
 Page 1 of 3 

 
 
 

MEMORANDUM #1 
 
To: Earhart Research Community 
From: Gene Allen, Email: Earhart2025@gmail.com, Website: Earhart2025.com 
Date: July 10, 2026 
 

It's Time to Retire the Old Reef Landing Theory 
 
Overview: This challenges the long standing and still unproven theory that Amelia Earhart landed 
on a particular section of reef on Gardner Island.1  It does not dispute that she landed on Gardner 
Island, just not on the reef.  Since the reef landing theory began to take form about 1989 it has 
completely dominated the Gardner Island hypotheses to the detriment of research into other 
possible landing sites, the most obvious being the miles of beach’s. So, are the foundations of the 
reef landing theory as sound as we thought? This memo reminds us of certain preconditions, that we 
must accept as fact, in order for the reef landing to possibly have occurred thereafter. 
 

1. Before reading further, a critical point: If Earhart was ever in the vicinity of Howland Island 
(say < 100 miles) then a successful reef landing at Gardner Island is impossible. Gardner 
lies approximately three flight hours away2. There simply is not enough time to reach 
Gardner Island and land on the particular reef flat before the rising tide submerged the 
usable surface. Any scenario placing her near Howland Island, effectively rules out a reef 
landing at Gardner Island—full stop.  In such case, there is no need to read any further. 

2. Otherwise, for the reef landing to have occurred, other events had to occur first and all of the 
following statements must be true; 

A. Earhart was ~150 miles south of course3, thus could theoretically reach Gardner 
Island in time to land on the reef flat before the rising tide made it unusable4, 
assuming such a landing is possible in 6” of standing water at the midway point5. 

B. That, to be that far off course, presumably due to wind, winds would have needed to 
be from the north or north-northeast to displace the flight 150 miles south of course6. 
(This contradicts known forecasts and all observed surface winds within 1,000 miles, 
which were typically easterly (NE-E-SE) trade winds of 10–20 knots — normal July 
conditions.) 

C. That, no celestial sextant sights were able to be obtained during the entire ~12-hour 
night flight, therefore no course corrections. And that they would press onward 
without course corrections. In effect, this requires the sky to have been obscured by 
clouds the entire ~1400 NM night leg with no opportunity for any sights, which 
contradicts her 1630z radio report of “partly cloudy”, when only 2.7 before Howland.   

D. That, being ~ 150 miles south of Howland, the Itasca would have been hearing her 
radio transmissions by skywave (ionosphere refraction) and not normal groundwave, 
which is limited to less range than that.  Itasca logged her signal strength as steadily 
increasing until loud and clear, which is atypical of skywave propagation. (Strength 
vs. range is normal for groundwave but not skywave.) Notably, TIGHAR's own 
probability chart puts the odds of hearing her "loud and clear" via skywave at only 
50% when 150—250 miles south of course.7 

E. That, Earhart's 1030z sighting of ship lights8 — either the Myrtlebank or the Ontario, 
the only two ships near her route — either occurred, meaning a radical course 
divergence happened later, or didn't occur, meaning she was already south of 
course by then and unchecked course error occurred most of night. 
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F. That, after circling Gardner Island and observing its nearly 8 miles of beaches9, 
Earhart found nowhere suitable for even a few hundred feet of landing roll and 
therefore chose the reef instead10. 

G. That, Earhart, who was from Kansas, knew something about landing on coral reefs 
and was confident in her ability to pick this one tiny stretch of dry or partly dry reef, 
where only a few hundred feet is usable, as the best place to land.11 

H. That, even if the reef landing zone was partially covered in water (it was by then), 
Earhart could have discerned from the air how deep it was and the surface under the 
water was smooth and safe to land on.  (Navy sea planes searching for Earhart 
reported “It was noted that the reefs which from the air appeared to be close to the 
surface were, in reality, at least four to six feet or more deep” 12) 

I. That, at approximately 2130z13, the last possible time that the water would still be 
shallow enough14, and just 1.3 hours after her last transmission received by the 
Itasca,  Earhart was 350 miles south of Howland and landed on a small patch of reef, 
that was dry at touchdown and was covered in about 6” of water midway during 
rollout, then dry thereafter15. 

J. That, a tailwheel plane like the Electra, as in the opinion of unnamed 'experienced 
pilots' reef advocates quote and never demonstrated, can roll into 6" deep water at 
landing speed and not pitch over forward uncontrollably on to its back and come to 
rest upside down16 17 .  

3. Accepting the reef-landing hypothesis requires believing that all of the above preconditions 
are true, despite the absence of hard evidence supporting any of them.  At best, some of the 
above has been demonstrated as possible — however improbable. 

4. Accepting multiple improbable conditions to occur simultaneously decreases the overall 
likelihood exponentially. As a simplified illustration only — not a precise calculation of this 
specific list — if just ten such conditions each had a generous 50% chance of occurring, the 
probability of all ten occurring simultaneously is 0.098%. That's roughly 1 in 1,024 — the 
same chance as flipping a coin 10 times in a row and getting heads every single time. 

5. Now, after over a quarter century, this particular reef landing theory survives despite the 
complete lack of hard evidence and one failed expedition after another to find support.  Now 
is the time to take a step back and ask ourselves how did we get here in the first place?  
Were our assumptions that the reef landing was possible and likely, as good as we thought?   

6. Has anyone proven that landing on the most obvious place, the miles of beaches or even the 
lagoon, impossible? No. To the contrary, Navy search planes reported of Gardner Island 
“Given a chance, it is believed that Miss Earhart could have landed her plane in this lagoon 
and swam or waded ashore. In fact, on any of these islands it is not hard to believe that a 
forced landing could have been accomplished with no more damage than a good barrier 
crash or a good wetting.”18 (Presuming by “barrier crash”19 they meant on land. ) 

7. To this day the interior of the island remains largely unsearched20 and never with modern 
technology or even a drone.  Ric Gillespie (TIGHAR) once rhetorically said himself “How 
many Electra’s could you hide down there?” (Referring to the dense jungle before him.)21   

8. A beach landing begs the question "So what became of the plane?" The answer could be as 
simple as sometime later, a strong wind, like a thunderstorm or winter storm such as the one 
that grounded the Norwich City, picked up the plane and flung it inland into the dense jungle. 
An empty Electra could become airborne with as little as 50-60 knots of wind, well within the 
possibility of these weather events. It only takes one gust. As a point of reference for this 
possibility, go to your local airport and note that all the parked light aircraft are tied to the 
ground with ropes—standard policy for good reason. 

 
This memo may be viewed online at www.Earhart2025.com/memo1 
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