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The White Bear
BY RONALD L. HORSTMAN

S NEWS OF MODERN SPACE EXPLORATION—including land-
ings on the Moon and Mars and astronaut John Glen's return to

‘. space on the shuttle—attracts and holds the public's attention, so
did the exploration of the far northern reaches of North America

and the polar region fascinate the minds and hearts of Americans in the 1840s
and '50s. The most notable of these expeditions were those of British explorer
Sir John Franklin and the rescue parties sent after him.

The 60-year-old Franklin set sail from England in May 1845 with 129 of
the best seamen England could provide. After 3 years with no contact from
him, the British Admiralty instituted a search. In 1850 Franklin's wife request-
ed United States President Zachary Taylor assist the mission with American
whaling ships. Having no vessels suited for work amid the Arctic ice, the
United States was limited in its efforts until Henry Grinell,
a wealthy New York merchant, purchased, refitted and
strengthened two search ships. The government agreed
to man them, and on May 22, 1850, the schooners
Advance and Rescue set sail from New York under
the leadership of Lieutenant Edwin De Haven.
The De Haven team spent the winter icebound.
They returned home, having found only a
campsite that had been used by Franklin's
party—and three graves.

In May 1853, a second expedition sailed
from New York on the Advance under the
direction of Dr. Elisha Kent Kane. The
Advance became icebound in the winter of
1854-55 and was crushed. The crew aban-
doned the ship and headed home via an
overland route. After 2 years with no news
of Kane or his crew, Kane's family per-
suaded Congress to authorize a third search
using much larger ships. The 327-ton clip-
per Release and the 558-ton propeller steamer
Arctic sailed from New York in May 1855.
Members of the Kane expedition finally were
located at Godhawn Harbor in Greenland and
returned home to a hero's welcome despite having
failed to find Franklin and his party.

In 1859 the skeletal remains of Franklin and some
members of his crew were found on King William Island. In
the ensuing years, the remains of the rest of the party were located.
As recently as 1983, the body of John Torrington, the first of Franklin's men
to perish, was exhumed. Examination indicated high levels of lead in the tissue,
probably the result of eating food preserved in poorly soldered tin cans. Lead
poisoning also could have caused irrational behavior and decisions leading to
the death of Franklin and his men.

John Franklin



36
	

March/April 1999 • Whole No. 200 • PAPER MONEY

Upon his return to the United States, Kane traveled
throughout the country speaking of his expedition and the
scientific information it obtained. In 1857, shortly before his
death, Kane wrote a personal narrative of his search for Sir
John Franklin, including many sketches he had made of
his journey.

Many engravings evolved from Kane's writings, lectures
and sketches of the polar expedition. Some were adapted
from Kane's actual sketches; some were the product of the
engravers' imaginations. Two of these engravings are known
to have been used on bank notes.

The first of these shows men and dogs with a boat. The
vignette, dated 1856, was described by Gwynne & Day in
The Descriptive Register of Genuine Bank Notes as "Dr. Kane
and his party in the Arctic Region." It appeared on notes pre-
pared by Toppan, Carpenter & Co. of New York. (For more
information about this vignette, see my 1982 article "Kane's
Arctic Expedition" in the 100th issue of Paper Money.)

In 1860 the second vignette appeared on notes of the
American Bank Note Company. Executed by DeWitt
Clinton Hay and titled "The White Bear," the engraving
depicts men in a boat, being attacked by a polar bear. While
none of Kane's writings describe such an event, it could very
well have occurred.

The polar bear's main diet consists of ringed seals, but it
can survive on incidental calories—including humans—
whether the source be live or dead. These creatures can swim
at least 2 1 /2 miles per hour in the icy water and have been
observed hundreds of miles offshore.

A dominant male polar bear can weigh as much as 1,600
pounds and reach a height of 8 feet standing upright. Being the largest carni-
vore on land, larger even than the grizzly bear, this animal evokes fear and fas-
cination, making the notes that "bear" its image highly desirable. 	 v

The White Bear
American Bank Note Co.



$1 note of the Bank of
Germantown in the City of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
dated Jan. 15, 1862.

St. Stephens Bank $1
dated October 1, 1872, of
the Province of New
Brunswick, Canada.
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Remainder note of the
Continental Bank of Boston,
Massachusetts, with John
Hancock at lower right.
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