
The Famous Polar Bear Vignette 
by Terry A. Bryan 

One of the most famous bank note vignettes features the attack of a polar bear on a small 
boat among ice floes.  Four explorers, clad in bearskins, fend off the giant creature with an ax 
and a spear.  Huge fangs exposed, the bear pulls the port gunwale almost under water.  It is a 
desperate scene.  One is reminded of actor Roy Scheider’s famous line in the movie Jaws, 
“You’re gonna need a bigger boat!” 

Collectors are aware that “The White Bear” vignette was chosen by few banks in the 
1860s.  The scene pays homage to Dr. Elisha Kane’s Arctic adventures, and there is a lot of 
background material that relates to it.  For this reason, Arctic currency vignettes have inspired a 
number of writers.  Two such related articles, both by Ronald L. Horstman, appeared in Paper 
Money in 1982 and 1999. 

Bank note companies were constantly in search of pictorial material to render into 
engraved matter.  In September, 1857, the famous book illustrator Felix O. C. Darley was paid 
$60 by Toppan, Carpenter & Company for the design, “Sailors killing white bears”.  Another 
vignette of attacking polar bears was purchased from Darley in September of 1858.  Durand 
attributes “The White Bear” vignette to Darley, but it remains unexplained why “bears” is plural 
in the artist’s records, and the vignette image is unclear as to who is going to kill or be killed. 
Perhaps the engraver omitted additional bears from the artist’s composition.  In any case, the 
engraved die is entitled, “The White Bear”. 

Toppan, Carpenter had 
agreed to help form the new 
corporate entity of the American 
Bank Note Company in April of 
1858, but the various engraving 
business associates retained some 
autonomy.  The corporate 
partners that made up the new 
American Bank Note Company 
agreed to pool their activities and 
assets.  Clearly, Toppan, 
Carpenter fulfilled their money 
obligations to Mr. Darley, but the 
artwork was finally executed in 

steel under the aegis of ABNCo.  The design subsequently titled, “The White Bear” by ABNCo. 
was engraved by DeWitt Clinton Hay.  The 1860 copyright date is found micro-lettered on the 
steel vignette die. 

No less an author than Herman Melville described white bears in chapter 42 of Moby 
Dick in 1851.  Whalers were more familiar with the arctic than explorers and navies in that early 
day.  This passage is used as an example of “Philosophical Naturalism”, part of a mid-19th 
century social, literary and artistic trend.  Melville’s narrator, Ishmael, describes the horror of 
Moby Dick: “It is the whiteness of the whale that above all things appalled me.” 

Die proof of “The White Bear” from ABNCo. in 1860. 
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Melville summarizes the positive associations of the color white, purity, chastity, and so 
forth.  His rhapsody turns dark with the suggestion that something in the “innermost idea” of the 
hue that can strike “panic to the soul”. 

“This elusive quality it is, which causes the thought of whiteness when divorced from 
more kindly associations, and coupled with any object terrible in itself, to heighten that terror to 
the furthest bounds.  Witness the white bear of the poles, and the white shark of the tropics; what 
but their smooth, flaky whiteness makes them the transcendent horrors they are?  That ghastly 
whiteness it is which imparts such an abhorrent mildness, even more loathsome than terrific, to 
the dumb gloating of their aspect.  So that not the fierce-fanged tiger in his heraldic coat can so 
stagger courage as the white-shrouded bear or shark…”   

Similar examples of whiteness and terror are cited by Melville, concluding with, “It 
cannot well be doubted, that the one visible quality in the aspect of the dead [corpse] which most 
appalls the gazer, is the marble pallor lingering there…” 

Another allusion to the dread of white bears appears later in the chapter in an example of 
the terror of whiteness.  In approaching a treacherous coast the mariner is “called from his 
hammock to view his ship sailing through a midnight sea of milky whiteness—as if from 
encircling headlands shoals of combed white bears were swimming round him, then he feels a 
silent, superstitious dread; a real ghost; in vain the lead [depth sounding line] assures him he is 
still off sounding; heart and helm they both go down; he never rests till blue water is under him 
again.  Yet where is the mariner who will tell thee, ‘Sir, it was not so much the fear of striking 
hidden rocks, as the fear of that hideous whiteness that so stirred me?’” 

In the mid-19th century, arctic exploration captured the attention of the public, perhaps in 
much the same degree that space exploration excited the world in the 20th century.  The unknown 
frozen landscapes drew adventurers and naturalists.  One such intrepid explorer was Navy 
physician Elisha Kent Kane (1820-1857).  Dr. Kane’s adventures around the world make for 

interesting reading.  Arctic trekkers were out of touch with 
civilization for years at a time.  The public would await word 
of these “missing” explorers, until a message would filter 
back that they had arrived safely in some remote port.  In our 
time, astronauts disappearing behind the moon or re-entering 
earth’s atmosphere were utterly cut off from communication. 
The public breathed a huge sigh of relief when radio contact 
returned.  That must have been the same emotion, tension and 
release when the arctic heroes came back.  Unfortunately, 
Kane’s health was ruined by the privations of his travels, 
leading to an early death. 

His journals and writings about his two Arctic 
expeditions (1850-1851 and 1853-1855) were published 
during his lifetime, and summarized and re-printed long 
afterwards.  Nowhere does he mention men being attacked by 
a polar bear in open water.  The only mentions of white bears 
altogether seem to be hunting and killing them for furs and 
meat and sport.  Kane could tolerate the diet, but most of his 
compatriots preferred seal meat.  He describes how many 
shots it required to bring down the beasts, and in a few cases, 
how the pitiful wounded bears tried to drag themselves out of 

Intrepid Dr. Elisha Kent Kane of the 
Arctic. 
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range.  Foraging bears near camp were killed as a preventive measure, and nobody was injured in 
a bear attack.  However, some of his Inuit associates had scars from bear bites.  Kane had hunted 
big game in many lands, and he was also familiar with Kodiak and brown bears. 

Upon his return to civilization in 1855, Dr. Kane embarked on a lecture tour.  He 
appeared at scientific meetings and at public lecture halls.  He was a handsome, charismatic 
figure…think of the Apollo astronauts.  He had “the right stuff”, and his appearances and 
writings garnered much adulation.  He was held up as a model for children.  Many books and 
prints recounted his exploits.  There were even published card games that centered on his 
adventures.  The shock of his death in Cuba, early in 1857, right at the height of his fame and 
popularity, resulted in prolonged public mourning.  Even memorial songs were published in his 
honor.  The passage of his funeral train resulted in the largest outpourings of grief up to that time 
in the United States. 

J.C. Beckel composed a requiem, “He Sleeps, But Not ‘Mid the Arctic Snow” in response 
to news of Kane’s death: 

Ay!  Open wide our noblest hall, 
And bid his cold form enter 
Where heroes gathered, and where all 
Our proudest memories centre. 
And toll the bell of state for him 
We would have died to save; 
But let no tears his triumph dim, 
Our beautiful, our brave! 

One of the children’s card games, “The Game of Dr. Kane” was 
described in a series of articles in the Association of Game and 
Puzzle Collectors’ Quarterly, written by Linda Lapides.  In the 
third installment, she shows a page from an 1857 periodical The 

Child’s Paper published by the American Tract 
Society.  The illustration “The Walrus Hunt” shows 
men in a small boat killing walrus with hatchets and a 
spear.  One of the animals appears to be trying to 
climb into the tipping boat.  It is not an identical 
composition to “The White Bear”, but one could 
imagine the artist getting some inspiration from it for 
the vignette design. 

The exact inspiration for the vignette of the 
bear attacking the men in the boat is not known.  It 
has been suggested that Kane may have spiced up his 
lectures with such dramatic descriptions.  The attack 
could have actually happened, but Kane’s writings 
omit it.  Polar bears are not usually aggressive 

1857 print of walrus slaughter has similarities to
Darley’s composition of the bear attack.  Could 
this have been an inspiration for the vignette? 

Kane’s early death brought an
outpouring of grief from his
adoring public.  Songs, books
and games immortalized him. 
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attackers.  Mothers will protect cubs, and cornered bears are dangerous.  The men have no 
firearms, so the bear is presumably not wounded.  This particular bear could have simply 
paddled away. 

An attack by a polar bear is unquestionably a 
fearsome thing.  In the 1850s, the creatures were 
utterly alien to the public at home.  The vignette is an 
artistic composition.  Accuracy in the details is not as 
important as the dramatic effect.  We may quibble that 
Kane’s second expidition sailed in two brigs, whereas 
the ship in the far distance is 3-masted.  It simply does 
not matter.  Whether or not the episode happened, 
whether or not Kane embellished a lecture, no matter if 
the scene was an artist’s conception—to the Arctic 
news-hungry public—it was exciting. 

Having the choice, any kind of bear would probably choose a clear exit, in this case, 
merely by swimming away.  If not injured, starving, surprised, cornered or protecting a cub, most 
wild animals of any species would avoid confrontation.  Dr. Kristin Laidre, a research scientist at 
the Polar Science Center at the Applied Physics Laboratory of the University of Washington 
kindly rendered an opinion about the episode.  She says of the scene, “I would say that it's 
unlikely a polar bear would attack a small open boat full of men if unprovoked, usually it would 
try to swim away since it's at a disadvantage. If the image represents something that actually 
happened, the bear was probably pursued or provoked by the men first.”  However, Dr. Laidre 
adds that the bears are certainly capable of stalking prey by lunging out of the water. 

Collectors have a number of choices in seeking an example of this vignette.  Circulated or 
proof Obsolete Currency, the vignette die, proof vignettes and bank note plates rest in various 
collections.  All are scarce and moderately expensive, partly because of the popularity of the 
vignette. 

The public attention to Arctic expeditions was such, that a dramatic image was desirable 
for the engraver’s sample book.  At least seven banks chose to display “The White Bear” on their 
currency.  The bank notes known to me are the $1.00 from the St. Stephen’s Bank in New 
Brunswick, Canada (Pick S1413 & S1419, Charlton 675-18-02, 675-20-04-06), $3.00 from the 
Continental Bank of Boston, Massachusetts (Haxby MA160-G6a), $3.00 from the Falmouth 

The last thing you see if a polar bear attacks.

St. Stephen’s Bank in New
Brunswick, Canada decorated their
$1 bank note with the bear vignette.

Boston’s Continental Bank used the
bear on their $3 notes, often found as
remainders. 
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Canceled plate for the Hingham, Massachusetts $20-
$50 notes.  (Image reversed) The prized vignette was
scarcely marred. 

Bank of Massachusetts (Haxby MA595-G60a, proof pictured in Haxby), $20 from the 
Mechanicks Bank of Newburyport, Massachusetts (MA905-G88a, impaired proof pictured in  
Schingoethe/Smyth auction part 5), $50.00 from the Union Bank of Tennessee in Nashville 
(Haxby TN210-G228a), $1.00 from the Bank of Germantown, Pennsylvania (Haxby PA150-
G8a), and the $20.00 note of the Hingham Bank in Massachusetts (Haxby MA685-G72a).   

The steel vignette die brought a large amount in one of the American Bank Note 
Company archives auctions.  American Bank Note Company proof vignette #50 features an 1860 
copyright line in tiny lettering under the picture.  A so-called “proprietary proof” of the Nashville 
note was made from a digital image of the extant steel plate by the American Bank Note 
Company, as part of a subscription series of collectibles two decades ago.  I am not aware that 
this $50 plate has appeared at auction. 

No extant $20 notes are apparently known from Hingham, Massachusetts, but the bank 
was in possession of a canceled 2-subject steel plate.  The large polar bear vignette is marred 

very little by a hammer dent.  Under the 
vignette, the micro lettering reads, “Scene 
from Dr. Kane’s Arctic Expedition.”  Another 
interesting addition to this bank note plate is 
the Bank’s copyright line at the bottom 
margin of each note.  The Hingham Bank 
registered a copyright on the note designs in 
1860.  In another seldom-seen detail, the 
American Bank Note Company added the 
word “Boston” to their imprint. 

Many explorers dared to go into Arctic 
regions.  They brought back stories of the 
fascinating adaptations of the Inuit, and they 
described the icy ecology as best they could. 
The public in the Temperate Zone marveled at 
the tales, seemingly describing a distinct other 
world.  Although the vignette of “The White 
Bear” seems to be an odd choice for a 

Nashville, Tennessee is a rather non-
maritime location for the Arctic
vignette.  ABNCo. distributed these
modern photographic “proofs” from
the original $50 plate. 

The Bank of Germantown,
Philadelphia issued an attractive $1
note, mostly found well-circulated. 
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currency design, it was meaningful to those who saw it in the 1860s.  The fierce polar bear was 
absolutely alien to the civilized world.  It was a sensational news topic that made its way to 
circulating currency.  It matters little whether or not the event actually happened.  The bank note 
company was correct in thinking that the vignette had possibilities.  It continues to fascinate us 
today. 
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