the northern breeze which swirled around us.”  They returned to 
Fort Conger on June 1.  By the following spring, the same 3-person team “had 
completed all three furthests (north, east and west)” planned for the expedition 
journeying extremely long distances, all on foot. 

They expedition was scheduled to be resupplied in the summer of 1882, but there 
was little alarm when the ship failed to appear since they were well supplied at 
that time.  However, the relief ship also failed to appear in the summer of 1883.  
Greeley had worked out a detailed contingency plan before leaving the United 
States, which included supply depots along the coast, provisioned by the supply 
ship that had brought them north.  They began the 300-mile retreat on August 8, 
1883 and the party established a winter camp at Cape Sabine. 



The depots provided food for the trip south, but not sufficient for another winter.  
As the Commissary Sergeant, it became Brainard’s duty to ration the very limited 
remaining supplies.  The first man died of starvation in January, 1894.  He was the 
only one died that winter, but all suffered from constant hunger and scurvy. 
Brainard augmented the few remaining supplies by netting small crustaceans 
referred to as “shrimps.” 

One member of the expedition was executed for repeatedly stealing food.  After 
Private Henry once again ignored Lieutenant Greely’s order that he would be shot 
if he continued, he was executed on June 5, 1884.  By June 22, when the relief 
ship finally arrived, only 7 of the 25 men remained 
and 1 of them died on the return trip home. 

Brainard first received recognition of his Arctic 
achievements from the Royal Geographical Society in 
June 1886, receiving the RGS Founder’s Gold Medal.  
He was awarded a commission in the Second Cavalry 
in October 1886.   

He saw further service in the west (Washington, 
California, Arizona and New Mexico) and then was 
transferred to the Commissary and Subsistence 
Branch in 1896.  In 1917, Brainard received his final 
promotion—to Brigadier General, retiring in October 
1919.   

He published a transcription of his expedition journal 
in 1940, under the title “Six Came Back: The Arctic 
adventure of David L. Brainard.” 

After retirement, he remained active in business and The Explorers Club.  Brainard 
spent considerable time in the Marathon area due to family ties.  He died at 
Walter Reed General Hospital in Washington, DC and is buried in Arlington 
National Cemetery. 
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