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The Smithsonian was established in 1846 with funds do-
nated by British scientist James Smithson (1765-1829), 
who left his estate to the United States to found “at Wash-
ington, under the name of the Smithsonian Institution, an 
establishment for the increase and diffusion of knowledge.”

Smithson had never traveled to America. His decision 
to bequeath an estate of over half a million dollars (or 
$10,000,000 in today’s dollars) came as a surprise. The 
reason for his donation remains unknown. When Smith-
son died, he was buried in Genoa, but in 1903 his remains 
were brought to a crypt in the Smithsonian Castle in Wash-
ington.

Comprising 19 museums and galleries, the National Zoo 
and 9 research facilities, the Smithsonian is the world’s 
largest museum and research complex. The guiding vision 
of the Smithsonian is “shaping the future by preserving 
American heritage, discovering new knowledge, and shar-
ing the resources with the world.”  The Smithsonian Institu-
tion seeks to address “four grand challenges”: 1) Unlock-
ing the mysteries of the Universe; 2) Understanding and 
sustaining earth’s biodiversity; 3) Valuing world cultures; 
and 4) Understanding the American experience.

Smithsonian Collections include 138 million artifacts, 
works of art and specimens (127 million of which are held 

by the National Museum of Natural History); 8.8 million 
digital records available online through the Collections 
Search Center; 2 million library volumes held by Smith-
sonian Institution Libraries; and over 136,194 cubic feet 
of archival material held by the National Archives. Most 
Smithsonian museums and the National Zoo are free and 
open every day of the year except December 25. 

Among the Smithsonian museums, the National Museum 
of American History occupies a special place. It has more 
than three million items in its collection devoted to the 
scientific, cultural, social, technological, and political de-
velopment of the United States. It preserves various arti-
facts such as significant collections of oral histories, prints, 
photographs, business Americana, trade literature, and 
engineering drawings. Sometimes the artifacts are very 
unusual. The items are connected not only with the real 
persons or historic events, but also with fictional charac-
ters from the world of literature and movies. The purpose 
of preserving these artifacts is to keep for the American 
people a record of their past. 

On the following pages you can find some of the unusual 
artifacts preserved in the Smithsonian Museums.

The Smithsonian Castle in Washington D.C. 
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 (left): Cher Ami (right): Teddy bear at the Smithsonian Institution. Photos: The National Museum of American History of the Smithsonian Institution.

Cher Ami Means Dear Friend

Cher Ami (French for “Dear Friend”) was a World War I 
carrier pigeon, one of 600 birds owned and flown by the 
U.S. Army in France. During World War I, he delivered 12 
important messages within the American sector at Verdun, 
France. His last mission saved the lives of 194 soldiers of 
the 77th Infantry Division.

On October 3, 1918 the soldiers of the “Lost Battalion” 
were separated from other American forces and trapped 
behind German lines. The soldiers did not have food or 
ammunition. Even worse, they were fired upon by allied 
troops who did not know their location. The commander, 
Major Charles Whittlesey, started sending pigeons with 
the message of their tragic situation. However, his first pi-
geons were shot down by German soldiers. Just one pi-
geon remained to try to get a message through: Cher Ami.

Cher Ami started on his 40-kilometer flight and immediate-
ly came under a rain of bullets shot by the German troops. 
Even though he was shot through the breast and leg, Cher 
Ami successfully completed his journey, bringing with him 
the message capsule. Cher Ami was awarded the French 
“Croix de Guerre” with Palm for his heroic service between 
the forts of Verdun. He died in 1919 as a result of his battle 
wounds. “Cher Ami” was later inducted into the Racing Pi-
geon Hall of Fame in 1931 and received a gold medal from 
the Organized Bodies of American Racing Pigeon Fanci-
ers in recognition of his extraordinary service during World 
War I. 

Cher Ami is on display at the National Museum of Ameri-
can History, Behring Center, in the exhibition The Price of 
Freedom: Americans at War.

Teddy Bear
The Smithsonian has in its collection one of the first stuffed 
bear toys known as “Teddy.” 

The name comes from President Theodore Roosevelt and 
the story that sparked the creation of the Teddy Bear. In 
1902, while President Theodore Roosevelt was hunting, 
he decided that it would be unsportsmanlike for him to 
shoot a bear that was unconscious and tied to a tree.

The event inspired cartoonist Clifford Berryman to use 
the President’s refusal to shoot the bear as a metaphor 
for Roosevelt’s indecision over a boundary dispute in the 
state of Mississippi. The cartoon began the teddy bear 
craze. Redrawn many times, the cartoon presented the 
bear smaller and smaller and finally rendered as a cub. 
Following the success of the cartoons, in 1903 Rose Mit-
chum created a plush toy, known today as a teddy bear.
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(left): Titanic Life Vest, (right): Bernice Palmer’s Kodak Brownie Camera. Photos: American History Museum. The Smithsonian  Institution

Titanic Memorabilia
RMS Titanic Life Vest 

When the Titanic hit an iceberg in the North Atlantic, five 
days into her maiden voyage in April 1912, the RMS Car-
pathia was the first ship to respond to the Titanic’s distress 
signal. Within about two hours, the Carpathia arrived at the 
scene and rescued the Titanic’s 705 surviving crew and 
passengers. One of the rescuers was Dr. Frank Blackmarr, 
a physician. He helped survivors suffering from hypother-
mia, exposure, and shock. When they boarded Carpathia, 
the survivors tossed their life vests into piles on the deck. 
Dr. Blackmarr collected a Titanic life vest as a souvenir. 
This life vest is now preserved in the Smithsonian under 
catalogue number 82.0319.01.

Bernice Palmer’s Kodak Brownie Camera

Another passenger on RMS Carpathia was a young Ca-
nadian girl, Bernice Palmer. She was a proud owner of a 
Kodak Brownie box camera, which she got as a birthday 
present. When the Carpathia arrived at the place where 
the Titanic had sunk, Bernice took pictures of the iceberg 
that sliced open the ship’s hull below the waterline and 
also took pictures of some of the Titanic survivors. She 
later sold publication rights for her photos to Underwood 
& Underwood for just $10. The prints were returned to her 
after they were used. In 1986 she donated her camera to 
the Smithsonian.

Pictures of the Iceberg that Sank Titanic 

The Smithsonian Institution also preserves the photograph 
Bernice Palmer took of the iceberg that sank the Titanic. 
The iceberg in the picture was almost certainly identified 
by the survivors who climbed aboard the Carpathia. The 
picture shows a large iceberg surrounded by smaller ice 
floes, which indicates how far north in the Atlantic Ocean 
the tragedy took place.

Titanic Survivors

The Smithsonian collection of Titanic memorabilia also in-
cludes other pictures taken by Bernice Palmer. One picture 
shows a young couple, survivors of the Titanic shipwreck, 
Mr. & Mrs. George A. Harder of Brooklyn, NY.  A woman 
also caught in the same picture, Mrs. Charles M. Hayes, 
was rescued along with her two daughters. Another photo 
shows some of the rescued passengers reclining on the 
Carpathia’s deck in heavy warm clothes given to them by 
passengers on the Carpathia. The Titanic sank at night 
leaving many survivors wearing just their nightclothes. Ex-
posure to severely cold water caused hypothermia among 
surviving passengers of the Titanic.
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(left): President Harry S. Truman rolls one down the alley at the formal opening of a White House bowling alley on April 19, 1947. (right): This image 
provided by the Smithsonian Institution shows the first presidential portrait created from 3-D scan data. Photos AP

Presidential Memorabilia
The Smithsonian collects items connected with U.S. presi-
dents and the Founding Fathers. These include Benjamin 
Franklin’s cane, George Washington’s tent, and the hat 
which Abraham Lincoln wore on April 14, 1865, the night 
he was assassinated at Ford’s Theatre.

Objects vary in size from really small to very big and they 
can sometimes take up a lot of space. For example, the 
Smithsonian preserves President Harry Truman’s bowling 
alley. When appointed President following Franklin Roos-
evelt’s death, Truman converted one of the rooms of the 
White House into a bowling alley. He spent his leisure time 
there bowling and even an official White House Bowling 
League was established.

The Smithsonian’s National Portrait Gallery, on the other 
hand, has a collection of multiple images of every U.S. 
president. In addition to paintings and busts there are life 
masks of several presidents.

The America’s Presidents collection features the nation’s 
only complete collection of presidential portraits outside 
the White House. It includes paintings, sculptures, prints, 
drawings, and photographs. New technologies have re-
cently been introduced: 3-D presidential portraits are cur-
rently being made.

The life-mask scan of Barack Obama joins only three oth-
er presidential life masks in the Portrait Gallery’s collec-

tion: one of George Washington created by Jean-Antoine 
Houdon and two of Abraham Lincoln created by Leonard 
Wells Volk (1860) and Clark Mills (1865). The Washington 
and Lincoln life masks were made using traditional plaster-
casting methods.

The first portraits of President Obama created from a 3-D 
scan data are now on display in the Smithsonian Castle.  
They were created based on data collected by a Smith-
sonian-led team of 3-D digital imaging specialists and in-
clude a digital and 3-D printed bust and life mask. 

How were they made? First, the Smithsonian-led team 
scanned the President using two distinct 3-D documenta-
tion processes. Then experts from the University of South-
ern California’s Institute for Creative Technologies used 
their Light Stage face scanner to document the President’s 
face. Next, a Smithsonian team used handheld 3-D scan-
ners and traditional single-lens reflex cameras to record 
peripheral 3-D data to create an accurate bust. Finally, 
the data captured was post-processed by 3-D graphics 
experts at the software company Autodesk to create final 
high-resolution models. The life mask and bust were then 
printed using 3D Systems’ Selective Laser Sintering print-
ers.
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The World of Movies and Pop Culture at the Smithsonian
Dorothy’s Shoes

A pair of sequined red shoes, known as “Ruby Slippers,” is 
an important prop for the 1939 film classic The Wizard of 
Oz.  According to the story, the slippers could take Dorothy 
Gale (Judy Garland) wherever she needed to go. One of 
the pairs of slippers used in the film is at the Smithsonian.  
It is one of the most popular exhibit items in the whole 
museum. In the original book by L. Frank Baum, Dorothy’s 
magic slippers are silver. However, for the Technicolor 
movie, they were changed to ruby red to show up more 
vividly against the yellow-brick road.

Pop Culture Memorabilia

The Smithsonian has lots of other pop culture memora-
bilia, including the first of Elvis Presley’s many albums for 
RCA Records and a Campbell’s Tomato Soup Thermos 
made by Aladdin in 1973. The thermos is a replica of the 
red and white Campbell’s Tomato soup can design. 

Star Trek Phaser

The Star Trek series was one of the most popular shows 
of the 1960s and continues to attract dedicated fans today. 
Thousands of visitors flock to the Smithsonian every year 
to see some of the original props from the series that are 
on display, such as the “phaser.” 

Kermit the Frog 

Kermit the Frog, created by Jim Henson, is an American 
icon who is recognized worldwide as the television star 
of Sesame Street and The Muppet Show. Kermit served 
as a crusader for tolerance through his hit song “(It’s Not 
Easy) Being Green.” The Smithsonian’s Kermit was made 
in 1970 of synthetic fiber, metal, and plastic. It is stored 
under the Catalog Number 1994.0037.01.

(All articles prepared on the basis of printed and electronic ma-
terials of the Smithsonian Institution: http://www.si.edu/)

C3PO, left, and R2D2 from “Star Wars” are prepared for an exhibit at 
the Smithsonian. AP Photo 

Kermit the Frog is seen at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington
AP Photo

Actress Sigourney Weaver poses with the giant egg prop from the 1986 
movie “Aliens,” on Wednesday, December 10, 2003 in Washington. The 
egg, along with a film script and original movie poster are being donated 

to the Smithsonian Museum of American History. The museum’s col-
lection already includes a phaser from “Star Trek,” and the fedora and 

jacket worn by Harrison Ford in “Indiana Jones.” 
AP Photo



Win a Prize!  
December 2014 

CONTEST

What was the name and 
nationality of the found-
er of the Smithsonian?  

Send the answer 
(with your home address) to: 

KrakowAIRC@state.gov

Deadline: January 15

Win a Prize!  

 The answer to 
the November 
contest was: 

Matoaka

The winners are:

Gloria from Nueva Palmira, 
Aleksandra from Wielun and 

Agnieszka from Kielce

 CONGRATULATIONS!!!

The prizes will be sent to you 
by mail.

Zoom is online at
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/

 
Free subscription

KrakowAIRC@state.gov

Contact us at
KrakowAIRC@state.gov

American Information 
Resource Center

Krakow
Konsulat Generalny USA

ul. Stolarska 9, 
31-043 Krakow

KrakowAIRC@state.gov
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CONTEST
ZOOM IN ON AMERICA ANNUAL CONTEST

CHOOSE THE BEST 
ZOOM IN ON AMERICA COVER OF 2014

There are no correct an-
swers in this contest. 
Each participant stands a 
chance to win an album 

about America.
Choose your favorite 
2014 cover and send your 
choice - just the name of 

the month  to:
KrakowAirc@state.gov
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