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The same neighbor also had notes of a 
conversation he had with Betty’s mother, then 
still living. Although differing in some minor 
details, the notes generally agree with Betty’s 
version of the story. While we were there we 

also collected handwriting examples from Betty 
which will be used in an evaluation of her 
notebook by a recognized expert in document 
authentication.

While we’re collecting information about 
what Betty heard we’re also investigating how 
she could have heard it. Bob Brandenburg, 
TIGHAR #2286, had previously done sophisti-
cated computer modeling of the Electra’s radio 
and antenna system for the 8th Edition of the 
Earhart Project Book and is now evaluating 
the radio propagation aspects of this problem 
using that model, plus information about 
the radio and antenna on the receiving end 
provided by Betty and verified by Harry Poole, 
TIGHAR #2300, in on-site visits to the property 
where she lived in 1937. Although Bob’s 
analysis is not yet completed, his assessment 
of the likelihood that signals transmitted from 
the Earhart aircraft (assuming that it was 
intact and on the reef at Nikumaroro) could 
be heard as sporadically intelligible voice 
messages in St. Petersburg, Florida has, so 
far, evolved from one chance in a thousand to 
one chance in five as better information has 
become available.

How could Betty (and others) have heard 
understandable messages on a home short-
wave set when ships and government stations 
in the Central Pacific were hearing only faint 
“carrier wave” (background) signals or, at 
best, unintelligible voice? We don’t yet know 
for sure, but we have a hunch. Like most 
aircraft radio transmitters of the time, Amelia’s 
Western Electric 13C put out not only transmis-
sions on the intended frequencies – 3105 
Kilocycles, 6210 Kilocycles, and 500 Kilocycles 
– but it also put out simultaneous, although 
unintended, signals on “harmonics” of those 
frequencies – much higher frequencies that 
are multiples of the primary frequencies. This 

was a well known phenomenon but it was of 
no consequence so long as the accidental 
transmissions on the harmonic frequencies 
did not interfere with a commercial station 
or other user.

The other part of the equation seems to 
be the changes that were made to Earhart’s 
transmitting antenna prior to her second World 
Flight attempt. Originally, Western Electric had 
set up the vee antenna that ran from a mast on 
top of the fuselage to each vertical fin on the 
tail to be an appropriate length for Earhart’s 
two primary communications frequencies, 
3105 and 6210 Kcs. The much lower 500 Kcs 
frequency required a much longer antenna 
which was provided by a “trailing wire” that 
was played out into the slipstream after the 
aircraft was in flight and reeled back in before 
landing. The wreck in Hawaii that ended the 
first World Flight attempt also wiped out the 
mast on the belly from which the trailing 
wire was deployed. During repairs back in 
California the decision was made to eliminate 
the trailing wire and lengthen the vee antenna 
on top of the fuselage to accommodate all 
three frequencies on the one antenna. The 
mast that supported the point of the vee was 
moved forward several feet. It was a terrible 
compromise that provided no meaningful 
capability to transmit on 500 Kcs while greatly 
complicating the problem of putting out a 
decent signal on 3105 and 6210. There appears 
to have been, however, another consequence 
to lengthening the vee. The new length made an 
excellent antenna for the unintended harmonic 
frequencies. The graphics on the facing page 
clearly show the differences in lengths.
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It may be that this explains why govern-
ment stations in the Central Pacific, listening 
for Earhart on the primary frequencies (3105 
and 6210) heard very poor signals while, 
at the same moment, thousands of miles 

away, amateur radio enthusiasts and ordinary 
citizens with shortwave receivers were hearing 
intelligible distress calls when they acciden-
tally stumbled across a harmonic of those 
frequencies.

Disqualifying References?
How it could have happened is one question. 
Whether it did happen is another and can only 
be answered by an examination of the content 
of the transmissions. The first question is 
whether Betty’s notes contain any disqualifying 
references – that is, described circumstances 
that are known to be incorrect.

For example, Charles McGill of Oakland, 
California reported on July 6, 1937 that he 
had heard:

NRUI KHAQQ KHAQQ SOS SOS SOS 
KHAQQ  281 NORTH HOWLAND CANNOT 
HOLD OUT MUCH LONGER DRIFTING 
SLOWLY NORTHWEST    WE ABOVE 
WATER    MOTOR SINKING IN WATER    
VERY WET

Not only is the message suspiciously similar 
to a more fragmentary message heard earlier by 
the US Navy and widely reported in the press, 
but the apparent description of an airplane 
afloat and still transmitting is contrary to 
our understanding of the reasonable possibili-
ties. McGill, by the way, was subsequently 
investigated by the Coast Guard and found to 
be a hoaxer.

Similarly, a note in a bottle recently touted 
as the “Noonan Document” said that the plane 
was sinking because “the starboard gas tank 
ruptured” (there were three fuel tanks in each 
wing and the rupturing of any or all of them 
would not cause the plane to sink). The letter, 
supposedly written by Noonan, also makes 
reference to Amelia wearing her good luck 
elephant hair bracelet (which she is said to 
have left behind in New Guinea). 

Betty’s notebook contains many references 
that don’t seem to make sense, such as “N.Y 
N.Y.,” “Hello Bud,” and “Take it away Howland” 
– but there are no apparent disqualifying 
references.
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