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• Consultant to 20+ US Federal agencies and 30+  
foreign countries
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Today we will cover these topics:
✓ The exciting life of Amelia Earhart (AE)

✓ The disappearance and search

✓ Theories re the disappearance

✓ Expeditions to Nikumaroro

✓ Evidence for Niku

✓ Conclusions

Nikumaroro island, Rep. of Kiribati

Moonlight Bungalow, Cameron Highlands
Flag of the Republic of Kiribati



The Exciting Life of Amelia Earhart



Tomboy “Milly” born 1897, Atchison, KS…

…schooled in Chicago & Philly



• 1919: Nurse’s aide
• 1920: first air ride
• 1921: pilot’s license
• 1924: teacher of Syrian immigrant kids
• 1927: Lindbergh trans-Atlantic; woman?
• 1928: AE trans-Atlantic  in 3-person crew, 1st

woman, lectures, book
• 1931: marries George Putnam
• 1932+: new records, lectures



She was the first to fly a gyrocopter across the US, 
and set other records



First woman to fly solo trans-Atlantic, 1932



Then – a new plane for the 
ultimate project



The Disappearance and Search 







JULY 2, 1937
-- 0646: “About 100 miles out…”
-- 0741: “We are on you but cannot see you…flying at 1000 feet…”
-- 0804: “We cannot hear you…”  (AE unable to get RDF directions)
-- 0843: “We are on the line 157-337… flying north and south”

Tiny Howland is in this 
photo, taken at 1000 ft. 

Howland: 1.5 x 0.5 miles, 15 ft. high 



Apparent crash 
of the Electra 

by 1040…

…USCG cutter 
Itasca begins search





Float planes from USS Colorado
search to the south 

Route of Colorado

Colorado planes

USS Colorado



Theories re the Disappearance



Lots of  
theories!



Crashed at Sea?

Nauticos searched ~ 1000 
sq. mi. N of Howland

1989: mapping search by Longs N+W of Howland
1994: Timmer/Williamson attempt
1999: search by Timmer 45 days w/ side scan NW of Howland
2002: Kammerer attempt;  Elgin Long 27 day search 
2006: Nauticos/Waitt search 687 sq. mi. NW of Howland
2009: Nauticos/Waitt search 2000 sq. mi W of Howland 
2017: Nauticos/Eustace  search 960 sq. mi. N/S of Howland

CT = 5500 sq. mi.,
total area searched & 

mapped via sonar

Mermaid Vigilance + AUV
used by Nauticos in early 2017



Alternate theories

Betrayed by FDR?



New Guinea?Objects found by Parker Hannifin Corp on 
Endrikin island Mili Atoll, RMI in 2015

Marshall Islands?
“Flight to
Freedom”

1943 movie



Re-appeared
in NJ?

Captured 
by aliens?

Tokyo Rose(s)?



History Channel claims this pic 
shows AE+FN + plane! See them?

Me neither!



Japanese blogger found this pic in 30 minutes on-line 
– from 5 Oct 1935 – 2 yrs before the crash!



Expeditions to Nikumaroro



Kiribati (“keer e bas”) is both huge and tiny 

Seattle Boston

2750 miles across

Land area size:  313 sq. mi.; only 5 x area of DC
Total area size:  1.35 million sq. mi.; 5 x area of Texas!
Population: only 115,000



TIGHAR Niku

Expeditions to Date:

• 1989 Land Search
• 1991 Land and Underwater Search
• 1996 Land Search on Niku
• 1997 Land and Underwater Search 
• 1998 Research: In England and on Kanton Is.
• 1999 Land Search
• 2001 Land (7-Site)/Underwater Search  
• 2003 Underwater Search
• 2007 Village and 7-Site Search
• 2010 7-Site and Underwater Search
• 2012 --- 2015 --- 2017 --- 2019 (NGS) 27



The International 
Group for Historic 
Aircraft Recovery

Our 2017 
Expedition:

June 21--July 11, 2017



Our effort attracted media attention



A good ship and a 
great crew



First sight 
of Niku



Getting ashore 
and around



A beautiful island 



In 7 days on the island I was lucky to work 
most of the major sites

Day 1: metal detecting in 
New Village, pharm 
bottle found; 
“Adorable Door” search; 
Shoe Site search

Day 2: metal detecting at 
Seven Site, observe dogs

Day 3 + 7: 
search in Old 
Village

Day 4: sifting coralDay 5: search Shoe 
Site with dogs

Day 6: digging coral

Pre-contact Polynesian 
village discovered

Camp Zero?

Landing site 
on reef?

Landing + trail

Boat transport

XX
X

X
X

X
X

X

USCG WW II 
LORAN station

X

Prevailing winds

N

1 statute mile 



Humans worked hard…



…and were great companions…



…but the dogs 
were the stars!



HHRD dogs + Niku =
DNA!

Dogs confirmed  human 
residue at the Ren Tree, as 
forecast by TIGHAR

Soil, coral and tree material 
collected for DNA analysis  --
human DNA found!



Neanderthal & Human DNA 

from Dirt (not just bones or teeth)

• 85 teaspoon-sized samples 
of dirt from 7 Euro-caves

• 4 w/ Neanderthal DNA; 1 
w/ Denisovan DNA

• Modern DNA “hook” used 
to find ancient DNA

• Future std. technique?

April 2017



Evidence for Nikumaroro



The TIGHAR theory: complicated, but feasible

X

X

Seven Site

Camp Zero?

N





13 bones found in 1940…

“Body had obviously been lying under a ‘ren’ 
tree and remains of fire, turtle and dead birds 
appear to indicate life. All small bones have 
been removed by giant coconut crabs which 
have also damaged larger ones.”

…consistent (?) with AE1940 official British report



Evidence at the “Seven Site” on Niku

1. Freckle crème jar, US; AE used such crème
2. 1930s era women’s compact
3. Pocket knife, US, broken apart
4. Human bone found by TIGHAR
5. Human bones found in 1940
6. 1400 fish bones  & uneaten fish heads
7. Melted glass bottles and 11 fire features
8. Clam shells for catching water
9. US-made zipper
10. Glass shards used as knives
11. Forensic dog alerts
12. Human DNA from Ren tree area



A pharmacy vial found 
on Niku in 2017, from 
near AE’s home?



Perhaps bits of the plane were spotted at 
Niku in a photo…

…and by an eyewitness:

Emily Sikuli



Aircraft skin found 1991

• Aircraft aluminum.

• Hand-stamped label and the font type indicate  pre-1938 
manufacture.

• Attached rivet is pre-1940 style and it is not a flush riveted 
head as used on WW II aircraft.

• Possible match to 1937 patch covering window 47



Plexiglas found on Niku in 1996

Lockheed 
Windshield

48



Limited searches done 
underwater thru 2017…

…with no success



The August 2019 Niku NGS Follow-up Expedition

Bob Ballard and Nautilus

Fred Hiebert PhD, NGS

Tom King, PhD

Lynn Angeloro & Berkeley

MV Taka



2019 NGS/TIGHAR, Tom King Expedition Efforts

1. The 2019 Effort included:

A. Bob Ballard’s crew aboard the research vessel Nautilus.

B. Land archaeology team at the 7-Site.

C. Team that visited Tarawa Island, search for lost bones.

2. The 2019 team visually examined underwater: 

a) 100 percent of the island down to 750 meters [2,400 feet]. 

b) 100 percent of the primary zone visually down to 900 meters [3,000 ft]. 

c)  Metal objects collected, analysis pending.

d)  The island rises thru 5,000 meters [3 mi, 16,000 ft] of ocean; areas not searched?

3. Niku 2019 Island Archaeology: Dog alerted, additional soil collected, one bone found,

analysis pending.

4. Tarawa Island Research: Hiebert and team visited Tarawa, 

examined fragments of a human skull in the Cultural Centre.

WATCH THE NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC 

TV SPECIAL, OCTOBER 20, 2019

VIEW IT AS A SCIENTIST



Images from the 2019 Expedition to Niku

Skull fragments possibly from 
Niku at the Cultural Centre and 

Museum in Tarawa

Researchers use UV light to find 
human remains in the coral

Fred Hiebert of NGS and 
Jamie Bach collecting 

possible DNA

Photos from NGS

Divers in the primary search 
area, on the NW slope of Niku

Autonomous sonar vessel 
being launched from Nautilus

Border Collie Berkeley on Niku



More Images from 2019

Examining rubble from 
“skull hole”

Searching the bottom of the  
“skull hole,” where dogs alerted 

Big Ren tree area being 
excavated

Photos from  Tom  King

Berkeley detecting near the 
Big Ren tree

Excavating thru 1 trillion pieces of 
coral, each of which looks like bone



Conclusions



So, where are they?



My estimate:
• 30% chance they crashed at sea 

near Howland, probably S not N

• 9% chance Marshall islands

• >1% other conspiracy theories

• 60% landed & died on Niku
Last photo of AE/FN

IMHO Niku proven to
“a preponderance of the evidence”–
but not “beyond a reasonable doubt” 



THANKS!!!
QUESTIONS?


