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The Story Behind an Obsolete
Note Vignette

Kane's Arctic Expedition
by RONALD L. HORSTMAN

Elisha Kent Kane, born February 3, 1820 at his family
home in Philadelphia, was a great American hero.
Though he passed away at the young age of 37, the
respect in which he was held by the American people
was shown at his death when the largest funeral
procession ever assembled prior to that of Abraham
Lincoln took place. Among his many accomplishments

as a physician, naval officer and Mexican War hero,
Kane was best known as an explorer and pioneer in the
charting of the Arctic region.

The center vignette on the $5.00 Bank of the State of
Missouri circulating note illustrates Dr. Kane's Arctic
expedition. The bank's president, Robert A. Barnes, is
on the lower right corner. The Missouri legislation
incorporating this bank in 1837 prohibited the issuance
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The 144-ton schooner "Advance", Kane's ship.

of notes of less than a $10.00 denomination, but by the
General Banking Act of March 2, 1857 this was
changed, allowing notes of $5.00 denomination to be
issued. From its inception the Bank of the State of
Missouri had been the only banking institution allowed
to operate in Misssouri, but by the same 1857 Act the
chartering of seven additional banks was authorized.
The state was also ordered to dispose of its 50% interest
in the shares of the Bank of the State of Missouri. In
1865, this bank was converted into a national bank
(Charter No. 1665), and on June 23, 1877 it was closed by
the bank examiners for incompetent management.

James B. Eads was a director of this bank and at his
urging it invested heavily in the steel bridge under
construction across the Mississippi River at St. Louis.
While "Eads Bridge" was an architectural and
engineering wonder, it was a financial disaster for the
bank.

Kane's expedition into the Arctic region was brought
about by the disappearance of the 60-year-old British
explorer, Sir John Franklin, who on May 26, 1845, sailed
with 129 men in two vessels, the Erebus and the Terros.
His aim was to discover a northern sea route from the
Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans. Three years after the last
sighting of Franklin's ships near the coast of
Greenland, the British admiralty ordered a search. On
April 4, 1850, Franklin's wife, Lady Franklin, wrote to
President Zachary Taylor asking him to request
American whalers in the Arctic region to search for her
husband and to assist in any other way possible.
President Taylor responded that United States help
would be limited as this country had no ships suited for
Arctic ice work. Appeals for government assistance also
came from merchants and ship owners. Henry Grinell, a
wealthy New York merchant, offered to purchase, refit
and strengthen two search ships if the government
would provide the officers and crews. The United States
Senate was sharply divided over governmental

involvement in this matter, and only after long and
bitter debate was a bill finally passed authorizing the
government to furnish the crews.

Lieutenant Edwin J. De Haven was chosen to lead the
United States expedition with the 144-ton schooner
Advance and the 91-ton schooner Rescue. On May 22,
1850, this party, with Elisha Kane as physician, set sail
from New York. On August 27, 1850, De Haven's
squadron met with three British ships at the mouth of
Wellington Channel and discovered there a camp site
and three graves from the Franklin expedition, but no
indication of the whereabouts of the remainder of the
party. The two American vessels continued north where
they became icebound for the winter but returned home
the following spring with no additional information.

On May 31, 1853, a second expedition set sail from
New York in the schooner Advance with Kane in
command. In August of 1853, they discovered the
northernmost human inhabitants in the world, the
Smiths South Eskimos. This expedition reached
Humboldt Glacier, finding a bridge of ice from
Greenland to the continent and an open sea beyond
which appeared to be the passage for which Sir John
Franklin was searching. After pushing on, the Advance
became icebound and was extensively damaged in the
winter of of 1854-55. The crew was forced to break up
their ship for fuel and the following spring abandoned
the search, heading for home via an overland route.
After almost two years with no word about the Kane
party, his family persuaded Congress to authorize
another search.

On May 31, 1855, the 327 - ton clipper Release and
the 558-ton propeller steamer Arctic sailed from New
York in search of Kane and his crew. This search group
met with the Eskimos at Smiths Sound and found
evidence from the Kane expedition. The Kane group
was finally located at Godhawn Harbour in Greenland
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Bank of the State of Missouri note with center vignette depicting a scene from Kane's Arctic expedition.

Close-up of the Arctic vignette.

and were transported back to the United States. Kane
was acclaimed a national hero despite his inability to
complete the original mission of locating Sir John
Franklin and his party. Front his notes Kane write
Arctic Explorations, which furthered his image as a
great American.

Elisha Kent Kane traveled the country for several
years lecturing on his expedition and the scientific
material it had obtained. On February 16, 1857, Kane
cuffered a stroke and died shortly thereafter in Havana.
His body was returned to the United States where he
was accorded a state funeral from Independence Hall.

The skeleton of Sir John Franklin was finally found
in 1859 on King Williams Island, and the remains of his
crew continued to be found as late as 1931. It appeared
that after the ice trapped their ships the crew wandered
helplessly over the ice until overtaken by cold and
hunger.

In August, 1981, Dr. Joseph MacInnis, one of the
world's premier cold water divers, discovered the wreck
of the HMS Breadalbane, a supply ship attached to the
Royal Navy's expedition searching for Sir John
Franklin. The ship sank suddenly 500 miles north of the
Arctic circle in 1853 and appears to be the best preserved
shipwreck ever found in the ocean, thanks to the 29-
degree temperature of the waters of Lancaster Sound,
its grave. It is also believed to be the northernmost
shipwreck ever located.
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