
THE JOURNAL OF THE INTERNATIONAL GROUP FOR HISTORIC AIRCRAFT RECOVERY

June 2021 © TIGHAR 2021 Volume 27 #2



2

The Earhart Electra, Chapter 8:  
       Formula for Failure ..............................3
The TIGHAR Podcast  .............................. 11
The Taraia Object .................................... 12

https://www.tighar.org

TIGHAR · 2366 Hickory Hill Road · Oxford, PA  19363-4417 · USA
610.467.1937 · www.tighar.org · info@tighar.org

William Carter, Boise, Idaho
Richard E. Gillespie, Oxford, Pennsylvania

Jeffrey Glickman, Woodinville, Washington
John Masterson, Casper, Wyoming

Andrew M. McKenna, Boulder, Colorado
Lee Paynter, Atglen, Pennsylvania

Gary F. Quigg, Crawfordsville, Indiana
Mark Smith, Jersey City, New Jersey

Patricia R. Thrasher, Oxford, Pennsylvania

Contents

About TIGHAR

On the Cover

On the Web

Board of Directors

TIGHAR (pronounced “tiger”) is an acronym 
for The International Group for Historic Aircraft 
Recovery, a 501(c)(3) non-profit educational 
foundation.
TIGHAR’s activities include:
• Investigating aviation and aerospace histori-

cal questions and mysteries through archival 
research, forensic data analysis, and archeo-
logical expeditions.

• Producing papers, publications, and videos 
to further the foundation’s educational mis-
sion.

• Providing expert historical and archaeologi-
cal research to government agencies for 
evaluation of cultural resources related to 
aviation/aerospace.

• Advocating for accuracy, integrity and pro-
fessionalism in the field of aviation historical 
investigation and the preservation of the 
material culture of flight.

TIGHAR’s activities are conducted primarily 
by member volunteers under the direction of 
a small full-time professional staff. The orga-
nization’s research is publicly available via the 
TIGHAR website.

Sunday, May 30, 1937. Although there were still 
unresolved problems with her aircraft, Amelia 
looked relaxed and confident during a deep-sea 
fishing outing two days before her departure from 
Miami.

https://www.tighar.org
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he crash in Hawai‘i was a public relations 
disaster. The March 29 issue of TIME magazine 
drew on the title of a popular Eugene O’Neill play 

for a piece titled “Mourning Becomes Electra.” After 
pointing out that several people had flown around 
the world on commercial airlines, the article said, 
“Last week Aviatrix Amelia Earhart Putnam took 
off from Oakland ‘to establish the feasibility of 
circling the globe by commercial air travel.’ ... With 
her as navigators she took three men, but not her 
publicity-wise husband, who stayed at Oakland to 
sell her autographs at $6 each.” TIME’s description 
of the accident was no less sarcastic. “Down the 
long concrete runway of Luke Field the ship shot at 
60 m.p.h. Suddenly the left tire blew out. Lurching, 
the plane crumpled its landing gear, careened 
1,000 feet on its bottom in a spray of sparks while 
the propellers knotted like pretzels. With sirens 
screaming, ambulances dashed to the wreck just 
as Flyer Amelia stepped out white-faced. Said she, 
‘Something must have gone wrong.’”1

The unkindest cut came from aviation expert 
Major Alford Williams in his March 31 weekly 
column on aeronautical matters syndicated in 
newspapers all across the United States. Williams 
excoriated “individually sponsored trans-oceanic 
flying” as “the worst racket” in aviation and charged 
that “the personal profit angle in dollars and cents, 
and the struggle for personal fame, have been 
carefully camouflaged and presented under the 
banner of ‘scientific progress.’”

The Major was not bashful about naming names: 
“Amelia Earhart’s ‘Flying Laboratory’ is the latest 
and most distressing racket that has been given to 
a trusting and enthusiastic public. There’s nothing 
in that ‘Flying Laboratory’ beyond duplicates of 
the controls and apparatus to be found on board 
every major airline transport. And no one ever 
sat at the controls of her ‘Flying Laboratory’ who 
knew enough about the technical side of aviation 
to obtain a job on a first-class airline.” Williams did 
not buy the blown tire story either. “She lost control 
of the airplane during a takeoff on the concrete 
runway of a standard Army airdrome and wrecked 
the ‘Flying Laboratory.’ ... That ship got away from 
her – that’s the low down.” Most ominously for 

Earhart, Williams called for government action to 
stop her.

“It’s time the Bureau of Air Commerce took 
a hand in this business and it’s my guess that 
the bureau will not grant Mrs. Amelia Earhart 
permission to make another attempt.”2

The Bureau did not immediately address 
Earhart’s announced intention to make another 
try at a world flight, but it soon became apparent 
that the days of enthusiastic government support 
were over. The Army’s Hawai‘ian Air Depot billed 
Earhart $4,000 for preparing the wrecked Electra 
for shipment, and refused her request that the 
aircraft be transported back to California aboard an 
Army transport. Nor would they approve the use of 
a Navy barge to move the plane from Pearl Harbor 
to the dock in Honolulu where Earhart had booked 
passage for the plane aboard the Matson liner S.S. 
Lurline.

On April 2, 1937, looking forlorn and filthy, the 
once-proud 10E Special was off-loaded in San Pedro, 
California and trucked to the Lockheed plant near 
Burbank where engineers began assessing the 
wreck and writing repair orders.  The damage was 
extensive. The starboard side outer wing was a 
total loss. Both landing gear assemblies had failed 
where they attached to the aircraft, so the repair 
orders called for those structures to be reinforced.

The engine cowlings were a write-off but, 
despite the badly curled propeller blades, the hubs 
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were okay and the engine crankshafts were not 
bent. The long slide on the belly had wiped out the 
antennas and the trailing wire mast on the underside 
of the aircraft. Many of the belly skins would need 
to be replaced and the tail surfaces would need 
considerable repair. Returning NR16020 to service 
was estimated to take five weeks and cost $12,500.3

More consequential than the damage to the 
plane were the decisions Amelia made about how to 
proceed with preparations for a second world flight 
attempt. Manning’s departure was also the departure 
of any competence in radio communication or RDF 
navigation. Rather than replace the lost expertise, 
Earhart elected to remove the equipment she could 
no longer use.

The trailing wire antenna had been primarily 
for transmitting on the international nautical 
calling and emergency frequency, 500 kHz.  
That wavelength was restricted to morse code 
transmissions and neither Earhart nor Noonan 
knew morse, so Amelia elected to not re-install the 
trailing wire. Similarly, the rationale for installing 
the Bendix RA-1 receiver on top of a fuel tank in 
the cabin had been for Harry Manning to be able 
to communicate in code with ships at sea, but 
with Manning gone that was no longer an option.  

The Bendix Radio Direction Finder coupled to the 
Bendix receiver could alternatively be coupled to 
the Western Electric receiver under the co-pilot’s 
seat, so Amelia could save weight by getting rid of 
the Bendix receiver and its sense antenna on the 
belly and still have RDF capability. NR16020 went 
into the shop with two receivers, a trailing wire 
antenna, and two belly-wire antennas, and came 
out with one receiver and one belly-wire.

Low frequencies require long antennas, hence 
the trailing wire for transmitting on 500 kHz. With 
the trailing wire gone, Earhart’s radio consultant 
Joe Gurr felt he could give the plane at least some 
capability on 500 kHz by adding a loading coil to 
the transmitter and making the dorsal vee wire 
antenna longer by moving the supporting mast 
forward about four feet.

Earhart and Putnam, meanwhile, scrambled to 
raise the money to pay for the repairs and the costs 
associated with organizing a second try. In an April 
12, 1937 letter to Purdue’s Stanley Meikle, Putnam 
laid out the financial situation. Up to that time, the 
world flight project had raised $69,500. Expenditures 
up to the time of the accident came to $63,000, of 
which $60,000 was for the purchase of the airplane 
(engines, propellers, instruments and radios had 
been donated) and the rest for preparations, test 
flying, administration, etc. The remaining $6,500, 
plus another $5,000 to be paid by the New York 
Herald Tribune upon completion of the flight, had 
been expected to cover the cost of flying around the 
world. The wreck changed all that.

Repairing the Electra and re-organizing the 
circumnavigation was expected to cost in the 
neighborhood of $50,000. Putnam thought the 
autographed commemorative postal covers 
being sold through Gimbles department stores 
would bring in about $5,000. He and Amelia were 
personally kicking in $10,000 and felt they could 
raise a similar amount from friends, but that would 
still leave the world flight between $5,000 and 
$10,000 short. It was Putnam’s hope that Purdue’s 
donors would make up the difference.4

AMELIA EARHART’S LOCKHEED 10E  ELECTRA
WORLD FLIGHT, SECOND ATTEMPT, JUNE 1, 1937, by BILL HARNEY0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

FEET
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The world flight was shaping up to be, at best, 
a break-even proposition but, as with Earhart’s 
previous record-setting flights, financial reward 
would come from capitalizing on the resulting 
fame through speaking engagements and book 
sales. Toward that end, Putnam negotiated a deal 
with publisher Harcourt Brace for a book to be 
titled World Flight. The daily travelogue articles 
Amelia was to file with the New York Herald Tribune 
syndicate would make up the bulk of the narrative.  
Before leaving on the world flight, Amelia would 
write the introductory chapters describing the 
acquisition of the Electra, the preparations for 

the first world 
flight attempt, the 
accident in Hawai‘i, 
and the launch of the 
second attempt. For 
the finished book 
to be finished by 
September in time 
for the all-important 
Christmas market, 
it was essential 
that the flight get 
underway as soon 
as possible.

Getting the writing done put an additional 
burden on Amelia as she monitored the repair of 
the airplane, helped Putnam with the fundraising, 
and dealt with two complications created by the 
rescheduled departure. The first was weather-
related. Adhering to the original East to West 
route had the advantage of putting the challenging 
Pacific legs at the start of the trip when the crew 
was fresh, but a westward departure in late May 

would mean facing the South Atlantic roughly 
a month later when strong adverse winds and 
storms were likely.

The other obstacle was political. The 
Department of Commerce was getting fed up. 
On May 9, 1937, as repairs at Lockheed neared 
completion, Eastern Airlines star pilot Dick Merrill 
took off from New York in a duplicate of Earhart’s 
Model 10E Special bound nonstop for England 
to bring home photos of the coronation of King 
George VI for the Hearst syndicate. There were 
also plans for a transatlantic race to commemorate 
the tenth anniversary of Lindbergh’s epic flight to 
Paris. Two days later, the Department announced it 
was “seriously considering” a ban on what Maj. Al 
Williams had called “the worst racket in aviation.”  
The Bureau of Air Commerce was thinking of 
changing the regulations for aircraft licensed 
in the Restricted category, such as NR16020. A 
Washington Post article titled “U.S. Proposes Curb 
on Freak Ocean Flights” quoted Col. J. Munroe 
Johnson, Assistant Secretary of Commerce. “At an 
early date, a study will be made looking toward 
the revision of licenses for what might be termed 
‘freak flights.’” The Post wondered “whether the 
department will issue another license to Amelia 
Earhart for a second try to circle the globe.”5

So did Amelia. Given her team’s less than 
stellar performance on the trip from Oakland to 
Honolulu – improperly lubricated propeller hubs 
and the incorrectly set radio transmitter control 
box, not to mention the crash she blamed on the 
aircraft – the chances of the Bureau allowing her to 
immediately set off across the Pacific in an aircraft 
fresh out of a major rebuild were slim. Earhart 
acknowledged as much in the writing she did for 

Earhart’s original 
intended route was 
an east to west 
circumnavigation 
beginning and 
ending in Oakland, 
California with a 
penultimate stop at 
Purdue University 
in West Lafayette, 
Indiana.



6

Earhart 
and Noonan 
loading 
NR16020 prior 
to departure 
from Burbank, 
May 21, 1937.

the forthcoming book. “It is only fair to record that 
the Bureau of Aeronautics [sic] probably would 
have preferred that I abandon the effort.”6

In an effort to solve both problems, Earhart 
reversed the direction of flight. She would now 
circle the globe from west to east, starting with a 
shake-down trip across the U.S. to Miami where any 
problems that arose could be addressed by Pan 
American’s well-equipped seaplane facility there. 
Only when and if the airplane was performing 
satisfactorily would she announce that the world 
flight had begun and continue southward to 
Puerto Rico, South America, and across the South 
Atlantic before storm season.

The Department of Commerce bought the plan. 
On May 14, 1937 they sent Earhart a new letter of 
authority and asked the Department of State to 
“go ahead with the matter of notifying the various 
foreign Governments involved.”7

Bringing foreign governments up to speed and 
re-affirming permissions was a straightforward 

process, and the drums of fuel donated by Standard 
Oil were already in place at the appointed airfields.  
However, Earhart’s decision to eliminate the 
trailing wire antenna, forego ability to transmit on 
500 kHz, and abandon Morse code, made updating 
the plan for finding Howland Island vital.

Bureau of Air Commerce engineer William 
Miller, who had worked with Harry Manning to 
set up radio schedules and protocols with the 
government agencies and Pan American, had 
been reassigned despite Putnam’s fervent request 
that he be retained as Amelia’s liaison. In another 
blow to the competency of the second world flight 
attempt, Amelia stopped seeking the advice of 
Paul Mantz. The cause of the rift is unknown but, 
from early May onward, Mantz was out of the loop 
and unaware of Earhart’s plans.

Oblivious to the house of cards collapsing 
around her, Amelia pressed forward, confident 
she and Noonan had the equipment and expertise 
to successfully complete the circumnavigation.

n May 19, the repaired Electra passed 
government inspection. The next day Amelia 
flew the ship to Oakland, staying just long 

enough to pick up the commemorative postal 
covers she had left in Honolulu two months 
earlier. Her take-off for the hop back to Burbank 
was the official, albeit unannounced, beginning of 
the second world flight.

The aircraft performed to her satisfaction 
and the following day, May 21, 1937, Earhart and 
Noonan loaded NR16020 and, with George Putnam 
and mechanic Bo McKneeley as passengers, set 
off for Miami. If the cross-country shake-down 
flight and any necessary subsequent corrective 
work went well, she would go public before she 
and Noonan continued on to Puerto Rico and the 
world.

The first leg of the trip to Miami was supposed 
to be 700 miles, about five hours, from Burbank 
to El Paso, Texas, but it was after 2 p.m. before 
they were ready to depart. Rather than arrive after 
dark, Earhart changed the destination to Tucson, 
Arizona, 450 miles (about three and a half hours)
away.

Arriving in Tucson, she parked the plane on 
the ramp while she arranged for overnight hangar 
space. When she re-started the engines to move the 
ship she apparently over-primed the left engine. 
It backfired and burst into flame, as it had done 
in San Francisco in January. Amelia immediately 
killed the engine and triggered the fire bottle. 
The fire was extinguished with no damage to the 
airplane. That night, McKneeley re-charged the 
fire suppression system and cleaned up the mess.

Stopping in Tucson put them behind schedule 
so Earhart decided to make the eight and a half 
hour flight directly to New Orleans, but skipping 
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the re-fueling stop in El Paso meant a bigger 
fuel load and a heavier takeoff. To make matters 
worse, the airport was over a mile above sea 
level, so the air was thinner and the takeoff run 
would be longer. Cool air is denser than warm 
air and daytime temperatures in Tucson could 
easily reach 100°F, further thinning the air and 
lengthening the takeoff. To keep the run as short 
as possible and also assure a daylight arrival in 
New Orleans, the Earhart party left Tucson at 7:30  
the next morning.

The flight to New Orleans was uneventful, 
but when Amelia tried to use the automatic pilot 
it “hunted” back and forth 15° either side of the 
desired heading. She made no attempt to use the 
Bendix Radio Direction Finder now coupled to the 
Western Electric receiver.

The next day, to test Fred Noonan’s over-water 
skills, Earhart took a straight shot from New Orleans 
450 miles across the Gulf of Mexico to Florida.  
Noonan, navigating solely by dead reckoning, hit 
the coast at Tampa under one minute and less 
than three miles from his predicted landfall. It was 
an impressive feat, especially given the erratic 
autopilot. The performance of the newly modified 
radio transmitter and antenna, however, was 
disappointing. While out over the Gulf, Earhart 
was unable to make contact with any station.

The Electra arrived in the Miami area at 
3:00pm that afternoon. Earhart’s reversal of her 
route around the world had not been announced 
and, publicly, the cross-country trip was only a 
test flight to “tune up” the newly repaired plane.  
Nonetheless, the press was eagerly awaiting 
her arrival at Miami Municipal Airport. Amelia, 
unfortunately, mistook Eastern Airline’s Thirty-
sixth Street Airport for her intended destination.  
Upon touching down, she immediately realized 
her mistake and took off again. A few minutes 
later, embarrassed and flustered, she botched the 
landing at the correct airport, dropping the Electra 
in so hard “the creak of metal could be heard all 
over the airport.”8 McKneeley put the airplane in 
the hangar to inspect the landing gear. He found no 
damage from the hard landing but he did discover 
someone had scratched their initials in one of the 
struts. There was a worried call to Lockheed, but 
the engineers said that if the scratches could be 
polished out there was no need for concern. The 
marks polished out and the undercarriage was 
pronounced okay.

Over the next week, Pan American technicians 
from the airline’s Dinner Key facility tried to sort 

out the wandering autopilot and fix the mess Joe 
Gurr had made of the aircraft’s transmitter. On 
Saturday, May 29, although neither problem had 
been resolved, Amelia publicly announced she 
had reversed her route and the second world 
flight had begun. She would depart for Puerto Rico 
either tomorrow or possibly Monday or Tuesday.

Herald Tribune reporter Carl B. Allen knew 
Amelia well and had been covering her flights 
for years. Before her first world flight attempt 
he had made a detailed list of all the plane’s 
equipment.  Upon inspecting NR16020 in Miami he 
queried Earhart about the absence of the “marine 
frequency radio [the Bendix RA-1 receiver] for 
obtaining position fixes from ships at sea and shore 
stations operating on that band.” She replied, “Oh, 
that was left off when Manning had to drop out 
of the flight. Both Fred Noonan and I know Morse 
code but we’re rank amateurs and probably would 
never be able to send and receive more than 10 
words a minute; and the professionals just can’t 
be bothered with ‘ham’ operators who can’t match 
their own speed.*

“So the marine frequency radio would have 
been just that much more dead weight to carry 
and we decided to leave it in California.”9

About this time, there was another change 
made to the airplane, obvious in photographs but 
unnoticed by the press and unmentioned in any 
known document. The large navigator’s window 
on the starboard side of the lavatory compartment 
was removed and replaced with a plain aluminum 
patch.

*“Ham” operators are licensed amateurs who have passed a test 
on radio theory, regulations, and operating practices. Earhart and 
Noonan were not hams.

The special navigator’s window was still in place when 
this photo of Amelia with her step-son’s wife was taken on 
Saturday, May 29, 1937.
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The most plausible explanation for the need to 
remove the window is Earhart’s hard landing upon 
arrival in Miami six days earlier. Installing the special 
window the previous January involved cutting a hole 
and removing sections of two longitudinal stringers, 
significantly weakening the rear part of the fuselage. 
Smacking the airplane down on the runway imparted 
a vertical load that could have flexed the structure 
enough to crack the window. Whatever the cause, Fred 
Noonan considered many of the modifications made 
at Harry Manning’s suggestion to be unnecessary, so 
the window and surrounding coaming were removed 
and the hole patched over with aluminum sheet.10

Pan American technicians were still struggling 
with the autopilot and the transmitter. They thought 
an adjustment to the Sperry GyroPilot’s rudder control 
unit would correct the wandering.  As for the Western 
Electric 13C, a bench check showed nothing wrong 
with the transmitter. The problem was the antenna. It 
was too long. The original length had been set when 
Western Electric installed the dorsal antenna during 
Earhart’s visit to New Jersey in November 1936. After 
her decision to eliminate the trailing wire, Joe Gurr, in 
an attempt to give the airplane some degree of ability 
on 500 kHz, had significantly lengthened the antenna 
by moving the supporting mast forward. Pan American 
found the plane’s output on the low frequency too 
poor to be of any use. All Gurr had accomplished was 
to greatly compromise performance on the two high 
frequencies, 3105 and 6210 kHz.

Returning the mast to its former position and 
rewiring the entire dorsal antenna was not an option in 
the time available, so they tried removing the loading 
coil Gurr had added and shortening the total antenna 
length by changing the route of the wire connecting 
the antenna to the transmitter. During a one and a half 
hour test flight the next morning, Sunday, May 30, the 
autopilot still wandered and Earhart was unable to 

contact anyone on the radio. She did not try to use 
the Radio Direction Finder. Pan American techs had 
checked it out on the ground earlier and found it to 
be working correctly.

The media were expecting Earhart’s departure 
for Puerto Rico Monday, or Tuesday at the latest, but 
the airplane still had unresolved equipment issues. 
Amelia, at least outwardly, was unconcerned. That 
afternoon she and Fred accepted an invitation 
from a local businessman to go deep-sea fishing. 
The next morning they visited the Pan American 
seaplane base at Dinner Key to thank everyone for 
their help. Technicians said they were sure that 
further adjustments to the autopilot had now fixed 
the wandering problem. They had also further 
shortened the length of the transmitting antenna 
by again changing the route of the lead-in wire 
and were sure the transmitter would now function 
normally. Earhart decided another test flight was 
unnecessary. She would have the Electra fueled 
with 600 gallons that afternoon and leave for San 
Juan early Tuesday morning. If problems persisted 
she would return to Miami, but if everything 
checked out as predicted the world flight would be 
underway.11

Earhart told the Miami Coast Guard station 
she would not try to communicate with any radio 
station but would broadcast her position 15 and 45 
minutes past each hour on 6210 kHz, and would also 
transmit on 3105 kHz. She said she would use her 
receiver most of the time to take radio bearings.12 
Not try to communicate with any station? How 
could she know whether her transmitter was 
working correctly and her position reports were 
being heard if she didn’t get confirmation from the 
receiving station? Use her receiver most of the time 
to take radio bearings? She had never used her 
direction finder to take a bearing by herself.

By the time the airplane was being fueled on Monday, May 31, for a Tuesday morning 
departure, the window had been replaced by a shiny aluminum patch.
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t 5:56 a.m., as the sun came up on Tuesday, June 
1, 1937, Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan set off 
to circle the globe. Gone was any pretense of the 

purpose Putnam had sold Purdue. “Do I expect this 
trip around the world to be of any scientific value? 
No, not much. I’m going for the trip. I’m going for 
fun. Can you think of a better reason?13

Paul Mantz was in St. Louis for an aerobatic 
competition when he learned of Earhart’s departure 
from a radio news program. He was furious and 
“smelled disaster.”14

The Department of Interior administrator 
responsible for supporting Earhart’s use of Howland 
Island was also blind-sided. He queried his superior, 
“In view of recent press notices that Earhart flight 
reversed, … that Bureau of Air Commerce might 
ban flight as unnecessary, request information 
concerning these matters.”15 The reply was not 
reassuring. “We have no further information than 
contained in press. No requests have been received 

Gear up. NR16020 departs for Miami for San Juan, Puerto Rico.

from Miss Earhart or Mr. Putnam. Suggest you contact 
Navy, Coast Guard, and Putnam’s representative 
Honolulu and endeavor secure information.”16

There was no Putnam representative in Honolulu, 
and the Navy and Coast Guard were just as much in 
the dark as the Department of Interior.  On June 7, as 
Earhart and Noonan made their way across the South 
Atlantic, the Coast Guard Commandant messaged 
San Francisco Division, “Have arrangements been 
made to have vessel at Howland Island end of June 
cooperation Earhart flight?”17 “Negative. No official 
information of itinerary and schedule received but 
private information promised two weeks advance 
notice of time expected arrival Howland Island.”18

Amelia and Fred were on their way without 
having made an attempt to notify, let alone 
coordinate with, the people upon whose assistance 
their ability to find Howland Island, and therefore 
their very lives, depended. ◆
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The earharT elecTra
The true story of the world’s most famous missing airplane.

The book so far:

Introduction:  Changing Mystery to History 
More than the story of a machine, The Earhart Electra is the story of the people whose decisions and actions 
unwittingly paved a path to tragedy.

Chapter One:  “The tree on which costly airplanes grow”
May – December 1935
The origins of Amelia’s association with Purdue University and George Putnam’s pitch for a new airplane.

Chapter Two:  Bait and Switch 
January – February 1936
Putnam’s machinations and the selection of an aircraft for a world flight.

Chapter Three:  “The realization of a dream” 
March – July 1936
Closing the deal with Purdue and the construction of a special long-range version of the Lockheed Electra.

Chapter Four:  Teething Troubles 
August – September 1936
Fuel system difficulties, the problem-plagued 1936 trans-continental Bendix Trophy Race and a bold aerial-
refueling plan for the world flight.

Chapter Five:  Delay, Desperation, and Deliverance 
October 1936 – December 1936
New radio equipment, snags, frustration, and a surprise solution to the problem of getting across the Pacific.

Chapter Six:  House of Cards
January – February 1937
Structural modifications, radio changes, and announcing the world flight.

Chapter Seven:  The Weakest Link
March 1937
Last minute worries and the abortive first world flight attempt.

Chapter Eight:  Formula for Failure
April 1937 – May 1937
Preparations for the second world flight attempt.

Still to go
Chapter Nine:  Inevitable Consequence

June 1937 – July 1937
The second world flight attempt.

Chapter Ten:  When the Legend Becomes Fact
Amelia Earhart’s place in the pantheon of American heroes.



11

n April of this year, TIGHAR launched a podcast 
series called “The Earhart Expeditions.” The 
purpose of the series is to reach a larger 

and younger audience with entertaining and 
informative behind-the-scenes stories from 
TIGHAR’s thirty-three years (and counting) 
investigation of the Earhart disappearance. 
The demographics of the podcast audience are 
impressive:

 E As of June of 2021 there are over 2 million 
podcasts with over 48 million episodes.

 E 50% of all US homes are podcast fans.

 E 68 million Americans listen to at least one 
podcast episode every week.

 E US podcast listeners are 51% male and 49% 
female.

 E Nearly half (48%) of all listeners are between 
12 and 34 years old.

 E 32% are between 35 and 54.

 E 20% are 55 and older.

In the past, TIGHAR’s research and 
accomplishments have reached the general 
public primarily through media stories, television 

documentaries, and to a lesser degree social 
media (primarily Facebook). The new podcast 
series gives us an exciting and very personal new 
way to spread our message.

The Earhart Expeditions series is organized by 
“seasons,” with the episodes in each season telling 
the story of one of TIGHAR’s twelve expeditions to 
the South Pacific. Season One is about the 1989 
expedition, TIGHAR’s first to Nikumaroro. We 
initially released two short (roughly 15 minute) 
episodes every two weeks but, by popular 
demand, we’ll now be publishing one longer 
(roughly 30 minutes) episode every week.

Each podcast episode is an informal 
conversation between Executive Director Ric 
Gillespie and Joan Sacks. Joan has been a TIGHAR 
member since 2012. Like most TIGHAR members, 
she is familiar with The Earhart Project, but 
has never heard the full story of the successes 
and failures, discoveries and disappointments, 
adventures and lessons that have brought us to 
where we are today.

Podcasts are free, but you can get special bonus 
episodes by becoming a premium subscriber 
through Patreon for a small monthly contribution.  
Google “Patreon” and search on “TIGHAR.” 

TIGHAR PodcastTIGHAR Podcast
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TThe latest discovery of Amelia Earhart’s 
aircraft was made by Michael Ashmore 
using Google Maps. He contacted TIGHAR’s 

Ric Gillespie in September 2020 with a screen-
capture of something in the shallow water at the 
tip of Taraia, a small peninsula extending into the 
lagoon on Nikumaroro. Mr. Ashmore thought the 
object might be a wing from Earhart’s Electra. 
Ric presented the image and the hypothesis for 
consideration by the researchers on TIGHAR’s 
Amelia Earhart Search Forum. Mr. Ashmore joined 
TIGHAR so that he could participate in the forum 
discussion. After two weeks and more than 50 
posts, the forum’s consensus was the object was 
a coconut tree. Mr. Ashmore did not agree and 
has since launched a website with imaginative 
graphics and issued a press release which has, of 
course, gotten the attention of the media, ever-
hungry for any Amelia Earhart news.

We think the object is a log because, well, it 
looks like a log and it’s easy to explain how it got 

there. The object first appears in satellite imagery 
from 2016. When TIGHAR was at Nikumaroro 
in 2015 we saw the island had recently been hit 
by a heavy storm that had eroded the southern 
shoreline of the main lagoon passage and uprooted 
many coconut palms. A tree washed into the 
lagoon might easily fetch up against the sand spit 
at the tip of Taraia. You can even see the dark root-
ball at the end of the log.

The object is visible in May of 2020 but is gone 
in imagery dated two months later. Mr. Ashmore 
believes it became covered with silt, but TIGHAR 
searched that whole area in 2001 with metal 
detectors. The silt there is only a few inches deep.

Mr. Ashmore thinks Earhart landed in the 
lagoon and the plane washed up on the shore. He 
dismisses all the evidence the plane landed on the 
reef flat – the post-loss radio signals, the Bevington 
Object, etc., etc. – because it doesn’t fit his theory.

That’s not the way science-based investigation 
works.

The 
Taraia 
Object

Severe erosion damage on the southern shore of Tatiman 
passage in 2015. Note the exposed root-balls of the coconut 
palms.

TIGHAR team member Walt Holm searching the Taraia 
shoreline in 2001.
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