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NOTE

These ten accounts of famous disappearances have been assembled to present significant facts and plausible theories regarding each disappearance. The reports can claim neither to uncover new evidence, nor to offer original solutions to long-standing mysteries. With few exceptions, no primary sources were examined for overlooked clues. However, available information, as given in books, magazines and newspapers, has been reviewed, and the findings presented as a “first reader” in unresolved disappearances. In several instances, popular belief is at odds with the official accounts of why and how these people vanished. Examples of a process by which imagination takes the grain of fact and produces the pearl of legend are seen in the current solutions to the mystery of Amelia Earhart — Commander Crabb — and Judge Crater.

Perhaps some reader will see a pattern or design in these reports that will enable final solution of one or more of the puzzles.
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FOREWORD

In 1925, the British explorer Colonel Percy Fawcett planned to strike out into the Brazilian jungle on what was supposed to be his last and most triumphant expedition. The fifty-seven-year-old was a born adventurer—his exploits are often cited as an inspiration for the Indiana Jones character—but he was also a man driven by a tantalizing obsession. During his previous journeys into the bush, he had become convinced that an ancient, undiscovered metropolis lay somewhere in the heart of the Amazon. Desperate to find this lost city, which he called “Z,” Fawcett scraped together funding and outfitted a small team that included his son Jack and another young man named Raleigh Rimell. That May, the trio set off into Brazil’s uncharted Mato Grosso region, intent on making what Fawcett promised would be “the great discovery of the century.”

Neither Colonel Fawcett nor his two young companions were ever seen again. It was three years before the first rescue party left to search for them, and since then there have been dozens of other would-be relief missions, many of which have ended in disaster and death. It’s now estimated that as many as one hundred people have either been killed or vanished while looking for Fawcett. In 1996, a Brazilian team was captured and held for ransom by Amazonian Indians while questing for information on his fate.

Percy Fawcett’s case remains unexplained to this day. What little evidence there is suggests he met his end at the hands of hostile native Indians, but he just as easily might have perished from tropical disease, starvation, or an animal attack. Perhaps he somehow found his mythical city of Z and chose to live out his days in the jungle. Like all great disappearances, the possibilities are endless and the answers perpetually out of reach.
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As a history writer, I’ve always been fascinated by stories like Fawcett’s. There’s something irresistible about the blank spots of the past—those incidents that remain stubbornly mysterious no matter how much we try to research or resolve them. With this in mind, I was immediately drawn in by Jane Clapp’s The Disappearance of Percy Fawcett and Other Famous Vanishings. In these brief sketches, the author presents ten tales of missing persons, each one of them drenched in human drama, intrigue, and enigma. It’s easy to veer off into crackpot territory when discussing these kinds of stories, but Clapp has an even hand and an open mind. Rather than endorsing pet theories or engaging in idle speculation, she focuses her commentary on what she calls “significant facts and plausible theories.” Think of her book as a detective’s notes on some of history’s coldest cold cases.

Several “greatest hits” are on display, from Ambrose Bierce and Amelia Earhart to Joseph Force Crater, the New York judge whose 1930 vanishing grabbed so many headlines that the phrase “Pulling a Crater” became slang for a disappearing act. Yet Clapp also touches on some of the lesser-known missing persons of the past. Many readers may have never before heard the story of Jesus de Galindez, a political activist and Columbia University professor who vanished in New York, possibly on the orders of the infamous Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo. Another unsung case is that of Charley Ross, a four-year-old Philadelphia boy whose 1874 abduction was one of the United States’ first high profile child kidnappings. Ross, who was lured from his home by men who promised him sweets and firecrackers, is now cited as the inspiration for a classic parental warning: “Never take candy from strangers.”

The figures Clapp discusses went missing under a variety of circumstances, but they tend to share certain common features. Some, such as Percy Fawcett, Amelia Earhart, and Richard Halliburton, were fearless adventurers known for pushing themselves to extremes. They spent their lives exploring the far edges of the map until they finally dropped clear off the edge of it. Clapp encapsulates the wanderlust and derring-do of these people in just a few pages, which only makes the details of their disappearances all the more mystifying.

I was particularly taken with the story of Halliburton, the roving travel writer who vanished in 1939 while trying to sail a Chinese junk from Hong Kong to San Francisco. Halliburton isn’t well known today, but in his own time he was a literary celebrity famed for such quixotic stunts as sleeping atop the Great Pyramid of Giza, stranding himself on a deserted island, and swimming the Panama Canal (his thirty-six-cent toll remains the cheapest in the canal’s history). Had he lived today, it’d be easy to picture him as a reality TV star or travel show host.

In other cases, the figures covered here disappeared in the haze of political or organized crime-related intrigue. These include Judge Crater, Jesus de Galindez, and Commander Lionel “Buster” Crabb, the British frogman who vanished—and whose body later reappeared, minus its hands and head—while diving near a Soviet warship in 1956. These tales leave behind some of the juiciest unanswered questions. Why did Crater destroy some of his personal papers and withdraw thousands of dollars from his bank account before disappearing? What was the nature of Commander Crabb’s diving mission in Portsmouth Harbor? These people were all seemingly involved in some form of plot or conspiracy. They became entangled with forces beyond their control, and it may have gotten them killed.

We often say that vanished people have “disappeared without a trace,” but as this book shows, there are always traces, however faint or unreliable. Each of these figures was the subject of a sweeping manhunt, and as time passed, they seemed to materialize wherever rumor and hearsay decided to place them. Throughout the 1930s, Judge Crater was variously spotted lounging on cruise ship decks, praying in a Mexican monastery, and laying low in Italy. Percy Fawcett was claimed to be a bearded South American beggar or a jungle king leading a band of Amazonian cannibals. Ambrose Bierce, the author and satirist who disappeared in Mexico, was identified both as a member of Pancho Villa’s army and the victim of one of its firing squads.

In some instances, the missing even reappeared in the form of imposters. For years after the vanishing of Charley Ross, his family faced an endless parade of conmen and inheritance seekers who purported to be the missing boy in the flesh. Stranger still is the case of Sir Roger Tichborne, the young British aristocrat who disappeared at sea in 1854. Over a decade later, a man named Arthur Orton surfaced in Australia claiming he was the vanished heir. Orton looked nothing like Tichborne—for one, he was a full two hundred pounds heavier—but his story became a sensation in Victorian-era Britain. He won legions of supporters, and it ultimately took two court cases before his claims were officially debunked. Such is often the case when it comes to unexplained mysteries. In their quest to find answers, people are often willing to believe anything, no matter how outlandish.
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The disappearances Clapp discusses all unfolded during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but many are still being investigated today. Even since this book was first written, new evidence and theories have emerged regarding some of its subjects. One of the most titillating developments concerns Commander Lionel Crabb. The diver’s disappearance has long been one of the most mysterious chapters of the Cold War, inspiring everyone from conspiracy theorists to James Bond creator Ian Fleming, who lifted elements of it for his 1961 novel Thunderball. It once again made headlines in 2007, when a retired Russian diver named Eduard Koltsov told a documentary crew that he had slit Crabb’s throat after catching him trying to plant a mine on the Soviet vessel Ordzhonikidze. The story has not been confirmed, but photos from news articles showed Koltsov posing with the dagger he supposedly used to deliver the killing blow. In 2015, meanwhile, the British government finally declassified documents showing that Crabb was part of an ill-planed spying mission.

Another major source of new research is Amelia Earhart, the iconic lady aviator who vanished in 1937 during a round-the-world flight. The most common explanation has always been that Earhart and navigator Fred Noonan ran out of fuel and crashed in the Pacific Ocean while trying to locate Howland Island. In recent years, however, some investigators have argued that the fliers instead made an emergency landing on tiny Gardner Island—now known as Nikumaroro—where they later died as castaways. Since the 1980s, The International Group for Historic Aircraft Recovery, or TIGHAR, has maintained a special “Earhart Project” dedicated to shedding light on the pilot’s fate. In 1991, its investigators recovered a sheet of aluminum on Nikumaroro that may have been part of Earhart’s Lockheed Electra. Other finds on the island include 1930s-era women’s cosmetics, jacket buttons, and possible human bone fragments. The Nikumaroro theory remains unconfirmed, but as recently as 2015, TIGHAR was still conducting new research on the island.

A final area of fresh research involves Colonel Percy Fawcett. The Amazon has kept his fate secret for over ninety years, but recent developments have offered a faint suggestion of how the explorer may have died. In writing his 2009 book The Lost City of Z, author David Grann journeyed to the Brazilian jungle and interviewed many of its natives, including members of the Kalapalo tribe. According to Grann, the tribe recounted a decades-old oral history that told of how Fawcett and his companions had paid them a visit before venturing into the territory of a particularly fierce group of natives. The Kalapalos claimed they spotted smoke from explorers’ campfires for several days, but it eventually disappeared, which they took as a sign that the men had been murdered.

We may never know what really happened to the likes of Fawcett, Earhart, and the other figures covered in this book, but that’s part of why their stories have such an enduring appeal. By reading these tales, we all get to play the part of the armchair investigator. We assemble the evidence, analyze the key characters, and try to piece together the most plausible theory of what might have happened. Clapp proves to be a thoroughly entertaining guide in this regard, and her book is a fine jumping-off point for anyone wanting to learn the details of these cases and possibly unlock their secrets.

As Clapp says in her author’s note, there’s always a chance that some perceptive reader will spot a fresh pattern of evidence and break one of the cases wide open. Since this book was first written, none of these vanishings has been explained to any satisfying degree. They stand as some of the most beguiling tales that history has to offer, each one a timeless mystery still waiting to be solved.

—Evan Andrews, 2017
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