
    Table of Contents

    
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                        CROATOAN
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Epigraph
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Empty Settlement
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        England's New World
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Stranded
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Three Years of Silence
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Evidence
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Three Answers
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        The Search That Never Ended
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        What We Know Now
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Think Like a Detective
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        About This Book
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
        

    

    
      Guide

      
        	Table of Contents

        	Start Reading

      

    


 HistorIQly Jr.

 CROATOAN

 The Lost Colony That Left One Word Behind

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"On the right side of the entrance, in fair capital letters, was graven CROATOAN — without any cross or sign of distress."

 — John White, Governor of the Roanoke Colony, 1590



Chapter 1
 The Empty Settlement

 What did Governor John White find when he returned to Roanoke — and why did it terrify him?

 On 18 August 1590, a small boat rowed slowly toward the shore of Roanoke Island. The man sitting at the front was named John White. He was the governor of the Roanoke Colony — and he had not been back in three years.

[image: A man in Elizabethan clothing holds a torch at the gate of an empty palisade fort]Governor John White arrives at Roanoke Island on 18 August 1590. The settlement that should have been full of people was completely silent.

He had left in a hurry. He had crossed the Atlantic Ocean twice in that time. He had argued, begged, and pleaded with powerful men in England for ships and supplies. He had watched wars and storms and pirates take everything away from him.


But now, finally, he was here.


He was also terrified.



 [image: A man in Elizabethan clothing steps ashore at dusk, staring at an empty wooden fort surrounded by overgrown trees]
 
 Governor John White arrives at Roanoke Island on the evening of 18 August 1590. The settlement that should have been full of people was completely silent. What do you think he was hoping to find?
 


As the boat scraped onto the sand, White climbed out and called into the darkness. No one answered. He called again, louder. Still nothing. He fired a trumpet call — a sound that would carry across the island. Silence.


The men with him lit torches and walked through the trees toward the settlement. They found the fence standing — a tall wooden palisade of logs, just as White had helped build it. But the houses behind it were gone. Not burned, not collapsed. Just gone. Taken apart, timber by timber, as if someone had carefully packed up an entire village and carried it away.


White walked to the right side of the entrance gate. There, five feet off the ground, someone had carved eight letters into the bark of a large tree post.


The letters spelled: CROATOAN.



 Case File Extra

 The date of White's return — 18 August 1590 — was not a coincidence. It was his granddaughter Virginia Dare's third birthday. She had been born on Roanoke Island exactly three years earlier. She was one of the 117 people who had vanished.




White looked at the carving for a long time. He checked the nearby trees. On one of them, someone had started a different message — just the letters CRO, as if they had been interrupted before they could finish. Or as if the full word was carved elsewhere and this was just a beginning.


Before White had sailed back to England three years earlier, he had made a deal with the colonists. If they had to leave the settlement, they would carve their destination on a post. And if they were in danger — if they were frightened, if something had gone wrong — they would carve a cross above the letters.


White looked very carefully at the carving.


There was no cross.


White believed the colonists had moved willingly to Croatoan — an island about fifty miles to the south, where the friendly Croatoan people lived. He was not panicking. He was relieved. He gave orders to sail south immediately and find them.


Then the storm hit.


The wind tore the ship's anchor cables. The sea swelled. The captain refused to risk the ship in those conditions. They were forced to sail north, then east, and eventually all the way back to England.


White never returned to Roanoke.


He never found out what happened to the 117 people he had left behind.


Nobody ever has.

 

Chapter 2
 England's New World

 Who were the 117 people who sailed to Roanoke — and why was England so desperate to plant a colony there?

 In 1587 — a few years before England's most famous playwright, William Shakespeare, would write his first plays — the most powerful nations in Europe were racing to claim the Americas.

[image: Illustrated treasure-map style map of the east coast of North America showing Roanoke Island]Roanoke Island sits off the coast of what is now North Carolina, USA. To reach it from England, the colonists had to sail more than 4,000 miles across the open Atlantic Ocean.

Spain had already been there for almost a hundred years. Spain had gold. Spain had silver. Spain had colonies from Florida to Peru. And Spain was getting richer every year while England watched from across the ocean.


England wanted a piece of it.



 [image: Illustrated treasure-map style map of the east coast of North America showing England, the Atlantic Ocean, and Roanoke Island marked with a compass rose]
 
 Roanoke Island sits off the coast of what is now North Carolina, USA. To reach it from England, the colonists had to sail more than 4,000 miles across the open Atlantic Ocean. The journey took about two months.
 


The man who wanted to build England's colony was Sir Walter Raleigh — a brilliant, ambitious courtier who had the ear of Queen Elizabeth I herself. Raleigh had already tried. In 1585, he had sent 107 soldiers to Roanoke Island, a long, thin strip of land just off the coast of what is now North Carolina. Those soldiers found the winters brutal, the food scarce, and the local tribes increasingly hostile. After one hard year, they abandoned the settlement and sailed home with Sir Francis Drake.


Raleigh was not deterred. He had a different idea for his second attempt.



 Word Unlock

 Colony
 A settlement built in a foreign land and governed by people from another country. England wanted colonies in the Americas for several reasons: to find gold and silver, to claim land before Spain could, and to create new markets for English goods. The colonists who went were ordinary people — farmers, craftspeople, soldiers — who hoped for a better life in a new place.




Instead of soldiers, Raleigh would send families. Real families — men, women, and children who intended to stay forever, build homes, grow food, and make a permanent English settlement. They were not adventurers looking for gold. They were people who wanted a new life.


He gave this second colony its own governor. The man he chose was not a soldier or a courtier or a military commander.


He chose an artist.


John White was a painter and cartographer — someone who made maps. He had been part of the 1585 expedition, and during that year on Roanoke he had filled sketchbooks with detailed watercolour paintings of the Algonquian people who lived along the coast: their villages, their clothing, their ceremonies, their food. His paintings are still some of the most important historical records of Native American life that survive from the entire sixteenth century.


White was thoughtful, methodical, and deeply curious. He was not the obvious choice to lead a colony of 117 people into an unmapped wilderness.


But Raleigh trusted him.



 Case File Extra

 The Algonquian people whom White painted were not one single tribe but a network of related groups — the Croatoan, the Secotan, the Pomeiooc, and others — who lived along the North Carolina coast and spoke related languages. White learned enough of their language to communicate, which would prove crucial in the months ahead.




The 117 colonists who sailed with White in May 1587 were a mix of ages and backgrounds. Most were English. A few were Welsh. Among them were White's own daughter, Eleanor, who was pregnant. Her husband, Ananias Dare, came too. So did a Croatoan man named Manteo — who had already crossed the Atlantic twice before, had learned English, and was now returning home as an interpreter and guide.


They were ordinary people sailing toward something extraordinary. None of them had any idea how extraordinary it would turn out to be.

 

Chapter 3
 Stranded

 What went wrong from the very first day — and why couldn't the colonists simply leave?

 The plan had been to go further north. Roanoke Island was already known territory — the site of the failed 1585 colony. Raleigh had instructed White to push on to the Chesapeake Bay, several days' sail to the north, where the land was better, the harbour deeper, and the local people reportedly friendlier.

[image: Elizabethan colonists standing on a beach with supplies, looking uncertain]The colonists were put ashore at Roanoke Island with their supplies and told to make do. They had planned to go elsewhere — but now they had no choice.

The man who ruined that plan was the ship's pilot, Simon Fernandez.


Fernandez was Portuguese — a skilled but difficult sailor who had already crossed the Atlantic many times. As the ships anchored off Roanoke in late July 1587, Fernandez refused to take the colonists further. He wanted to spend the remaining weeks of summer searching for Spanish treasure ships in the Caribbean, and he was not going to waste more time dropping off settlers.


He ordered the colonists off the ships at Roanoke. That was it. That was where they were staying.



 [image: Colonists in Elizabethan clothing unloading supplies from small rowboats onto a beach, looking uncertain, as the larger ship remains at anchor]
 
 The colonists were put ashore at Roanoke Island with their supplies and told to make do. They had planned to go elsewhere — but now they had no choice. How would you feel, left somewhere you had not planned to be?
 


White protested. The colonists protested. Fernandez had already done something even worse — he had failed to bring the fifteen men left behind on Roanoke the previous year to resupply the site. When White's colonists arrived at the old settlement, they found the buildings overgrown with weeds, a skeleton that might have been one of the fifteen men, and evidence of a recent attack.


They were starting from scratch. At Roanoke. The wrong place.


Worse, one of the Secotan tribe's leaders — a man named Wanchese — had already turned hostile to the English after the violence of the 1585 expedition. Grenville's soldiers had once burned an entire village — belonging to the neighbouring Aquascogoc people — over a stolen silver cup. That wound had not healed. White knew he was building a settlement among people who had very good reason to distrust the English.



 Word Unlock

 Palisade
 A fence made from large wooden posts or logs, sharpened at the top and driven deep into the ground. Palisades were built around settlements as protection against attacks. The colonists at Roanoke found the palisade from the 1585 colony still standing and rebuilt it as their main defence.




Despite all of this, the colonists worked. They repaired the fort, built houses, planted food, and tried to establish friendly relations with the Croatoan people to the south — who, unlike the Secotan, were still well-disposed toward the English, partly because of Manteo's role as interpreter and go-between. White baptised Manteo as a Christian and gave him the title "Lord of Roanoke" — the first English-style title ever given to a Native American.


Then, on the evening of 18 August 1587, Eleanor Dare gave birth to a daughter.


They named her Virginia. Virginia Dare. The first English child born in the Americas.


Nine days later, the colonists asked White to do something he did not want to do. They needed supplies — food, ammunition, tools — that simply had not been brought on the voyage. Someone had to go back to England and get them. And the only person with enough connections to Raleigh to make it happen was White himself.


White refused at first. He was the governor. His daughter had just given birth. His granddaughter was nine days old.


The colonists insisted. There was no one else.


So White climbed into a boat, rowed out to the waiting ships, and sailed away.


He waved goodbye to Eleanor. To Ananias. To tiny Virginia, just nine days old. To 115 other people who were counting on him to come back quickly.


He had no idea it would be three years before he saw England again.


He had no idea he would never see Roanoke again at all.

 

Chapter 4
 Three Years of Silence

 What kept John White away from Roanoke for three years — and what did he find when he finally returned?

 White reached England in November 1587 — three months after he had left Roanoke. He went immediately to Raleigh and began organising a relief expedition. Ships. Supplies. People. He was planning to return the following spring.

[image: English and Spanish galleons in a dramatic naval battle]The Spanish Armada arrived in the English Channel in August 1588. England threw every ship it had into the battle. While the colonists waited on Roanoke, their only hope of rescue was trapped in a war.

Then England went to war.


In the summer of 1588, King Philip II of Spain launched the most powerful naval fleet ever assembled — 130 ships carrying more than 30,000 men. This was the Spanish Armada, and it was sailing directly toward England. Queen Elizabeth I ordered every available English ship into service to defend the country. No civilian vessel was permitted to leave port for the Americas.



 [image: Dramatic illustration of a great naval battle at sea, with English and Spanish ships firing cannons at each other amid dark storm clouds and smoke]
 
 The Spanish Armada arrived in the English Channel in August 1588. England threw every ship it had into the battle. While the colonists waited on Roanoke, their only hope of rescue was trapped in a war.
 


White was desperate. He managed to get two small ships released and set sail in April 1588 — but a band of French pirates attacked and robbed them before they reached the open Atlantic. White was wounded. The ships limped back to England. The attempt failed.


The Armada came. England defeated it — partly through seamanship, partly through violent storms that wrecked the Spanish fleet on rocks. But even after the Armada was gone, ships were still hard to come by and suspicious men in powerful places refused to authorise the voyage.


White spent 1588 and 1589 writing letters, attending meetings, arguing his case. Every month that passed, he knew, made things worse for the colonists.



 Case File Extra

 The Spanish Armada was supposed to be unbeatable. It had 130 ships, including massive warships called galleons. But English captains used small, fast ships to outmanoeuvre the Spanish. Then a storm — which the English called "the Protestant Wind" — drove the surviving Spanish ships around the north of Scotland and Ireland, wrecking dozens of them. The Armada lost around 60 ships and around 15,000 men.




Finally, in the spring of 1590, he found a private merchant willing to take him. On 18 August 1590 — exactly three years after Virginia Dare's birth — White stepped ashore at Roanoke for the last time.


He already knew the settlement was empty before he reached the gate. There were no lights. No sounds. No smell of fire or cooking. The island was dark and silent.


What he found instead was the fort — its palisade standing, but no houses within. The heavy cannon that had been left behind were half buried in grass. Goods were scattered in the undergrowth, soaked with rain. Chests that had belonged to White himself had been pried open, their contents ruined. But there were no human remains. No graves. No signs of battle. No blood.


The people had not been killed here. They had left.


And then he saw the carving. CROATOAN. No cross above it.


White was not panicking — he was almost certain his colonists had moved to Croatoan Island, fifty miles south, where Manteo's people lived. He had told them to carve their destination. They had. He believed they were alive.


He ordered the ships south immediately.


That night, a storm tore the anchor cables loose. One anchor was lost completely. The captain called White to the deck and told him plainly: sailing to Croatoan Island in these conditions risked losing the ship. They would have to ride out the storm and try again in calmer weather.


The calm weather never came. The ships were blown north. Then east. Then, after weeks at sea, all the way to the Azores — and then to England.


White never went back.


He wrote one last account of his voyage in 1593, addressed to a geographer named Richard Hakluyt. He described everything he had found and everything he had lost. At the end, he wrote that he had done what he could, and he commended the colonists' fate to "the merciful help of the Almighty."


After that, the historical record of John White goes silent.


He had told the colonists to carve a cross if they were in danger. There was no cross. So why — if they had simply moved to Croatoan Island — did no English ship ever find them?

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What clues did the colonists leave behind — and what do modern scientists think they mean?

 For most of its history, the Roanoke mystery had only one piece of physical evidence: the carving. Everything else was absence — no bones, no bodies, no burnt buildings, no message. Just gone.

[image: CROATOAN carved in capital letters into a thick wooden post]The CROATOAN carving, as John White described it: five feet from the ground, in "fair capital letters," on the right post of the settlement's entrance gate.

But in the last hundred years, three new pieces of evidence have emerged that change how investigators think about what happened.



 [image: Close-up illustration of 'CROATOAN' carved in capital letters into the bark of a thick wooden post, with forest visible behind it]
 
 The CROATOAN carving, as John White described it: five feet from the ground, in "fair capital letters," on the right post of the settlement's entrance gate. Notice there is no cross above or below the letters. White took this to mean the colonists were not in distress.
 



 Evidence Card

 The CROATOAN Carving (1590)

 Five letters — C, R, O, A, T, O, A, N — carved clearly into a wooden post at the settlement entrance. The letters were large and clean, not hurried or scratched. "CRO" was also carved into a nearby tree. No cross was present above either carving.

 Meaning: The colonists had agreed with White that a cross would signal distress. No cross suggests the move was voluntary. "Croatoan" was the name both of a nearby island and of the people who lived there.





 Evidence Card

 The Great Drought (1998 discovery)

 In 1998, climate scientist David Stahle and his team studied ancient bald cypress trees in Virginia and North Carolina. By measuring the width of growth rings in trees that were alive in the 1580s, they could reconstruct rainfall levels year by year. The results showed that 1587–1589 was one of the most severe droughts in 800 years across the entire region.

 Meaning: The colonists arrived during what may have been the worst drought in living memory. Crops would have failed. Drinking water would have been scarce. The drought alone could have forced them to abandon Roanoke and seek food and water elsewhere.





 Evidence Card

 The Hidden Patch on White's Map (2012 discovery)

 John White made detailed maps of the Roanoke region in 1585–87. In 2012, researchers at the British Museum examined one of these maps using transmitted light and X-ray spectroscopy — methods that reveal hidden layers beneath the surface of old documents. Under a small patch of paper glued over one area of the map, they found a second symbol: a fort drawn in different ink, approximately 50 miles inland, near the junction of two rivers.

 Meaning: Someone — possibly White himself — hid a secret fort location on the map. This could mark a planned inland retreat site, somewhere the colonists intended to go if Roanoke became untenable.





 Detective Challenge

 The colonists had enough time to carefully dismantle their houses, pack up their belongings, and carve "CROATOAN" clearly on a post. That takes hours — possibly days. If they were being attacked or were in serious danger, they would not have had that kind of time. What does the orderly departure tell you about what was happening when they left?




Taken together, these three pieces of evidence suggest the colonists did not die in a sudden attack. They made a decision. They packed up. They left somewhere deliberately.


The question is: where?

 

Chapter 6
 Three Answers

 Where did 117 people go — and which explanation fits the evidence best?

 There are three main theories about what happened to the Roanoke colonists. None of them can be proven completely. All of them have something to recommend them. A good detective has to weigh each one against the evidence.

[image: Illustrated map showing three arrows from Roanoke in different directions]Three theories, three directions. The colonists could have gone south to Croatoan Island, inland to Site X, or been found by Spanish soldiers.


 [image: Illustrated map of North Carolina coast showing three arrows: one pointing south to Croatoan Island, one pointing inland to Site X, and one pointing south to Spanish territory]
 
 Three theories, three directions. The colonists could have gone south to Croatoan Island, inland to the hidden fort site, or — in the most frightening theory — been found by Spanish soldiers. The map does not tell us which arrow is right.
 


Theory One: They Joined the Croatoan People


This is the theory John White himself believed. The Croatoan people, who lived on the island now called Hatteras, were the friendliest of all the tribes the colonists had met. Manteo — their interpreter and guide — was Croatoan. The carving said CROATOAN.


The drought made Roanoke impossible to survive on. The Secotan were hostile. Moving south to live among the Croatoan made practical sense. The colonists would have brought skills the Croatoan could use — ironworking, English tools, new crops — and the Croatoan would have been able to feed them and shelter them in return.


Centuries later, when English settlers encountered a people called the Lumbee living in the interior of North Carolina, something unexpected appeared: English surnames. Families named Dare, Cooper, Harvie, and others — the same names that appeared on White's list of Roanoke colonists. The Lumbee also had oral traditions describing ancestors who were "white people" who had come from the sea.



 Case File Extra

 The Lumbee people of North Carolina today number around 55,000 — making them the largest Native American tribe east of the Mississippi. Many carry English surnames that match names on John White's 1587 colonist list. Scholars have debated for decades whether this is evidence of Roanoke ancestry, coincidence, or the result of later contact with English settlers.




Theory Two: They Moved Inland


The hidden mark on White's map points to a location roughly 50 miles inland, at a place where two rivers — the Roanoke and the Chowan — run close together. Historians call this area "Site X." If the colonists had planned an inland retreat, they may have split into two groups: some going to Croatoan Island, and a larger group heading inland to build a more permanent settlement away from the coast.


This fits with a disturbing report that came from Jamestown in 1607 — when England's next American colony was established, further north. The Jamestown settlers heard from local chiefs that a group of people "dressed like us" had been living peacefully among the tribes of the interior for twenty years. Then, suddenly, those reports stopped.


Theory Three: They Were Killed


Some historians believe the colonists were attacked and killed — either by hostile Secotan tribes or, possibly, by Spanish soldiers. Spain had colonies to the south and knew about the English settlement. A Spanish expedition did sail along the coast in 1588. No record of an attack survives, but Spanish records are incomplete.


The problem with this theory is the carving. A community under attack does not usually have time to dismantle its houses and carefully carve a destination message. Something does not fit.


Here is the unsettling truth: the most frightening thing about the Roanoke mystery is not that nobody knows what happened. It is that we might be very close to the answer — and the evidence we have is just not quite enough to be certain.



 Detective Challenge

 All three theories have gaps. Theory One doesn't explain why no English ship found survivors at Croatoan Island. Theory Two is based partly on a map patch we only discovered in 2012. Theory Three doesn't explain the careful carving and the orderly departure. Which gap troubles you the most — and why?



 

Chapter 7
 The Search That Never Ended

 How have modern investigators tried to solve the Roanoke mystery — and what have they found?

 For almost three hundred years after White's return, the Roanoke mystery was largely forgotten. It lived in history books, was noted by scholars, and occasionally appeared in newspapers — but no one went looking seriously.

[image: An archaeologist carefully brushing soil from objects at a dig site]Modern archaeologists apply careful digging, sieving, and chemical testing to find objects left behind 400 years ago.

That changed in the twentieth century.


The first systematic archaeological searches of Roanoke Island began in the 1940s. Teams dug at the site of the old fort, sifted through soil, catalogued what they found. They uncovered pieces of English pottery, iron tools, and the foundations of a building. But nothing that explained where the colonists had gone.



 [image: An archaeologist carefully brushing soil from small objects at a dig site, surrounded by measuring tools and labelled bags]
 
 Modern archaeologists working at sites related to the Roanoke Colony use careful digging, sieving, and chemical testing to find objects left behind 400 years ago. Even a single broken piece of pottery can answer a question that has been open for centuries.
 


Following the 2012 map discovery, the First Colony Foundation began a more ambitious programme — applying modern technology to the old mystery. They used ground-penetrating radar to search beneath the soil without digging. They analysed chemical traces in the earth. They began excavating a location inland, about 50 miles from Roanoke, near the spot suggested by the hidden mark on White's map.


In 2020, they reported finding objects at this inland site that dated to the right period: a fragment of early English pottery, a piece of sixteenth-century bottle glass, and a small iron tool used for striking fire. None of these objects belong in that location unless someone of English origin had been there.



 Word Unlock

 Reflectance Transformation Imaging
 A technology that uses many photographs taken from different angles under different lighting conditions. A computer combines the photos to reveal tiny surface details — bumps, scratches, hidden layers — that the human eye cannot see in normal light. It is used to examine old documents, coins, inscriptions, and paintings without touching or damaging them. This is how researchers discovered the hidden patch on White's 1585 map in 2012.




The 2012 map discovery has also led researchers to question something they had taken for granted. White's map was not just a navigation tool — it was a carefully prepared document that someone deliberately altered. The patch was not accidental. Someone glued paper over a symbol they did not want visible. This was a secret, embedded in a document that had been sitting in the British Museum for four hundred years without anyone noticing.


But there is another strand of investigation that some researchers find even more compelling: the living evidence.


The Lumbee people of North Carolina have been claiming descent from the Roanoke colonists since at least the early nineteenth century. Their oral histories describe ancestors who came from the sea and were absorbed into the community. A DNA study begun in 2015 has been comparing the genetic profiles of Lumbee volunteers with descendants of the documented Roanoke colonist families. The results have not yet been conclusive enough to close the case — but they have not ruled it out either.



 Detective Challenge

 Investigators found English objects at the inland site — pottery, glass, iron. But objects can travel. A piece of English pottery could have been traded between tribes for years before ending up at that location. How certain would you need to be before you felt comfortable saying you had solved the mystery? What kind of evidence would be definitive?




Every decade, someone finds something new. A map patch. A DNA study. An inland dig site. But none of it, so far, has been definitive enough to close the case for good.


The investigation is ongoing. And the mystery is still open.

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 What is the best answer historians have today — and why can't anyone close this case?

 It has been more than 430 years since John White stood at the empty gate of Roanoke and read the word carved into the post. In that time, the world has developed technologies he could not have imagined — satellites, DNA analysis, ground-penetrating radar, computer imaging. And still the mystery has not been conclusively solved.

[image: A young girl seen from behind, standing at the edge of a forest looking out over water]Virginia Dare — the first English child born in the Americas — was three years old when she disappeared with the rest of the colony.

But historians are not completely in the dark.


The current best understanding of what happened to the Roanoke colonists looks something like this: they did not all die in one event. They split up and dispersed — some going south to live among the Croatoan people on Hatteras Island, and a larger group moving inland to the site marked on White's hidden map. They did this deliberately, probably in response to the devastating drought and the threat from the Secotan.



 [image: A soft, warm illustration of a young girl with light hair standing at the edge of a forest, looking out over water, her back to us — symbolic and dreamlike]
 
 Virginia Dare — the first English child born in the Americas — was three years old when she disappeared with the rest of the colony. She has become a symbol of the mystery: a person who existed, whose birth was recorded, and whose fate we may never know.
 


The Lumbee people's oral traditions, their English surnames, and the genetic evidence suggest that a significant number of colonists did integrate with Native American communities and leave living descendants. Virginia Dare, if she survived infancy, may well have grown up among the Croatoan or at the inland settlement, speaking Algonquian and English both.


But here is why historians cannot close the case: every piece of evidence is partial. The Lumbee DNA study has not been completed. The inland objects could have been traded. The map patch could have been put there by White himself to protect a planned route — or it could have been added by someone else entirely. The Jamestown reports of "people dressed like us" in the interior stopped abruptly without explanation.



 Word Unlock

 Dispersal
 When a group of people scatters in different directions, rather than staying together. Historians now believe the Roanoke colonists dispersed — split into smaller groups and went to different places — rather than being wiped out in a single event. This would explain why no mass grave, no battlefield, and no single location holds all the answers.




There is also a harder truth. The land the colonists moved into was inhabited. The Croatoan people, the Lumbee, the tribes of the interior — they were the ones who would have known what happened. But English colonisers never asked them directly in a way that was recorded. The oral histories that survive are fragmentary. The voices of the people who almost certainly helped the colonists survive have been largely lost.


The mystery of the Lost Colony is, in part, a story about what happens when one civilisation disappears into another — and how hard it is to find the traces afterwards.



 The Case So Far

 
 	117 colonists — including Virginia Dare, the first English child born in the Americas — were left on Roanoke Island in August 1587.

 	Governor John White was forced to return to England for supplies. The Spanish Armada delayed him for three years.

 	When he returned in August 1590, the settlement was empty. "CROATOAN" was carved on a post — but no cross, indicating the colonists were not in distress.

 	Tree ring data shows the years 1587–1589 brought one of the worst droughts in 800 years — the colonists may have been forced to leave simply to survive.

 	A hidden symbol on White's own map suggests a planned inland retreat site, 50 miles from Roanoke.

 	Modern excavations at the inland site have found English-period objects. The Lumbee people carry English surnames and oral traditions of descent from the colonists.

 	No conclusive evidence has closed the case. The investigation continues.

 

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



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 You have read all the evidence — what do YOU think happened to the Roanoke Colony?

 A good detective does not wait for a confession. A good detective takes what they know, weighs what they can prove, and makes the best judgment the evidence allows.

[image: A rustic detective board covered with pinned evidence cards connected by strings]Everything you've learned in this book, laid out as evidence. Which pieces connect — and which are still missing?

You have the same evidence now that historians and archaeologists have. Let's go through it one last time.



 [image: An illustrated detective board covered with sketched evidence cards, strings connecting points, a timeline, a map, and notes in the margins]
 
 Everything you've learned in this book, laid out as evidence. A carving. A drought. A hidden map. A living community. Which pieces connect — and which are still missing?
 


The carving says CROATOAN. No cross above it. The colonists and White had agreed on that signal. The absence of a cross means the colonists were not, at the moment they left, in mortal fear. They believed they were going somewhere safe. They had time to dismantle their buildings and carry their supplies.


The drought data says the land itself was failing. 1587–1589 were three of the worst years for rainfall in 800 years across the region. The colonists had arrived expecting to farm and hunt. Instead, the ground was turning to dust. Moving to find water and food was not a retreat — it was survival.


The hidden map says someone planned ahead. The inland fort symbol on White's map was covered deliberately. Someone knew about it. If White himself put it there to mark the colonists' destination, then the move was not improvised — it was organised.


The Lumbee evidence says the story continued. English surnames. Oral traditions. A community in North Carolina today that claims — and in some ways demonstrates — a connection to the lost colonists. People do not simply disappear. Sometimes they are absorbed.



 Detective Challenge

 Here is the hardest question in this entire mystery: if the colonists successfully integrated with the Croatoan people and their descendants are still living in North Carolina today — does that mean they "vanished"? Or does it mean they survived in a way nobody expected?




You have now read the same accounts White wrote in 1593. You know about the drought that a climate scientist discovered in 1998 by studying tree rings. You know about the hidden map patch that researchers found in 2012 using imaging technology. You know about the Lumbee people and the inland dig site and the ongoing DNA study.


John White had none of that. He had one carving and a storm that blew him away. He spent the rest of his life not knowing.


You know more than he ever did.


So here is the question that every person who has ever read about Roanoke eventually has to answer for themselves:



 The Case Is Yours

 You have read the evidence. You have heard the theories. You know about the carving, the drought, the hidden map, and the living descendants who may carry the colonists' story in their surnames and their memories.

 Did 117 people vanish from Roanoke Island — or did they simply go somewhere the English never thought to look?



 

About This Book

 CROATOAN: The Lost Colony That Left One Word Behind 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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