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change course and proceed to and conduct an 
air search of the Phoenix Group. Incredibly, no 
one bothered to inform Itasca that the unknown 
signals received on Earhart’s frequency appeared 
to have originated in the Phoenix Islands. Itasca 
continued to search the waters north of Howland 
Island.  
 In St. Petersburg, Florida, 15-year-old 
Betty Klenck was listening to her family’s large 
console radio. Her father, an amateur radio en-
thusiast, had invested in the best radio he could 
afford and had it connected to a special antenna 
that he had strung up in the backyard.  That 
afternoon, as Betty listened, she doodled and 
jotted down bits of information about what she 
was hearing in a notebook that she always kept 
close by the set. 
 While tuning through the shortwave bands, 
she heard a woman who sounded quite upset say, 
“This is Amelia Earhart.” For the next hour and 
forty-five minutes, Betty heard a woman and a 
man trying to send what sounded like distress 
calls. Both sounded like they were under extreme 
physical and emotional stress. Although the 
jumble of words, letters and numbers coming 
from the radio’s speaker were too fast for Betty 
to take down verbatim, she copied down as much 
of what she heard as possible. When her father 
returned home from work, he heard the last part 
of this broadcast. Convinced that it was genu-
ine, he drove to the St. Petersburg Coast Guard 
station to report what he and his daughter had 
heard. There, the duty officer assured him that 
the Coast Guard already had a ship in the area 
and was on top of the situation.   
 Years later, Earhart scholars who examined 
this notebook would focus on one of the seem-
ingly meaningless sentences that Betty had 
copied down: “George, get the suitcase in my 
closet.” Amelia Earhart kept the most private 

of her personal papers inside a briefcase that 
was stored in a closet in her North Hollywood, 
California home. Over the years, and on several 
occasions, she had instructed family members 
and her husband George Putnam to burn the 
contents of this briefcase should anything ever 
happen to her.  Betty would have had no way of 
knowing this. Therefore, this reference in her 
notebook to “the suitcase in my closet” might 
suggest that, like Dana Randolph, she may have 
been tuned to a harmonic of one of the Earhart 
frequencies and possibly heard the voices of 
Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan.

EVENING, DAY #4

 In contrast to the previous three evenings, 
almost nothing was heard on 3105 on the fourth 
night after Earhart and Noonan had disappeared. 
By this time, both fliers would have been suf-
fering from dehydration and lack of food, and 
were perhaps in need of medical attention. The 
Colorado was due to arrive in the Phoenix Islands 
the next day, and it was hoped that an air search 
would quickly be able to locate the missing pair. 
 Beginning on July 7th, the Colorado’s three 
aircraft, under of the command of the Senior 
Aviator on board, Lieutenant John O. Lambrecht, 
flew search operations in the area of the Phoenix 
Islands. A fly-over was made at each island, and 
a landing was made in the lagoon at Hull, the 
only island of the group that was inhabited. The 
search lasted four days and covered some 25,490 
square miles.
 Lambrecht’s fly-over of Gardner Island oc-
curred on July 9th. It was later estimated that the 
total time he spent over the island was about 10 
minutes. In a report later submitted to the Bureau 
of Naval Aeronautics, this is how he described 
what he had observed there: 

 “Gardner is a typical example of your south 
sea atoll . . . a narrow, circular strip of land . . . 
surrounding a large lagoon. Most of this island 
is covered with tropical vegetation with, here 
and there, a grove of coconut palms. Here signs 
of recent habitation were clearly visible but re-
peated circling and zooming failed to elicit any 
answering wave from possible inhabitants and 
it was finally taken for granted that none were 
there.”  
 Years later, when asked what he meant by 
“signs of recent habitation,” Lambrecht replied, 
“Markers of some kind.”
 In his official report, the commanding offi-
cer of the Colorado Captain Wilhelm F. Friedell, 
stated that “No one was seen on either Gardner 
Island or McKean Island,” and “(n)o dwellings 
appeared on Gardner or any other signs of in-
habitation.”   
 The inconsistencies between the Lambrecht 
and Friedell reports continue to baffle Earhart 
researchers to this day. 
 On July 12 the Lexington and her destroy-
ers arrived and took over the search, which now 
shifted away from the Phoenix Group to the 
open waters north and west of Howland. In all, 
some 151,556 square miles of trackless ocean 
were searched by the Lexington’s pilots without 
success. 
 On July 18th, the search was officially called 
off. The general opinion was that the plane had 
probably run out of gas, gone down at sea, and 
sunk without a trace. Radio signals received after 
the presumed loss of the plane were dismissed 
as misunderstandings or outright hoaxes.  

Bones on Gardner Island
 In September 1940, Gerald B. Gallagher, 
the young officer in charge on Gardner Island, 
(later renamed Nikumaroro) radioed his superiors 
in Suva that the skull and partial skeleton of a 
castaway had been discovered in a remote area 
of the island and in a place where it was unlikely 
to have been seen by an air search. Close to the 
remains was found a woman’s walking shoe, an 
empty bottle, and an empty sextant box. Also 
nearby were the remains of a fire, as well as turtle 
and bird bones, indicating that the deceased had 
survived for a time after coming ashore. 
 Realizing that these might be the remains of 
Amelia Earhart, Gallagher radioed his superiors 
for instructions. He was told to carefully search 
the area where the bones had been found and 
then send all bones and artifacts recovered to 
the High Commission Office in Suva. He was 
also told keep this matter “strictly secret for the 
present.” In January 1941, the bones, sextant box, 
shoe, etc. were shipped to Suva where, in April, 
the bones were examined by Dr. D. W. Hoodless, 
Principal of the Central Medical School in Suva. 
 Dr. Hoodless’ official report contains de-
tailed measurements of the skull and bones, and 
ventured the cautious opinion that they might 
be those of someone of European or mixed Eu-
ropean descent. After the Hoodless report was 
submitted and acknowledged, it was carefully 
filed away and forgotten. There is no evidence 
that the High Commission Office in Suva ever 
contacted American authorities with news of the 
discovery. 

Uninhabited Gardner Island (later renamed Nikuma-
roro) is one of two islands in the Phoenix Island group 
that is closest to Howland Island. An examination of 
historical records has turned up evidence to suggest that 
Earhart’s world flight ended here with a forced landing 
on the island’s flat, smooth coral reef.  


