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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Cottingley Fairies

 The Photographs That Fooled the World for 66 Years

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"I've told you that they're photographs of figments of our imagination, and that's what I'm sticking to."

 — Elsie Wright, BBC Nationwide, 1971



Chapter 1
 The Photographs

 How did two girls in 1917 fool the entire world?

 In the summer of 1917, two cousins made a discovery that would fool the world for sixty-six years.


Elsie Wright was sixteen. Frances Griffiths was nine. They lived in a village called Cottingley in Yorkshire, England — a quiet place of stone houses, green hills, and a small stream at the bottom of their garden.


That stream — called Cottingley Beck — was where everything started. It was a beautiful spot. Ferns grew along the banks. Wildflowers dotted the grass. Trees hung low over the water, filling the little valley with shade and green light. It looked, if you squinted just right, like the kind of place where fairies might actually live.


Frances told her parents she had seen fairies there. Real ones. Dancing by the water between the ferns. Her mother told her to stop making up stories. Her uncle laughed. But Frances did not stop. She came home day after day with muddy shoes and the same impossible excuse.


So she and Elsie decided to prove it.


Elsie borrowed her father's camera — a heavy, serious piece of equipment that used glass plates instead of film. They went down to the stream.


And they came back with a photograph.



 [image: Illustration of two girls crouching by a stream, holding up a camera, with small fairy-like figures visible in the foreground]
 
 The first photograph, taken in July 1917. Frances is the girl in the middle. Look carefully at the fairies in front of her. Does anything seem strange about the way they are standing?
 


The photograph showed Frances sitting in the garden. And there, right in front of her, were four small figures with wings. They were dancing. They had delicate, transparent wings. They looked, to anyone who wanted to see fairies, absolutely real.


Elsie's father, Arthur Wright, was a keen amateur photographer who had his own darkroom at the back of the house. He developed the glass plate himself that evening, as he always did. He placed it in the chemical bath and watched the image slowly appear. He saw his niece Frances. He saw the garden. And then he saw the fairies.


He stared at the image for a long time. Then he told the girls to stop being so silly.


He thought it was a prank. He was right. But the girls were not done.


Two months later, they borrowed the camera again. This time, they came back with a second photograph — this one showing Elsie sitting on the grass with a small winged gnome reaching for her hand.


Arthur put his foot down. No more camera. He was certain the girls were playing tricks. But his wife, Polly, was not so sure. She looked at those photographs and she wondered.



 Case File Extra

 Sir Arthur Conan Doyle — the man who invented Sherlock Holmes, the world's greatest fictional detective — saw these photographs and declared them absolutely genuine. The man who created the character most famous for seeing through lies was fooled by two children with a camera.




Within three years, the photographs would appear in newspapers across the world. Scientists would examine them. Professional photographers would declare they could not be fakes. One of the most famous writers in England would stake his reputation on them. Millions of people would believe.


All of them were wrong.


But the question that really matters is not whether the fairies were real.


The question is: why did so many intelligent people want them to be?

 

Chapter 2
 Two Girls and a Garden

 Who were Elsie and Frances — and what was the world like in 1917?

 In 1917 — the same year the United States joined World War One — the world was a very different place. There was no television, no internet, and no social media. If you wanted to see a photograph, you held a printed piece of paper. If you wanted the news, you bought a newspaper. And if someone showed you a photograph of something extraordinary, you had almost no way to check whether it was real.


This is the world Frances Griffiths arrived in. She was nine years old. She had come from South Africa with her parents earlier that year. Her father, a soldier in the Royal Garrison Artillery, was soon sent to fight in France. Frances and her mother moved in with her aunt and uncle — Arthur and Polly Wright — in a small village called Cottingley, near Bradford in Yorkshire.



 [image: Illustration of a peaceful English garden stream surrounded by ferns, wildflowers, and overhanging trees in soft summer light]
 
 Cottingley Beck — the stream at the bottom of the Wrights' garden. This is where Frances said she saw the fairies. Can you see why a child might imagine magical creatures here?
 


Cottingley was a quiet place. Stone houses lined the main street. Green hills rolled in every direction. And at the bottom of the Wrights' garden, a stream called Cottingley Beck wound through a little valley of ferns, wildflowers, and overhanging trees. It was the kind of place that felt magical — the kind of place where a lonely nine-year-old might believe she had seen fairies.


Frances kept coming home from the stream with muddy shoes and soaking wet stockings. Her mother scolded her. Frances had the same excuse every time.



 "I go to see the fairies. That's why I fall in."
 — Frances Griffiths, aged 9



Nobody believed her. Arthur Wright laughed. Polly Wright shook her head. Even Frances's older cousin Elsie thought it was a funny story — at first.


But Elsie was not an ordinary sixteen-year-old. She was very good at drawing. And she worked at a photographer's studio in the nearby town of Bradford, where she spent her days retouching photographs, handling glass plates, and learning how cameras captured light. She understood photography better than most adults in Cottingley.



 Case File Extra

 In 1917, cameras were large, heavy, and expensive. Most families owned only one. You could not take dozens of photos like we do today — each photograph used a glass plate that had to be carefully loaded and developed in a darkroom. Every single photo mattered. Arthur Wright had his own darkroom at the back of the house.




The Wrights' camera was a Midg quarter-plate camera — a black box about the size of a large book. Arthur was a keen amateur photographer and very protective of his equipment. When Elsie asked to borrow it one Saturday afternoon in July, he said yes — but reluctantly.


Elsie and Frances went down to the stream. They were gone for about thirty minutes. When they came back, Elsie handed the camera back to her father without saying much. Arthur carried it into his darkroom — a small converted room at the back of the house — and began developing the glass plate.


What he saw in the developing tray surprised him. His niece Frances, sitting by the stream. And dancing in front of her, four tiny figures with wings.


Arthur thought it was a trick. He told the girls to stop being silly and refused to lend the camera again for a long time.


But Polly Wright was not laughing. She looked at the photographs and she wondered. And wondering, it turned out, was all it took.

 

Chapter 3
 The Famous Man

 How did two photographs taken by children end up in newspapers around the world?

 For two years, the photographs stayed in the Wright family. Nobody outside Cottingley had seen them. They were just a family curiosity — something Polly Wright mentioned when friends came to visit.


Then, in 1919, Polly Wright went to a meeting.


It was a meeting about fairies.


In 1919, many people in England were interested in the supernatural. World War One had just ended. Millions of young men had died. Their families were desperate to believe in something beyond the ordinary world — spirits, ghosts, fairies, anything that suggested death was not the end.



 [image: Illustration of a distinguished-looking Edwardian gentleman with a large moustache examining photographs at a desk, with a Sherlock Holmes book visible on the shelf behind him]
 
 Sir Arthur Conan Doyle at his desk. He created the most logical fictional detective in history — yet he believed completely in fairies, ghosts, and spirits. Why do you think a brilliant man could be fooled?
 


Polly mentioned the photographs at this meeting. She even brought the prints with her. The speaker was astonished. Word spread quickly through the Theosophical community, and within months, the pictures reached a man named Edward Gardner, who was a leading figure in the society. Gardner was thrilled. He had always believed fairies were real, and here — finally — was photographic proof.


Gardner had the photographs examined by a professional photographer, who confirmed they had not been tampered with in the darkroom. Then Gardner showed them to someone even more famous.


Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.



 Word Unlock

 Theosophical Society
 A group of people who believed in hidden spiritual truths — including the idea that fairies and nature spirits were real beings that most people simply could not see. They were very popular in England in the early 1900s.




Conan Doyle was one of the most famous writers in the world. He was also one of the most passionate believers in the supernatural. His son Kingsley had been wounded at the Battle of the Somme and then died of pneumonia during the great flu pandemic of 1918. Conan Doyle desperately wanted to prove that the spirit world was real.


When he saw the Cottingley photographs, he did not ask whether they could be faked.


He asked how quickly he could publish them.


In December 1920, Conan Doyle published an article in The Strand Magazine — one of the most widely read magazines in the world — declaring that two young girls from Yorkshire had photographed real fairies.


The story exploded. Newspapers printed the photographs on their front pages. People argued in pubs, in offices, and in Parliament. Some laughed and called it nonsense. Many believed. The Strand issue sold out within days.


In August 1920, Gardner had even sent the girls new cameras and fresh glass plates, asking them to take more photographs. They took three more — bringing the total to five fairy photographs.


And Elsie and Frances — now nineteen and thirteen — found themselves at the centre of a national sensation they had never expected. Two girls from a small Yorkshire village had somehow become the most talked-about children in England.


They could have told the truth. They could have said: "We traced some fairies from a book and cut them out with scissors." But now the most famous writer in England believed them. Millions of people believed them. Scientists had examined the photographs and declared them genuine.


How do you tell a man like Conan Doyle that he is wrong? How do you tell the whole country?


Elsie and Frances looked at each other. And they said nothing.

 

Chapter 4
 Why the World Believed

 What made so many adults believe photographs taken by two children?

 Here is the strange part. The Cottingley fairy photographs were not very convincing. If you look at them today, the fairies look exactly like what they were — flat paper cutouts. They do not move. They do not cast proper shadows. Their hair does not blow in the wind.


So why did the world believe?


There were three big reasons.


Reason One: The Experts Said So


Edward Gardner sent the photographs to professional photographers and camera experts. He asked them one question: could these photographs have been faked?


The experts examined the glass plates. They looked for signs of double exposure — a trick where two photographs are combined into one. They found none. They looked for signs that the images had been painted or altered. They found none.



 "These are straight, untouched photographs."
 — Harold Snelling, photography expert, 1920



The experts were right about one thing: the photographs had not been tampered with in the darkroom. But they made a crucial mistake. They only checked whether the photographs were faked. Nobody checked whether the fairies themselves were faked — by placing paper cutouts in the scene before the camera clicked.



 [image: Side-by-side illustration comparing a fairy figure from the photographs with a similar fairy illustration from a children's book, showing the striking resemblance]
 
 Left: one of the "fairies" from the Cottingley photographs. Right: a fairy illustration from a popular children's book published in 1914. Notice anything similar? The girls traced their fairies from this book.
 


Reason Two: Nobody Suspects Children


In 1920, people thought of children differently than we do today. Adults assumed children were innocent and simple — not clever enough to plan and carry out a hoax that could fool professional photographers. Elsie was a teenager who worked in a photography studio, but nobody seemed to think that mattered.


If two grown men had produced these photographs, experts would have been far more suspicious. But two young girls? Surely they were telling the truth.



 Case File Extra

 Elsie Wright worked at a photographer's studio in Bradford, where she spent her days touching up photographs and learning about cameras. She knew more about photography than most adults in Cottingley — but none of the experts who examined her fairy photographs ever asked about her job.




And then there was the third reason — the biggest one of all.


People wanted to believe.


World War One had killed nearly a million British soldiers. Almost every family in Britain had lost someone — a son, a brother, a husband, a father. The war had ended in 1918, but the grief had not. Families were desperate for hope. They wanted any sign that the world held something beyond the mud and barbed wire of the trenches. Something magical. Something good.


This is why spiritualism — the belief that the living could communicate with the dead — became so popular after the war. Millions of people attended seances, hoping to hear from loved ones who had died. Conan Doyle himself had lost his son Kingsley, wounded at the Battle of the Somme and then killed by pneumonia during the great flu pandemic of 1918. He wanted, more than anything, to believe that death was not the end.


Fairies meant there was still wonder in the world. And if fairies could be real, then perhaps the spirit world was real too. Perhaps the dead were not truly gone.


That was a very powerful thing to want. And it made people stop asking hard questions about two photographs taken by two girls from Yorkshire.


But wanting something to be true does not make it true. And not everyone was convinced.

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What clues did people miss — and what clues were hiding in plain sight?

 Between 1917 and 1920, Elsie and Frances took five photographs in total. Each one showed fairies — sometimes dancing, sometimes sitting, sometimes offering flowers to the girls. Let us look at the evidence the way a real detective would.



 Evidence Card

 The Five Photographs (1917 and 1920)

 Five glass-plate photographs taken by two girls aged 9 and 16 using a Midg quarter-plate camera. Examined by professional photographers who found no signs of darkroom tampering. Published in The Strand Magazine in 1920 by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

 Now known: the "fairies" in photographs 1 through 4 were paper cutouts traced from illustrations in a children's book called Princess Mary's Gift Book, published in 1914. The cutouts were held up with hatpins.




Here is something important to understand: the experts were not stupid. They were doing their job. But they were only asked one question — "could this photograph have been faked in the darkroom?" — and the answer to that question was genuinely no. The problem was that nobody asked the right question: "could the fairies have been faked before the photograph was taken?"


The first clue was the fairies themselves. In every photograph, the fairies looked flat. They did not have depth or weight. Their wings did not fold. Their bodies did not turn. They faced the camera directly, like pictures in a book.


That is because they were pictures from a book.



 [image: Illustration of an open children's book showing fairy drawings, with scissors and paper cutouts arranged beside it on a table]
 
 The fairies in the photographs were traced from Princess Mary's Gift Book, a popular children's book from 1914. Elsie copied the drawings, cut them out, and held them up with hatpins stuck into the ground.
 


The second clue was the hatpins. In 1917, hatpins were common — long metal pins used to hold ladies' hats in place. Elsie and Frances used them to stick their paper fairies upright in the grass. If you look very closely at some of the photographs, you can see faint lines where the pins hold the cutouts in position.


Nobody in 1920 looked that closely.



 Detective Challenge

 The photography experts in 1920 checked whether the photographs had been faked in the darkroom — and they had not. But they never checked whether the fairies had been faked before the photograph was taken. Why do you think the experts only checked for one kind of trick and not the other?




The third clue was Elsie's job. She worked at a photography studio in Bradford. She spent every working day handling photographs, retouching images, and learning how cameras captured light. She understood exactly how a camera would record a paper cutout placed close to the lens — it would look solid, real, and three-dimensional if you positioned it just right.


She also knew how to draw. She was good at it. Tracing fairy illustrations from a book, adding wings, cutting them out carefully, and colouring them with watercolour paints — that was well within her skills. For Elsie, making the fairy cutouts was the easy part.


The experts knew about Elsie's job. It was mentioned in Edward Gardner's letters. But somehow, nobody connected a girl who worked with photographs every day with photographs that seemed too good to be true.



 Word Unlock

 Double Exposure
 A trick where two photographs are combined into one during developing. In 1920, this was the most common way to fake a photograph. The experts checked for this — and did not find it. But the fairies were not made by double exposure. They were real objects placed in front of the camera.




The clues were there from the very beginning. The fairies were flat. The hatpins were visible if you looked closely. The photographer was a trained professional who worked with cameras every day.


But when you want to believe, you stop looking for reasons not to.

 

Chapter 6
 Believers and Doubters

 What did different people think about the photographs — and who turned out to be right?

 From the moment the photographs were published, people fell into two camps. The believers said the photographs were proof that fairies existed. The doubters said the whole thing was a trick.


Both sides were absolutely certain they were right.


The believers had powerful voices. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was the most famous, but he was not alone. Edward Gardner toured the country giving lectures about the Cottingley fairies. He showed the photographs to packed halls. He even wrote a book about them.



 "The recognition of their existence will jolt the material twentieth-century mind out of its heavy ruts."
 — Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Coming of the Fairies, 1922



Conan Doyle believed that fairies were real spiritual beings — invisible to most adults but visible to children, who had purer minds. He thought Elsie and Frances were special because they could see what others could not.



 [image: Illustration of a 1920s newspaper front page with headlines about fairy photographs, showing both believing and skeptical articles side by side]
 
 The fairy photographs divided the country. Some newspapers printed the pictures as proof of fairies. Others mocked the idea. Which side would you have been on in 1920?
 


The doubters had fewer famous names, but they had something more useful: logic. Major John Hall-Edwards, a medical officer in Birmingham who was also a skilled photographer, studied the images carefully. He pointed out that the fairies appeared to be flat — they had no depth, no weight, no sense of being real three-dimensional beings. A magazine editor noted that the fairy figures looked remarkably like illustrations from a popular children's book.



 Detective Challenge

 Some doubters in 1920 pointed out that the fairies looked flat, like paper cutouts. But the believers responded: "Of course they look flat — fairies are made of light and spirit, not solid flesh." When someone explains away evidence by changing the rules, how can you tell the difference between a good explanation and an excuse?




But in 1920, the believers won the argument — not because their evidence was stronger, but because their story was better. People did not want to hear that two girls had played a trick. They wanted to hear that fairies were real.


Conan Doyle published his book The Coming of the Fairies in 1922. It sold thousands of copies. And the two girls from Cottingley — who knew the truth the entire time — said nothing.


The story went quiet after that. The 1920s moved on to new sensations. Conan Doyle died in 1930, still believing in the photographs. He never learned the truth.


The photographs sat in archives and museum collections. Occasionally a journalist would write about them, but Elsie and Frances had moved on. They grew up, got married, had children of their own, and lived ordinary lives far from the stream in Cottingley.


For decades, nobody pressed them hard enough. Nobody sat them down, looked them in the eye, and asked the direct question: did you fake those photographs? And Elsie and Frances, now middle-aged women with families of their own, never volunteered the answer.



 Case File Extra

 In the early 1980s, a researcher named Geoffrey Crawley, who was editor of the British Journal of Photography, published a detailed investigation concluding that the photographs were fakes. He identified the book the fairy drawings came from and showed how the cutouts matched the original illustrations. His work was thorough and convincing — but Elsie and Frances still had not confirmed it publicly.




Then, in the early 1980s, someone finally asked the right question — and refused to accept a clever non-answer.

 

Chapter 7
 The Truth Comes Out

 After sixty years of silence, what finally made Elsie and Frances tell the truth?

 Over the years, journalists occasionally tracked down Elsie and Frances. In 1971, Elsie appeared on BBC television. The interviewer asked her directly: were the fairy photographs real?


Elsie smiled. She did not say yes. She did not say no.



 "I've told you that they're photographs of figments of our imagination, and that's what I'm sticking to."
 — Elsie Wright, BBC Nationwide, 1971



That answer was clever, and it was not quite a confession. She was admitting the fairies were not physically real — but she was not saying the photographs were faked. It was the kind of answer that keeps a secret alive while sounding almost honest.


But it cracked the door open. More journalists began asking questions. And in the early 1980s, a reporter named Joe Cooper sat down with both Elsie and Frances — separately — and asked them to tell the truth at last.



 [image: Illustration of an elderly woman sitting in an armchair by a window, looking thoughtful, with old photographs on the table beside her]
 
 Elsie Wright in old age. She kept the secret for over sixty years. When she finally admitted the truth, she said she had never meant for things to go so far.
 


Elsie confessed. She told Cooper everything.


She had traced the fairy figures from illustrations in Princess Mary's Gift Book — a popular children's book that her parents owned. She had cut them out carefully, coloured them with watercolour paints, and held them up in the grass with hatpins borrowed from her mother's sewing box.



 Detective Challenge

 Elsie and Frances kept their secret for over sixty years. They were young girls when they started the hoax, and elderly women when they finally admitted it. What do you think made it so hard to tell the truth after so many years? What would you have done?




The whole thing had started as a joke. Frances really had come home with muddy shoes, and she really had told her mother it was because of the fairies. Elsie thought it would be funny to "prove" it with a photograph.


They never expected anyone outside the family to see the pictures. They certainly never expected Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to declare them genuine in a national magazine.



 "Two village children and a brilliant man like Conan Doyle — well, we could only keep quiet."
 — Elsie Wright, 1983



Once the most famous writer in England said the photographs were real, the girls felt trapped. They were children. Who would believe them if they said it was all a trick? And would anyone forgive them for making Conan Doyle look foolish?


So they said nothing. Year after year. Decade after decade. The secret grew heavier, but it never broke.


Elsie later explained that there was another reason too. She and Frances had promised each other, as children, that they would never tell. And even as old women, even after sixty-six years, that promise held.



 Case File Extra

 When Elsie finally confessed, she also admitted something surprising: she had expected the hoax to be discovered within weeks. She thought the adults would immediately recognise the fairies as paper cutouts. "I could not understand how people could believe they were real," she said. The trick was never meant to last — but once it started, it could not be stopped.




But there was one part of the story where Elsie and Frances did not agree. And it was the strangest part of all.

 

Chapter 8
 The Fifth Photograph

 Elsie admitted the hoax — so why did Frances insist one photograph was different?

 When Elsie confessed in 1983, she said all five photographs were faked. Every single fairy was a paper cutout. The whole thing was a trick from start to finish.


Frances agreed — almost.


She admitted that photographs one, two, three, and four were faked. She described exactly how they did it: the tracings, the cutouts, the hatpins, the careful positioning near the stream.


But when the interviewer asked about the fifth photograph — the last one, taken in 1920 — Frances shook her head.



 "It's not one of ours. I saw fairies that day. The fifth photograph is genuine."
 — Frances Griffiths, 1983




 [image: Illustration of a dreamy, ethereal garden scene showing faint, translucent fairy-like shapes among flowers and sunlight filtering through leaves]
 
 The fifth and final Cottingley photograph, taken in 1920. Frances admitted that four photographs were faked — but she insisted this one was real. She never changed her story.
 


This is the mystery that remains. Frances Griffiths, who admitted to one of the most famous hoaxes in history, went to her grave in 1986 insisting that the fifth photograph showed real fairies. She never changed her mind. She never wavered.


Was she telling the truth? Had she really seen something that day?


Or had she told the lie for so long — sixty-three years — that she could no longer tell the difference between what was real and what she had imagined?



 Detective Challenge

 Frances admitted that four photographs were fakes — but insisted the fifth was real. If she was willing to confess to one of the most famous hoaxes in history, why would she lie about just one photograph? Think of at least two possible reasons why someone might admit to most of a lie, but not all of it.




There is another possibility too. Memory is strange. When you tell a story over and over again for decades, the line between what really happened and what you remember happening can blur. Scientists call this false memory — when your brain creates a memory of something that did not actually happen, and you believe it completely. You are not lying. You genuinely remember it. But it is not real.


Could Frances have genuinely believed she saw fairies that day — even if she did not?



 Case File Extra

 Modern photography experts have examined the fifth photograph using digital technology that did not exist in 1920. Most believe it shows the same kind of paper cutouts as the other four. But no one has been able to prove it beyond all doubt — because several of the original negatives have been lost over the decades.




Here is what we know for certain.



 The Case So Far

 
 	In 1917, Elsie Wright (16) and Frances Griffiths (9) took two photographs of "fairies" in their garden in Cottingley, Yorkshire.

 	In 1920, they took three more photographs. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle published them in The Strand Magazine, declaring them genuine.

 	Expert photographers examined the glass plates and found no evidence of darkroom fakery.

 	Nobody checked whether the fairies were real objects or paper cutouts placed in the scene before the photo was taken.

 	In 1983, both women admitted the fairies in photographs 1 to 4 were paper cutouts traced from a children's book and held up with hatpins.

 	Frances insisted until her death in 1986 that the fifth photograph showed real fairies.

 	Several of the original negatives have been lost over the decades.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think happened?




So Elsie and Frances had lied. That part was clear.


But Frances kept insisting, for the rest of her life, that the fifth photograph was different.



 "That one was real. I know what I saw."
 — Frances Griffiths, 1985



How do you decide when someone is lying and when they are not?

 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything — what do you think happened?

 You have now read the same evidence that the experts had. You know what Elsie said and what Frances said. You know what happened in 1917 and what happened in 1983. You know more about this case than most adults did for sixty-six years.


So let us think about it like a detective.



 [image: Illustration of a detective's desk with photographs pinned to a board, a magnifying glass, notes, and string connecting clues]
 
 Time to review the evidence. A good detective looks at every clue before making a decision. What stands out to you?
 


First: why did so many people believe? The photographs were not very convincing. The fairies were flat. The hatpins were visible if you looked closely. Elsie worked at a photography studio. All the clues were there.


But people believed because they wanted to believe. The war had killed millions. Families were grieving. The idea that magical creatures existed — that the world still held wonder — was comforting. Conan Doyle, who had lost his own son, wanted it to be true more than anyone.



 Detective Challenge

 Think about something you have seen online — a photograph, a video, or a story — that turned out not to be true. What made people believe it? Was it because the evidence was strong, or because people wanted it to be true? How is that similar to what happened at Cottingley?




Second: why did the girls keep quiet for so long? They were children who played a trick that went further than they ever imagined. Once Conan Doyle believed them, they felt they could not go back. The lie had become too big. And the longer they kept quiet, the harder it became to speak up.


Think about a time you said something that was not quite true — and then it became harder and harder to correct it. Multiply that feeling by sixty-six years.


Third — and this is the hardest question — what about the fifth photograph? Frances admitted that four photographs were fakes. She described exactly how the trick worked. But she insisted, for the rest of her life, that the fifth photograph was real.


There are three possible explanations:


Explanation one: Frances really did see fairies that day. The fifth photograph captured something genuine that the other four did not.


Explanation two: Frances had believed her own story for so long — sixty-three years — that she could no longer tell the difference between what she had seen and what she had imagined.


Explanation three: Frances could not bear to admit that the entire thing was a lie. By insisting one photograph was real, she could tell herself that it had not all been a hoax. That some part of the magic had been true.



 Evidence Card

 The Fifth Photograph (1920)

 The last of the five Cottingley fairy photographs. Frances admitted the other four were fakes but insisted this one was genuine until her death in 1986.

 Several of the original negatives have been lost over the decades. Modern digital analysis of reproductions suggests it matches the style of the other four photographs, but no definitive proof exists either way.




You have the same evidence the scientists had. You have read the same accounts the newspapers printed. You know what Elsie said, and what Frances said, and what happened in 1983.


So. What do you think really happened at the bottom of that garden?



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 Were the Cottingley photographs a deliberate hoax from the very beginning — or did two young girls start something they could not stop? And what about the fifth photograph — did Frances see something real, or had she believed her own story for so long that she could no longer tell the difference?




If you liked this case, you might enjoy The Cardiff Giant — another famous hoax where a single piece of "evidence" fooled thousands of people. Sometimes the simplest tricks are the hardest to see through.

 

About This Book

 The Cottingley Fairies is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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childish pranks of two
toung girls playing
tricks on us all. I am
nes forrred that
.faifies exist.”

Professor W. Pritch
of Oxford writes:
In my experience,

ssich easily be faked.

I firmly believe that
these images are the —. e
«childish pranks of two young girls proies trve &
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