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FOREWORD 
 

 

For over 30 years, adventurer, prospector and author Ernest Mansfield 

circled the globe seeking fortunes from New Zealand to Canada to England 

to Svalbard. He seldom found them but left behind fascinating tales and a 

legacy of huts and mining equipment that continue to draw arctic cruise ship 

passengers and tourists. Mansfield's legacy is curious. In some places, he 

swept in as a powerful source of investment capital and put his stamp on 

local industry, only to be swiftly forgotten. In other locales, he is well 

remembered – both as a hero and a villain. He was charismatic and well 

liked by associates and employees, but his ventures did not always work 

out. Moreover, while he was a talented and shameless self-promoter, certain 

aspects of his personal life remain a mystery, as though deliberately erased.  

Born in London, Mansfield emigrated to New Zealand when he was 16. He 

soon became an accomplished musician and composer in Wanganui, 

playing several instruments, giving banjo lessons and working in a music 

shop. By the age of 27, he was writing short stories and reporting for a local 

newspaper. He also edited several specialist magazines. It was probably as a 

journalist that he became interested in prospecting and the excitement of the 

gold rushes then prevalent in New Zealand. He became a registered broker 

of goldmine shares on the Auckland stock market, and his speculative and 

controversial enterprises were well documented in local newspapers. In his 

early 30s he travelled across Australia to the gold rush town of Kalgoorlie 

and again involved himself in prospecting and land speculation.  

Across the Pacific Ocean, however, a bigger attraction loomed: the 

Klondike gold rush in Canada's Yukon, and he could not resist. Soon his 

combined prospecting, speculating and journalistic skills came to the fore, 

and in Nelson, British Columbia, during the late 1890s he developed and 

heavily promoted the Camp Mansfield mines in the Kootenay Mountains. 

His skills peaked when he orchestrated a five-day prison stay in the Nelson 

jail as a ruse to extract finances from his French investors to pay miners' 

wages. Just as suddenly as he arrived in Canada, he left, and in 1904 

established himself with a new young wife in a tiny village in Essex, UK. 

There has never been gold in Goldhanger, but that did not inhibit his 

prospecting adventures.  



He became friends with the local rector and doctor and together they threw 

themselves into gold prospecting schemes in largely unexplored Svalbard. 

Dr John Salter, famed for a diary recording travelling and hunting exploits 

with friends in high places, dedicated a chapter in his Reminiscences to their 

experiences. The three men worked well together, employing skilled 

Goldhanger men to build huts in Svalbard. While over-wintering alone in 

one of these remote cabins, Mansfield wrote his first semi-autobiographical 

and science-fiction based novel, Astria – The Ice Maiden, which contains 

several amazing scientific predictions. The trio formed the Northern 

Exploration Company (NEC) in 1910, raising substantial capital on the 

London stock market to develop their gold, marble, coal, asbestos and zinc 

claims and mines on Svalbard. Over 50 buildings were erected, with many 

named after the founder (Camp Mansfield), his family (Camp Zoe – his 

daughter), his wife, mistresses and major shareholders (Camp Morton – the 

Earl of Morton) and some of these still stand. His marble quarry is known 

today – 100 years later – by the imposing name of New London (Ny-

London).  

Many Scottish and Norwegian miners were employed over a 10-year period, 

and newspaper reports about their achievements went around the world. 

Mansfield’s second book, written in 1913, was also semi-autobiographical, 

based on his early New Zealand and Australian experiences. It is more 

philosophical than the first as it opines about prospectors, miners and their 

difficult relationships with the professions, rich investors, bankers and 

politicians. Also in that year doubts about the viability of the mines 

emerged. Combined with the Great War, the 1920s depression and the 

Treaty giving the sovereignty of the Spitsbergen archipelago – now named 

Svalbard – to Norway, the company never recovered. In addition to his two 

books and the NEC publications, Mansfield left behind a wealth of 

newspaper and magazine articles. These, together with Dr Salter’s diary and 

many never-before-published photographs made available by members of 

his family and relatives of the Goldhanger men involved in early 

expeditions, give new insight into this extraordinary man and his Klondike-

like activities on three continents.  

This biography is a collaboration between authors in England, Norway and 

Canada, who independently became fascinated with Ernest Mansfield before 

joining forces to tell his story. 



Introduction
 

Ernest Richard Mansfield was born in London in 1862. According to his

semi-autographical novel Astria – The Ice Maiden, he “had to hustle for my 

own living ever since I was twelve”. Maybe this is so, but it has not been 

possible to find any more details of his early life. From about the age of 16, 

however, when it seems he emigrated alone to New Zealand, the amount of 

information about his life steadily grows. Some facts that one would dearly 

love to know have unfortunately remained elusive. It would seem that 

Ernest himself was a little careful about which facts 

– he wished to have handed down to posterity.

have distinguished between what they have uncovered

facts and unknown facts. The story has fascinated us more and

amazing man’s activities have gradually been revealed in all their colourful

diversity. 
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