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Name:        
 

Ransom Note Lab Paper: 
Who Wrote the Ransom Note? 
  

The Case: 

Someone has stolen the classroom digital camera!  We received this ransom 
note this morning:  “If you want the classroom digital camera returned, put 
$250.00 in an envelope and leave it under the big plant in the school lobby at 
2:30.  Come alone and leave as soon as you leave the money."  
 
I think this ransom note was written by a student in the class using one of 
the ink pens on the teacher's desk.  We are going to use chromatography 
and try to determine which pen wrote the ransom note. 
  
Materials: chromatography paper, pens, pencils, water, plastic plate 
Lab Procedure: 

1. Label the dot on your paper “mystery.” 
2. Mark your paper with a dot of each pen and label the dots 1=Amber, 

2=Billy, 3= Cassy, 4=Derrick, and 5=Erin. 
3. Form the paper into a cylinder and staple the edges together, leaving 

a small gap so that the EDGES DO NOT MEET. 
4. Put enough water on the plastic plate to just cover the bottom.  This 

water is called a solvent, and it is used to separate the different 
colors in the ink dots. 

5. Put the paper cylinder on the plate, placing the ink dots on the 
bottom.  The dots of ink should NOT TOUCH THE WATER!! 

6. Allow the solvent (water) to rise up the filter to within 2-3 cm from 
the top. 

7. Watch the solvent rise and note how the dots begin to separate into 
bands of color as they move along.  This is your chromatogram.  Using 
the chromatogram, who wrote the ransom note?  How did you figure 
this out?  

8. Use the following sentence frame to prepare your answer to the 
mystery; 
I think_______ wrote the ransom note because   . 
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Post Lab Questions 
 

1. Which ink contained the greatest number of different colors?   
            
 

2. How many different patterns (chromatographs) were there?   
            

 
3. Which ink traveled the farthest?        

 
4. Why did some of the colors travel more quickly up the paper?   

            
 

5. Why do some colors not travel very far?      
            

 
6. Which colors were strongly attracted to the solvent (water)? How do 

you know?            
            
 

 
7. I can infer that the colors      and    

  were the most attracted to the solvent (water) because they 
traveled the farthest.   

 


