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THE fate of Earhart and 
Noonan will probably always remain a 

mystery. In approaching a solution to it 
about all one can do is to apply a bit of 
common sense to the very few known 
facts and discount as nonsense 99% of 
what appeared in the newspapers. 

The manner in which the plane missed 
its objective Howland Island is a minor 
though more tragic part of the mystery. 
The island is but a dot -a bare mile 
across, with an elevation of only a few 
feet -in the largest ocean in the world. 
It would be practically invisible on the 
horizon. From the point -of -view of 
theoretical navigation, the size of the 
island has no significance. Captain Kidd, 
using the crude instruments of several 
centuries ago, one of which was a bucket 
of water as a mirror, indicated the posi- 
tion of buried treasure within a few 
square feet by lunar calculations. Navi- 
gating for Howland Island from the deck 
of a boat would be a mere matter of rou- 
tine for an experienced navigator such 
as Noonan. To accomplish the same 
feat from an airplane is a more difficult 
matter. It is possible to secure a "fix" - 
or definite position -only at noon, or be- 
tween dusk and dawn when simultaneous 
observations can be made on two or 
more celestial objects. At other times 
dead reckoning -assumed direction and 
assumed distance of travel must be con- 
sidered. These are both ,functions of 
drift. On waters which have been charted 
for hundreds of years, the calculation or 
allowance for drift is a simple formality. 
In a plane flying over visible land, it is 

also easy to calculate. However, at any 
altitude above the sea, or flying above 
clouds in winds of uncharted direction 
and velocity, drift must be computed by 

calculations which themselves may be in 

error due to drift! Under such circum- 
stances radio navigation is the only 
answer to the problem, and this was not 
effectively available at the time and place. 

THE last message received 
from KHAQQ was at 8:44 a.m. local 
time, and, according to newspaper re- 
ports read -"We are on the line of posi- 
tion 157 -337. Will repeat this message 
on 6210 kilocycles. We are now run- 
ning north and south." 

Part of this message makes sense, and 
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would indicate that Noonan had taken an 
observation of the sun and had secured 
a line of position -or a "Sumner line." 
For all practical purposes this is a 

straight line, at right angles to the bear- 
ing of the sun, which passes through the 
exact position of the observer. In other 
words, the plane was somewhere on that 
line. The usual procedure in such a 
case is to continue on course until the 
bearing of the sun changes by about 30 
degrees -due to its own motion and that 
of the plane -at which point a second 
Sumner line is plotted. The first line is 

now moved toward the second line in 

accordance with the course and distance 
traveled as figured by dead reckoning. 
The intersection of the two lines will 
now give a "fix" or position of the plane. 

The degrees 157 -337 on the compass 
rose checks with the sun's bearing of 65 

degrees, which is about right for the ap- 
proximate position of the plane, the time 
of day and year. This was apparently 
the first line of position Noonan had 
taken that day- otherwise he would have 
obtained a fix, and the exact position of 

the plane would have been radioed. Also, 
apparently, Noonan did not have much 
faith in the dead reckoning of the past 

few hours, or he would have crossed his 
course with the line of position, and given 
at least an approximate position on that 
line. As he was apparently dubious con- 
cerning even a fairly approximate posi- 
tion, he would not head for where he 
thought the island might be. There were 
only two logical things for him to do- 
one to fly approximately east to hasten 
the relative motion of the sun so that he 
could make a second observation as 
quickly as possible, secure a second line 
of position and a fix, from which point 
he could set his course for the island. 
On the other hand, if he were very sure 
that he was either north or south of his 
course, he might draw a line of posi- 
tion parallel to his own but passing 
through Howland Island. He would 
then set a perpendicular course between 
the two lines, and fly until by dead 
reckoning he reached the line of posi- 
tion through Howland, then turn at 
right angles and follow this second line 
to Howland. 

Just what happened will never be 
known. The flying "north and south" 
part of Earhart's message simply doesn't 
make sense. It is possible that in those 
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The radio control equipment aboard KHAQQ, Miss Earhart's "Flying Laboratory." Note 
transmitting key and arm rest on cabin wall. (Photo courtesy Western Electric Co.) 
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