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 HistorIQly Jr.

 Lost in the Ice

 129 Men Sailed Into the Arctic to Find a Shortcut. None Came Back.

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"I may be a month or two longer than I expected."

 — Sir John Franklin, in his last letter home, written in the summer of 1845



Chapter 1
 The Last Wave

 Two ships vanished in the Arctic without a trace — but for one brief moment, a stranger saw them and waved goodbye. What happened next?

 In July of 1845, a Scottish whaling captain named Dannett was sailing through the cold waters of Baffin Bay, near the top of the world, when he spotted something unusual: two enormous Royal Navy ships moored to the side of an iceberg.
[image: Two tall sailing ships anchored beside an iceberg in the Arctic, viewed from a nearby whaling vessel whose crew waves at them]July 1845, Baffin Bay. Captain Dannett's whaling ship spots the Erebus and Terror moored to an iceberg. The crews wave. Nobody knows this will be the last time anyone from the outside world ever sees them alive.

He recognised them. Everyone in Britain did. They were HMS Erebus and HMS Terror — the most famous ships in the country that summer. Captain Dannett steered his vessel close and hailed them.


The crews waved back. They were in good spirits. Their provisions were topped up. Their steam engines were running. They were about to push into the ice and find the Northwest Passage — the shortcut through the Arctic from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific that sailors had been searching for more than three hundred years.


Captain Dannett waved goodbye and sailed on.



 [image: Two tall sailing ships anchored beside an iceberg in the Arctic, viewed from a nearby whaling vessel whose crew waves at them]
 
 July 1845, Baffin Bay. Captain Dannett's whaling ship spots the Erebus and Terror moored to an iceberg. The crews wave to each other. Nobody knows this will be the last time anyone from the outside world ever sees them alive.
 


That was the last time anyone outside the Arctic ever saw them alive.


The 129 men aboard those ships — sailors, surgeons, engineers, and officers — were never seen again. No one sent a rescue expedition for two years. No one expected them to be in trouble: they had food for three years, ships reinforced with iron, and the most experienced polar commander in England as their leader.



 Case File Extra

 HMS Erebus and HMS Terror had been to the bottom of the world before this voyage. Just four years earlier, the same two ships had explored Antarctica — getting closer to the South Pole than any expedition before them. The Terror had also survived being crushed by ice in Hudson Bay in 1836. These were not fragile ships. They were among the toughest vessels ever built.




The search that followed was the largest in Royal Navy history. Thirty-six separate expeditions were sent into the Arctic over the next three decades. They found bones. They found a handwritten note. They found a boat loaded with strange objects. But they did not find survivors.


The ships themselves sat on the seabed for 169 years.


The story of what happened to those 129 men is one of the greatest mysteries in the history of exploration — and even now, after the ships have been found and the bones have been tested and the note has been read, experts still disagree about what really went wrong.


To understand the mystery, you need to understand what those men were trying to do — and why the whole world was watching them do it.

 

Chapter 2
 The Shortcut Through the Ice

 Why had explorers been searching for the Northwest Passage for more than three hundred years — and why did Britain finally decide, in 1845, to find it once and for all?

 In 1845 — a year after America sent its first telegraph message — Britain ruled an empire that stretched across a quarter of the globe. British ships carried goods from India to Canada to Australia. But getting from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean meant sailing all the way around the bottom of South America — an enormous, storm-battered journey that added thousands of miles to every voyage.
[image: Illustrated treasure-map style map of the Canadian Arctic showing the Northwest Passage route]The Northwest Passage — the route through the Arctic islands from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Explorers had been searching for it since 1497.

If there was a route through the Arctic — through the labyrinth of frozen islands at the top of Canada — it would cut thousands of miles off the journey. Ships could go from London to China in weeks instead of months. The country that found it would have an enormous advantage.



 [image: Illustrated treasure-map style map of the Canadian Arctic showing the Northwest Passage route]
 
 The Northwest Passage — the route through the Arctic islands from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Explorers had been searching for it since 1497. Can you trace a path through the islands? The trick is that most of the water is frozen for most of the year.
 


Explorers had been looking for the Northwest Passage since 1497. They kept failing, and they kept going back. The Arctic defeated them every time: ice that could crush a wooden ship, temperatures that froze men solid, and darkness that lasted months.



 Word Unlock

 The Northwest Passage
 A sea route through the frozen Arctic islands of northern Canada, connecting the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific. It exists — but the water is covered by thick sea ice for most of the year, making it almost impossible to navigate in a ship. Today, because of climate change, it is sometimes navigable in summer. In 1845, it was considered barely possible.




The Commander


The man chosen to lead the 1845 expedition was Sir John Franklin. He was 59 years old — old for an Arctic explorer — but he had spent much of his life in the ice. He had survived two gruelling Arctic expeditions on foot, crossing hundreds of miles of frozen terrain. On the second, his party had run out of food and been forced to eat lichen scraped off rocks and boiled leather from their own boots. Ten of his men had died. Franklin had survived.


He was also famous. The British public loved him. When his appointment was announced, thousands of people applied to join the crew — even though everyone knew the Arctic was dangerous and the mission might take years.


Franklin himself was so eager to go that he turned down an offer to be governor of a colony in Australia. He had spent his whole career preparing for something like this.


He told his wife, Jane, that he would be home by 1847 at the latest.


Jane Franklin smiled and packed him extra warm clothes.



 Case File Extra

 The ships were so well-stocked that each man had enough food for three years. The provisions included 8,000 tins of preserved meat and vegetables — sealed using a new technology called tinning. The tins were soldered shut using lead. At the time, this seemed perfectly safe. Nobody knew yet that lead is a slow poison that builds up in the body and damages the brain.




On 19 May 1845, HMS Erebus and HMS Terror sailed out of the Thames at Greenhithe. Crowds lined the riverbank to cheer. Lady Franklin waved from the dock. Her husband waved back.


Neither of them knew that was the last time she would ever see him.

 

Chapter 3
 Trapped

 How does sea ice trap a ship — and why couldn't two of the most powerful vessels in the world break free?

 The first summer went well. The two ships pushed west through Lancaster Sound, the wide channel that opened into the Arctic archipelago. They explored and charted new coastlines. By August 1845 they had made more progress through the Northwest Passage than any expedition before them.
[image: Two sailing ships frozen into Arctic sea ice, surrounded by an endless white landscape]The Erebus and Terror frozen into the ice. In September 1846, the ice didn't let go.

Then winter came.


In the Arctic, winter doesn't arrive gradually. The sea freezes. It freezes quickly and thickly — metres of ice in every direction, as far as the eye can see. The ships stopped moving. They became islands in a white desert.


That was expected. Franklin's men had prepared for this. They had a warm ship, a library of 1,200 books, a hand organ that played fifty different tunes, and enough food and fuel for three years. They settled in and waited for the ice to melt in spring.



 [image: Two sailing ships frozen into Arctic sea ice, surrounded by an endless white landscape]
 
 The Erebus and Terror frozen into the ice. In the Arctic, this happened every winter — the ships simply waited for spring. But in September 1846, the ice didn't let go. What would it feel like to be stuck in the middle of a frozen ocean with nowhere to go?
 


When the ice melted in spring 1846, the ships moved again. They pressed south and west, skirting the coast of King William Island. They were incredibly close to completing the passage. By some estimates, they were only 150 kilometres from clear water that would have taken them to the Pacific.


Then the ice closed in again.


In September 1846, the ships became trapped in ice near the northwest coast of King William Island. This time, the ice did not melt the following spring. Or the spring after that.


HMS Erebus and HMS Terror never moved under their own power again.



 Word Unlock

 Pack Ice
 Sea ice that forms in large sheets and moves with ocean currents. It can be several metres thick. When pack ice moves, it can crush a ship's hull like a tin can. When it freezes around a ship, it holds the vessel completely still. The ice off King William Island was particularly bad — currents pushed ice down from the north, piling it up and making it thicker every year.




The Third Winter


The men endured a second winter locked in the ice, then a third. By spring 1847, they had been stuck for nearly two years. Twenty-four men had already died — an unusually high number for a well-supplied expedition. Nobody knows exactly why they died. The official records have been lost.


On 11 June 1847, Sir John Franklin died.


He was 61 years old. The cause of his death was never written down. His second-in-command, Captain Francis Crozier, took charge of 105 remaining men, two ice-locked ships, and a situation that was becoming desperate.


Crozier made a decision. In the spring, they would abandon the ships and walk out.


It was the only option left.


It would also prove to be fatal.

 

Chapter 4
 The Long Walk

 When the ships were abandoned, 105 men tried to walk to safety. Why did a plan that seemed logical turn into a catastrophe?

 On 22 April 1848, the 105 survivors of the Franklin Expedition pulled on their heaviest coats, gathered what they could carry, and stepped off the ice-locked ships onto the frozen sea.
[image: A long line of sailors in heavy coats pulling a wooden boat on a sledge across a vast Arctic ice plain]The survivors leaving the ships on 22 April 1848. They pulled their boats on sledges, believing they could reach safety on foot.

Their plan was to walk south to the mouth of the Back River, where they could travel inland to a Hudson's Bay Company trading post. It was roughly 1,000 kilometres away. They had boats on sledges, which they dragged across the ice. They had food — though not enough for a journey of that distance. They had their officers and their training and their discipline.


They did not make it.



 [image: A long line of sailors in heavy coats pulling a wooden boat on a sledge across a vast Arctic ice plain]
 
 The survivors leaving the ships on 22 April 1848. They pulled their boats on sledges, believing they could reach safety on foot. The nearest help was nearly 1,000 kilometres away across some of the harshest terrain on Earth.
 


Years later, search parties found clues along the path the men had taken. The clues told a troubling story.


One search team found a ship's boat mounted on a massive wooden sledge. It would have taken at least ten men to drag. Inside the boat, they found two skeletons — and beside them, strange objects that had no business being on a desperate march to survival.


There were books. Not practical field guides — novels. The Vicar of Wakefield. A copy of a Christian devotional. There were silver plates, silver forks and knives, and a pair of slippers. There were combs and toothbrushes and a thunderstorm detector.



 Case File Extra

 The boat and sledge weighed an estimated 700 kilograms — roughly the weight of a small car. The men were dragging it north, away from safety, when search teams found it. Nobody knows why. The best guess is that they were trying to return to the ships. But it's also possible that their judgement was no longer working properly.




Why would starving, exhausted men carry silver cutlery and novels through the Arctic instead of food?


Later scientific analysis would suggest an answer. But it would take over a century to figure out.


Inuit people living in the region had their own accounts of what happened. They described gaunt men in uniform, moving across the ice, pulling sledges. Some of the Inuit spoke with survivors — men who used sign language to indicate they were starving. One group of Inuit found a tent with four corpses inside.


The Inuit accounts were detailed, specific, and consistent. When British authorities eventually heard them, they did something extraordinary.


They dismissed them entirely.


That decision would delay the truth by decades.

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What physical clues did the Franklin men leave behind — and what do those clues tell us about what really happened?

 By 1859, search parties had been combing the Arctic for years. They had found skeletons and abandoned equipment, but nothing that explained the full story — until Lieutenant Francis Leopold McClintock reached a cairn at a place called Victory Point on the western coast of King William Island.
[image: A crumpled piece of paper covered in handwriting being carefully held over Arctic rocks, removed from a battered tin canister]The Victory Point Note — the only written record from the entire Franklin Expedition.

Inside the cairn was a standard Royal Navy tin message canister — the kind ships left at various points to record their position. His officer, Lieutenant William Hobson, opened it and found a single folded piece of paper.


It changed everything.



 [image: A crumpled piece of paper covered in handwriting being carefully held over Arctic rocks, removed from a battered tin canister]
 
 The Victory Point Note — found in a tin cairn on King William Island in 1859. Look carefully: there are two layers of writing. The first, in neat handwriting, was added in May 1847. The second, scrawled in the margins, was added a year later. What changed in between?
 



 Evidence Card

 The Victory Point Note (found 1859)

 A standard Royal Navy message form, filled in twice. The first entry, dated May 28, 1847, reports all is well: the ships are icebound but the crew is healthy and Franklin is in command. The second entry, written in the margins approximately one year later, reports that Franklin died on June 11, 1847, that 24 men total have died, and that 105 survivors are abandoning the ships to march south. It is signed by Captains Crozier and Fitzjames.

 This is the only written record ever found from the expedition. It covers only the basics — it does not explain why so many men died or what went wrong with the ice.




The note raised more questions than it answered. Twenty-four men had died in less than eighteen months of a well-supplied expedition. In the history of Arctic exploration, that was an extraordinary number.


Over the following decades, search parties found more clues. Bones were found scattered across King William Island. Scientists examined them decades later using modern technology. What they found was deeply unsettling.


Many of the bones showed cut marks in specific places — the same marks you would make if you were removing meat from a skeleton. The evidence strongly suggested that some of the survivors had resorted to cannibalism, eating the bodies of those who had died, to keep themselves alive.



 Detective Challenge

 The expedition carried 8,000 tins of preserved food — enough for three years. The tins were sealed with lead solder, a material we now know is highly toxic. Lead builds up in the body over time and eventually damages the brain, making it hard to think clearly or make good decisions. But in 1845, no one knew lead was dangerous. Is it fair to blame the expedition's commanders for decisions they made while being slowly poisoned without knowing it? How does this change the way you think about what went wrong?




Scientists also measured the lead levels in the bones and teeth of expedition members. The results were startling. Many of the men had lead concentrations far higher than would be normal — some high enough to cause symptoms: weakness, confusion, difficulty making decisions, and eventually organ failure.


The tins. The food tins, soldered with lead, that were supposed to keep them fed for three years.


The thing that was meant to save them may have been slowly killing them from the day they left England.

 

Chapter 6
 What Killed Them?

 Historians, scientists, and Arctic experts disagree about what really caused the disaster — what are the main theories?

 More than 170 years after the Franklin Expedition disappeared, scientists and historians still debate exactly what went wrong. There is no single agreed answer. There are theories — some supported by strong evidence, some still contested — and each one explains part of the picture.
[image: An Inuit man in traditional clothing gesturing at the horizon while speaking to a Royal Navy officer who writes in a notebook]Inuit witnesses described exactly what happened to the Franklin men. For decades, British officials dismissed these accounts.

The truth is probably all of them at once.


Theory One: Lead Poisoning


When scientists tested bones and hair samples from expedition members in the 1980s, they found lead levels up to ten times higher than normal. Lead is a neurotoxin — that means it attacks the brain and nervous system. At high enough levels, it causes fatigue, confusion, poor judgement, and eventually death.


Where did the lead come from? The most likely source is the food tins. In 1845, canning was still a new technology. The tins used by the expedition were sealed with lead-tin solder — a thick seam of metal around the lid. Improperly done, this could contaminate the food inside. Analysis of some original tins from the expedition found lead levels in the food far above what would be acceptable today.


If the men were being slowly poisoned from their first meal aboard, they may not have noticed — lead poisoning is gradual. By the time they needed their best judgement most, it might have been the thing they could least rely on.



 [image: An Inuit man in traditional clothing gesturing at the horizon while speaking to a Royal Navy officer who writes in a notebook]
 
 Inuit witnesses described exactly what happened to the Franklin men — some gave accounts of meeting survivors. For decades, British officials dismissed these accounts because they couldn't believe Inuit people could have more accurate information than educated naval officers. This turned out to be a serious mistake.
 


Theory Two: Scurvy and Disease


Scurvy is caused by a lack of vitamin C. Without fresh fruit and vegetables — hard to find in the Arctic — the body cannot repair its own tissues. Bones weaken. Wounds stop healing. Eventually, the gums bleed and teeth fall out. It was the great killer of long sea voyages, and the Franklin expedition was not immune.


Some researchers also suggest tuberculosis — a lung infection common in Victorian Britain — may have weakened many men before the expedition even began. When combined with the Arctic cold and the physical demands of the march, it could have been devastating.



 Detective Challenge

 When the survivors abandoned the ships, they carried a boat on a sledge loaded with silver cutlery, novels, and a pair of slippers — but relatively little food. An experienced Arctic officer would know that every kilogram of unnecessary weight could cost lives. The Inuit who later found the expedition's camps said the supplies were chaotic and poorly organised. Does this fit with the lead poisoning theory — that the men's ability to make sensible decisions had already been damaged? Or could there be another explanation?




Theory Three: The Ice Itself


Some historians argue that the expedition's real killer was simply bad luck with the ice. The waters around King William Island are swept by currents that push ice down from the north, piling it into thick ridges. Even today, with modern icebreakers, this area is difficult to navigate. In 1846 and 1847, the ice conditions were particularly severe. No amount of planning or skill or good food could have broken a ship free from ice several metres thick.


Under this theory, the expedition was not foolish or negligent — it was simply unlucky. The same waters that had defeated every previous attempt at the Northwest Passage finally defeated them too.


The most honest answer is probably this: it was all three, working together. Lead poisoning made the men confused and sick. Disease and malnutrition weakened them further. And the ice gave them no escape.


Each problem made every other problem worse.

 

Chapter 7
 The Woman Who Would Not Give Up

 For thirty years, one person drove the search for the Franklin Expedition — who was she, and how did she keep thirty-six expeditions in the field?

 When the Franklin Expedition failed to return in 1847 — the year John Franklin had promised to be home — Lady Jane Franklin waited. When 1848 passed without news, she began to worry. When 1849 came and went, she took matters into her own hands.
[image: A determined Victorian woman in dark clothing sits at a desk covered in Arctic maps and letters, holding a quill pen]Lady Jane Franklin. She personally funded five expeditions and refused to stop searching.

Lady Jane Franklin was 57 years old, lived in a society where women were not expected to meddle in naval affairs, and had no official authority whatsoever. None of this stopped her.



 [image: A determined Victorian woman in dark clothing sits at a desk covered in Arctic maps and letters, holding a quill pen]
 
 Lady Jane Franklin. While the Royal Navy conducted official searches, she personally funded seven expeditions, wrote to heads of state around the world, and refused to accept that her husband was dead until the evidence was undeniable. Without her persistence, the search might have been abandoned years earlier.
 


She wrote to the President of the United States, asking for American ships to join the search. She wrote to the Tsar of Russia, whose territory bordered the Arctic. She wrote to newspapers, to Parliament, to the Admiralty, to anyone who might help. She funded seven search expeditions herself — selling her own possessions to pay for them.


The Royal Navy conducted official searches too. Between 1848 and 1859, thirty-six separate expeditions were sent into the Arctic looking for the Franklin men. They mapped enormous stretches of previously unknown coastline. They found fragments: a food tin here, a piece of rope there. Nothing conclusive.



 Case File Extra

 One of the most important sources of information about the Franklin Expedition came from Inuit oral histories — stories passed down through families who had met or found the survivors. An Inuit woman named Tookoolito, who spoke English, served as a translator for American expedition leader Charles Francis Hall in the 1860s. Through her, Hall recorded dozens of Inuit accounts of the disaster that had occurred fifteen years earlier. Many of these accounts turned out to be precisely accurate.




In 1857, Lady Jane funded one final expedition, commanded by Lieutenant Francis Leopold McClintock. She gave him one instruction: find the truth.


McClintock reached King William Island in 1859. His team found the Victory Point note in its tin cairn. They found bones. They found the boat with the silver cutlery. And they found something else: a written account from an Inuit elder, passed down over twelve years, of white men falling and dying on the ice — a dying man pointing south, toward the open sea.


McClintock returned to England with the evidence. Lady Jane Franklin was 67 years old. She read his report and accepted, at last, that her husband was gone.



 Detective Challenge

 British officials dismissed Inuit eyewitness accounts for years because they believed educated naval officers were more reliable sources than indigenous people. But the Inuit accounts turned out to be the most accurate information anyone had. What does this tell us about how we decide whose knowledge to trust — and what might we be getting wrong today for similar reasons?




She spent the rest of her life campaigning to have Franklin named as the official discoverer of the Northwest Passage — not the man who survived and navigated it in 1850, but the man who found the final route and paid for it with his life.


In 1861, a public statue of Franklin was erected in Spilsby, the town near where he was born, paid for by public subscription. The inscription reads: "Franklin: discoverer of the North-West Passage."


Whether that is fair — whether the person who finds something but dies in the attempt deserves the credit, or whether it belongs to the person who actually made it through — is a question that historians still argue about.

 

Chapter 8
 The Ships Come Home

 After 169 years on the seabed, the Franklin ships were finally found — and what the divers discovered raised new questions about the final days of the expedition.

 For 169 years, the wrecks of HMS Erebus and HMS Terror sat on the floor of the Arctic Ocean, unknown and unfound. The searches of the 1850s had concentrated on the ice — on finding survivors, on finding the note — and had never found the ships themselves.
[image: An underwater robot illuminates the bow of an old wooden ship resting upright on the dark seabed]HMS Erebus, found on the seabed in September 2014 — 169 years after it was last seen.

Then, on 7 September 2014, a Canadian research team searching the waters near King William Island picked up a sonar signal from the seabed. They sent down an underwater camera. The image that came back showed the bow of an old wooden ship, perfectly upright on the bottom, as if it had been carefully placed there.


It was HMS Erebus. After 169 years.



 [image: An underwater robot illuminates the bow of an old wooden ship resting upright on the dark seabed]
 
 HMS Erebus, found on the seabed in September 2014. The ship is remarkably well-preserved. The cold Arctic water slowed the decay. Divers have since explored the interior, finding cabinets still closed, plates still on shelves — as if the crew had only just left.
 


Two years later, in 2016, a separate team found HMS Terror — also upright, also remarkably well-preserved. Both ships were in far better condition than anyone had expected. The cold water had slowed their decay dramatically.


When divers explored Terror, they found something that surprised everyone.


The hatches were closed.


Not broken open. Not left ajar. Carefully, deliberately closed. Some storage rooms were still sealed. Items were stacked neatly. It looked as though someone — some of the survivors — had returned to the ship after the main march had departed, and had put things in order before leaving again.



 Case File Extra

 Scientists working on the wreck of HMS Erebus found the ship's bell — still mounted in its original position. They also found personal items: buttons, boots, scientific instruments. In 2019, Canadian researchers identified the DNA of an expedition member from a tooth found on King William Island. For the first time, a specific man — Engineer John Gregory — could be confirmed among the dead.




Some researchers believe this means a group of survivors — perhaps ten or twenty men — turned back from the fatal march, returned to one of the ships, and tried to sail it south using its steam engine. The ship would eventually have been crushed or sunk by ice. But if this theory is correct, it means the last survivors of the Franklin Expedition were aboard a ship, not dying on the ice — and that they may have moved Terror considerably south of where it had been trapped before it finally sank.


Other researchers disagree. They think the closed hatches simply reflect how careful, disciplined Royal Navy officers behaved even in extremity — they closed up what they could because that was what they were trained to do.



 The Case So Far

 
 	In May 1845, 129 men sailed from England on the most well-equipped Arctic expedition ever mounted.

 	In July 1845, a whaling captain saw the ships for the last time and waved goodbye.

 	In September 1846, the ships became trapped in ice near King William Island and never broke free.

 	By April 1848, Franklin was dead and 24 others had died. The 105 survivors abandoned the ships to march south.

 	No survivor reached safety. The cause of death remains disputed: lead poisoning, scurvy, cold, and bad luck all played a role.

 	The Victory Point Note — found in 1859 — is the only written record from the entire expedition.

 	HMS Erebus was found in 2014. HMS Terror in 2016. Terror's hatches were closed, as if someone had locked up carefully before leaving.

 

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



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything the investigators know — what do you think went wrong, and who is responsible?

 You have read the evidence. You know what the Victory Point Note says and what it doesn't say. You know about the lead in the tins, the bones on the island, the abandoned sledge with its silver cutlery, the closed hatches on HMS Terror.
[image: A wooden detective's desk covered in Arctic maps, a handwritten note, a tin canister, and a magnifying glass]All the evidence is on the table. What do you think really went wrong?

You know that Inuit witnesses described the dying men accurately, and that British officials refused to believe them. You know that the ships were extraordinarily well-supplied — and that something went badly, fatally wrong anyway.


Now it is your turn.



 [image: A wooden detective's desk covered in Arctic maps, a handwritten note, a tin canister, and a magnifying glass]
 
 All the evidence is on the table. What do you notice? What stands out as the most important clue? Different detectives have looked at the same evidence and come to different conclusions.
 


Here are the questions that historians and scientists still argue about. Consider each one before you decide what you think.


The Lead Question


The lead-poisoning theory is the most widely accepted explanation for why the expedition made such poor decisions during the march. But it has critics. Some scientists argue that the lead levels found in the bones could have come from everyday Victorian life — lead was in paint, in water pipes, in many ordinary products. Others point out that similar Arctic expeditions, with similar food supplies, did not end in disaster.


Does lead poisoning explain the silver cutlery on the sledge? Does it explain why experienced officers failed to listen to Inuit navigational knowledge that could have helped them find food and shelter?



 Detective Challenge

 The most experienced Arctic guides in the region were the Inuit people who had lived there for generations. They knew which routes were passable, where to find food, and how to survive an Arctic winter. Some Inuit communities had contact with the expedition's survivors during the final weeks. If the officers had trusted the Inuit guides and followed their advice, could some men have survived? Why do you think they didn't?




The Terror Question


HMS Terror's closed hatches are one of the most debated pieces of evidence. If a group of survivors returned to the ship and tried to sail her south, why was there no record of it? Why didn't they leave a note? Some researchers think they were too sick and exhausted to write. Others think the evidence points in a different direction entirely — that the hatches were simply closed by the last men off the ship, as a matter of navy habit and discipline, before they joined the fatal march.


What do you think the closed hatches mean?


The Responsibility Question


The expedition was chosen by the Admiralty. The food tins were contracted by the government. The decision to sail in 1845 — when Franklin was arguably too old and the ice conditions were known to be severe — was approved at the highest levels. Individual officers like Crozier and Fitzjames made difficult decisions under impossible conditions.


If the lead in the tins really did cloud the men's judgement — if it made them unable to make good decisions — who is truly responsible for the disaster? The men who made bad choices? The government that chose the food? Or simply the Arctic itself?


You have the same evidence the investigators had. You have read the note. You know where the ships were found. You have heard the testimony of Inuit witnesses that was ignored for decades.


Now decide.



 The Case Is Yours

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

 The Franklin Expedition had the best ships, the best supplies, and the most experienced polar commander in England. Something went terribly wrong. Was it the lead in the tins — a slow, invisible poison nobody knew about? Was it the ice — an impossible force of nature that no amount of skill could defeat? Was it a failure of leadership — officers too proud to take advice from the people who actually knew the Arctic? Or was it simply bad luck at the worst possible moment?



 

About This Book

 Lost in the Ice 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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