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N ENIGM

by Mary McGreevy

The one event in Broward Coundy history that is probably best
known to the nation as a whole is the disappearance of fourtecn serpice-

men on training flight I8 from the Fort Lauderdale Naval Air Station
on December 5, 1845, The logt flight and the massive search which fol-
lowed triggered an avalanche of speculation az to the cause of the mis-
hap and the fate of the lost fliers, and emerged azs key elements in the
legend of the "Devil’s Trangle.”

In thizs article, author Mary MeGreevy summarizes a wide range of
accounts of the flight's disappearance, from conlemporary ReWsDaper
articles and naval reports to recent studies and conjectures. Her analy-
aiz places the event in itz historical context, discuzses probable causes of
the tragedy, and recounts itz enduring legacy, both oz history and leg-
end.

Dy, MeGreevy, a Fort Lauderdale resident, iz the founder and ex-
ecutive director of the Dora Achenbach MeGreevy Poetry Foundation,
Inc., and & member of the Broward County Women's History Coalition,
the Naval Air Station Ford Landerdale Historieal Associalion, and sep-
eral other clvic organizations, She has also published several books of
poetry, as well as historical articles in previons issues of Broward Legacy.

The *Bermuda Triangle” or
“Devil’s Triangle” is a mythical geo-
graphic area located off the south-
eastern coast of the United States, It
is noted for an apparent high ingci-
dence of unexplained losses of ships,
boats, and aireraft.

The United States Coast Guard
does not recognize the existence of
the Bermuda Triangle as a geo-
graphic area of specific hazard to
ghips or planes, There has been noth-

ing discovered in a review of the
many aircraft and vessel losses in the
“triangle” area over the vears that
would indicate that the casualties
were the result of anything other
than physical cauzes. No extracrdi-
nary factors have been identified.’
During the last century and a
half, however, more than forty ships

and twenty airplanes have carried |

almost 1,000 human beings into this
misty limbo of the lost. Until the late

1940, each incident was considered
merely a baffling individual event.
But then the pattern became obvious
to & number of ohservers: a remark-
able number of vessels were vanish-
ing under similar circumstances in a
relatively small patch of ocean.®
Ever since the first seamen sot
gail thousands of years ago, the vast
and capricious oceans have been the
source of myth and mystery. When

| Christopher Columbus first reached

the Sargasso Sea, midway across the
Atlantic, his superstitious crew
feared its thick yellow, brown, and
green seaweed would trap them for-
ever, Far more contemporary is the
fear of the Bermuda Triangle, an
amorphous area located somewhere
southwest of Bermuda. In recent de-
cades, scientists, journalists, and stu-
dents of supernatural phenomena
have speculated on the causes of its
high rate of unexplained disappear-
ances, Author Ivan T. Sanderson pos-
tulated that the Bermuda Triangle
is one of a dozen areas called *vile
vortices.” Another infamous one is
the “Devil's Sea” off the coast of Ja-
pan, where little-understood forces
are said to cause ships to vanish with-
out a trace. Even airplane pilots fly-
ing over these areas have reported
malfunctioning gyros, dead radios,



The legend of the "Bermuda Triangle" or "Devil's Triangle,” pictured here,
was bolstered by the disappearance of Flight 19 from Fort Lauderdale.

visual anomalies, and inexplicable
time warps.?

On Wednesday, December 5,
1945, the Fort Louderdale Daily
News warned that a sharp drop in
temperature to about thirty-eight de-
grees might occur by T:00 a.m. Thurs-
day morning. The weather in the
state was unsettled, with a freak
squall reported in the south, while
“snow flurries apeckled” the north.*

The temperatures for the day in-
cluded a low of sixty degrees and a
high of seventy-two degrees in Mi-
ami with a rainfall of .34 inches, and
about the same temperatures and
rainfall in West Palm Beach, No
reading was given for Fort Lander-
dale on that date.* Whether or not
weather was a determining factor in
the sccurrence that brought forth the
large, black-lettered headlines on the

following day is not at first clear.
“FOURTEEN NAS AIRMEN
MISSING: Search Launched For
Lost Planes” announced the Daily
News headlines on Thursday, Decem-
ber 6, the day after the planes disap-
peared. Staff writer Luke Warren
reported that “Commander Howard
5. Roberts, NAS Executive Officer,
advanced the theory that the [miss-
ing] flight of five bombers was blown
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Fort Lauderdale Daily News headline announcing the missing flight and subsequent search.
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off the course by strong winds, and
[had] exhausted a five-hour fuel sup-
ply over the Ocean off the East
Coagt.™®

Missing Flight 19 had taken off
from United States Naval Air Station
(NAS) Fort Lauderdale at about 2:10
on the afternoon of December 5, It
consisted of five TBM Avenger tor-
pedo bombers on an authorized, ad-
vanced navigational training flight.
The prospective course was a trians
gular one over the North Atlantic in-
volving the following navigational
problem:

1. Depart NAS  Fort
Lauderdale, 23° 30° N. and 80°
7" Woand fly 0917 course disfance
fifty-gix miles to Hens and
Chickens Shoals to conduet low-
level bombing, and after
bombing, continuwe on course 09 71°
Jor sixty-seven miles,

2. Fly course 346° for
seventy-three miles.

g. Fly course 241° for a
distance of 120 miles, refurning
to NAS Fort Lauderdale”

Estimated time of arrival was
approximately 4:10 p.m. — a two-
hour mission,

A triangular course is the easi-
est for either an airplane to fly on a
training mission or for a sailboat to
race. It is also the most frequently
used course — three legs, two turns,
and home — and considered hard to
fail. Yet this Flight 19, under the ex-
perienced command of flight instruc-
tor and leader Lieutenant Charles C.
Taylor, along with experienced and
advanced student pilots, made a spec-
tacular failure, one that would not be
forgotten in the subsequent vears.
Compared to the simplicity of the
migsion, the complete disappearance
of all five planes without a trace and
without a known cause was so unbe-
lievable that an aura of mystery and
incompleteness shrouded the inci-
dent. Adding to the incredulity of the
situation was the disappearance of
one of the “rescue” planes, a Martin
Mariner, one of two search planes
that left Banana River Naval Air Sta-
tion. During the extensive search
and for nearly fifty years afterwards,
ng trace of debris or certain report of
the fates of these six aircraft has been

found or determined.

The mysterious disappearance
of these six planes has fired the fuels
of legend, myth, and superstition,
and become a major element in the
legend of the Bermuda Triangle. Sea
captains, pilots, and crews are known
for their superstitions and awe of the
mysterious, though to a lesser extent
in the age of Might recorders, more
precise weather forecasting, and in-
formation on airstrip conditions,

The mystery soon captured the
attention of the public as well, and
was heightened by various accounts,
some true and others more imagina-
tive, of surrounding events, Accord-
ing to Lawrence Kusche, who has
written much about the incident, one

reason for the legend about the inei-
dent of the disappearing planes is
that the U.5. Navy issued orders fior
all vessels crossing the area to con-
tinue to watch for debris and survi-
vors, and that “the order is still in
effect to this very day!™ As Kusche
points out, this statement almost
makes it seem as if the Navy still has
hopes of finding something after all
these years. Such is not the case, As
standard procedure, part of the an-
nouncement of the termination of
every search includes the phrase that
travelers in the area should remain
on the alert, The statement is, there-
fore, itself part of the order cancel-
ling the search.®

Another aspect of strangeness

Map showing the trianing flight course on which the "lost flight” dis-
appeared, and the flight's last approximate bearings (courtesy of John

Evans).
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looking northeast (courtesy of John Evans).

surrounding the loss of the planes
and their crews was the feeling of
foreboding felt by crewmen before the
take-off. Two of the men had asked
to be relieved of the duty that after-
noon;, one of these was Lieutenant
Taylor himself, According to Lieuten-
ant Arthur A. Curtis, aviation train-
ing officer at NAS Fort Lauderdale,
Taylor had asked him at about 1:15
p.m. to find a replacement for the 2:00
p.m. training exercise, Curtis replied
that there was no replacement pilot
available. Thus Taylor lost his life
on a flight he had wanted to avoid.
Curtis also reported nothing unusual
about Taylor's behavior; he had not
been ill or inebriated, for example. It
has been surmised that some appre-
hension or anxiety may have dictated
hig last-minute request. Posterity
can only guess what was in his mind.?

Not 50 was the case of the sec-
ond man, Marine Corporal Allen
Kosner. When it came time for a pre-
flight briefing, Kosner managed to
get himself excused easily because he
had completed his required flight
time for that month. When he vis-
ited the site of the NAS base some
twenty-four years later, he said, “For
some strange reason that [ can't ex-
plain, I decided not to go on the flight
that day.™ Kosner was one of the
crew of two men assigned to each of

the five planes, and hia plane, the
Avenger captained by Marine Lieu-
tenant Forrest Gerber, was missing
one crew member. The number af
men in Flight 19 then numbered four
teEn,
On Thursday, December 8,
1945, the lead article in the Fort Lau-
derdale Daily News reported that
“hundreds” of air and surface craft
were invalved in the search for the
missing planes. Another headline on
the same page announced, *Units of
Mavy, Army, Coast Guard Scour Sea
for Lost NAS Aircraft.® The search
was directed from Conast Guard Head-
gquarters of the Seventh Maval Dis-
trict in Miami. Was this the greatest
air and sea search in this area's his-
tory, as the article reported” The
search extended approximately 200
to 300 miles east into the Atlantic and
more than 400 miles from north to
south. In a letter of November 18,
10680, Lisutenant Commander
Edmund L. Castillo, Department of
the Navy, wrote that the search was
“extensive;” howaver, the exact deter-
mination of its size could not be made:

The search area was in the
area adjocent to 28° 58° N
latitude and B0° 25° W longitude.
The search is described as one of
the most thorough and extensive

searches ever instigated; however,
the records available here make
no mention as fo the exact
number of square miles searched,
the number of air sorties flown
or the total number of hours
searched . . . The cause of the
accident remaing unknown , . 12

By Friday, December 14, 1945,
the search had been abandoned and
memorial services were announced
for the following Thursday in the
Maval Air Station auditorium. Fa-
ther John J. O'Looney of St.
Anthony’s Catholic Church in Fort
Lauderdale and Chaplain Courage of
the Naval Air Station officiated.
Fourteen American flags symbolizing
the loss of fourteen men from the base
decorated the room, the NAS flag was
flown at half mast, and all work at
the field was halted during the ser-
ﬁm:a

From the newspapers for the
rest of December 1945, it is clear that
many plans were made for a fiestive,
post-war Christmas. But the city of
Fort Lauderdale always remained
close to the base, and the incident
cast & pall over plans for a joyful holi-
day season. Personnel at the base
were especially affected by the loss
of so many of their members, and
added to this cause of dismay was fear
of crowded travel conditions which
threatened to detain servicemen who
wished to travel north for Christmas.
The Fort Lauderdale Daily News at-
tempted to assist by asking civilians
traveling north to offer rides to men
from the base. In addition, the
newspaper's lead Christmas editorial
cajoled readers to forget war and plan
a good time with families who had
fathers returning from military ser-
vice. Mot all servicemen were home,
however. Some of the men at the Fort
Lauderdale Naval Air Station had not
been home for over three years, and
many families had members missing
who would never return. There were
reasons not to forget the war and its
allied tragedies such as the missing
Flight 19. The bereaved sought to
celebrate the honors and distinetions
of the men who were gone, and to
preserve their memories for the fu-
ture,

Such a positive rememhbrance
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Monument to the missing men of
Flight 19 at Fort Lauderdale-Hol-

lywood International Airport, on
the site of the Naval Air Station

{photo by Mary McGreevy).

certainly came to pass for the men
lost on Flight 19, largely as a result
of the efforts of Allan McElhiney,
president of the NAS Fort Lauderdale
Historical Association. “We try to re-
member as many as we can,” he is
quoted as saying in a DEWSPRPET Are
ticle reporting a December 1992 cer-
emony at the Fort Lauderdale-Haol-
lywood International Airport, former
gite of the Naval Air Station. The
pecasion was the tenth ceremony
honoring the fourteen vanished fli-
ers, now referred to as *The Lost Pa-
trol.™* At that time, forty-seven vears
after the event, a memorial was dedi-
cated to the missing men, and plans
were made to honor them on Decem-
ber & each yvear. The 1993 ceremony
included a military parade and honor
guard and addresses by naval offic-
ers and civilian dignitaries,”

For many people, however, the
flight is remembered chiefly for the
mystery which surrounds it. Many
books and articles have been written
about the tragedy, but little addi-
tional factual information has been

f added.

In fact, all that is really
known comea from the transcripts of
the planes’ radio transmissions, and

| even these are not clear and lead to

conjecture and controversy. The
Navy's investigation of the incident
took several months and resulted in
a 400-page report, which did not place
all radio transmissions together in a
meaningful order, according to Larry
Kusche, who tries to do this in his
book The Bermuda THangle Mystery
Solved. ™ There is also a brief report
on the incident available from the In-
formation Service of the United
Btates Navy., Putting these two
spurces of information together, we
find a probable sequence of events.
The Navy report states:

A radio message intercepled
at about 4:00 pm was the first
indication that Flight 18 was lost.
This message, believed to be
between the leader on Flight 18
and another pilot in the same
flight, indicated that the planes
were lost and that they were
experiencing malfunction of their
compasses. '

This radie message was trans-
mitted on radio frequency 4805
around 3:40 p.m. to Captain Edward
J. Powers, Jr., a Marine student pi-
lot who was undergoing advanced
navigation training. Powers was in
plane FT-38, and Taylor was calling
from FT-28. According to the testi-
maony of Lieutenant Robert F. Cox, a
Night instructor at NAS Fort Lauder-
dale who was flving south of the field
at the time, *The party calling asked
'Powers’ what his compass read a
number of times, and finally said, ‘T
don't know where we are. We must
have got lost after that last turn.' "™

Cox reported that at approxi-
mately 3:45 p.m., he called Operation
Radio Fort Lauderdale and notified
them that either a boat or some
planes were lost. He then tried to
contact Taylor on the radio:

I said, MT28, this is FT-74,
what is your trouble? MT-28
came back, ‘Both my compasses
are out and [ am trying to find
Fort Lauderdale, Florida. I am
over land, but it's broken. I'm
sure I'm in the Keys, bt T don’t
know how far down and T don’t

know k:l‘w- to get to Fort
Lauderdale.’

I said, ‘"MT-28, this is FT-74,
put the sun on your port wing if
you are in the Keys and Ty up the
coast until you get to Miami, then
Fort Lauderdale is 20 miles
further, your first port after
Miami. The air station is directly
on yvour left from the port . . '

I then received a call from
Fort Lauderdale asking if it was
FTI-28 or MT-28, and after calling
MT-28 again I learned that it was
FT-28 and relayed this message
to Fort Lauderdale. '

There was no way for FT-28 to
be in the Keys. Taylor had completed
the first leg of his flight, and was on
the second when he felt that the
squadron was off-course and took
over to fly to the correct position, but
then discovered that he did not know
where he was, as both his compagsses
were not working. There was not
enough time for him to have reached
the Keys by 3:45 p.m. Taylor in FT-
2B requested Cox to ask Miami to pick
up the flight on their radar, and af-

Lieutenant Robert F. Cox
(U.5. Navy photograph).
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ter picking them up, radio back their
location. Cox asked Taylor to turn
on his ZBX gear, which tells which
direction to return to base. Taylor
did not comment on this instruction,
and Cox heard his radio transmission
beginning to fade. When he could no
longer reach Tayler, Cox, who was
about forty miles below Fort Lauder-
dale, returned to base. At the subse-
quent investigation, he told Navy of-
ficials that he now believed that Tay-
lor was probably over Bimini or other
islands in the Bahamas when he ra-
dioed, and that the growing faintness
of the transmissions indicated he was
possibly traveling north—farther and
farther from Fort Lauderdale, Miami,
or the Keys,

When the Navy investigators
questioned Cox as to the condition of
the weather, he replied, “The sea was
vary rough. It was covered with
white caps and long white streamers.
The visibility was very good in all
directions, except directly west,™®

Port Everglades radio operators
were able to communicate with Tay-
lor, who informed them at about 4:45
p.m., “We are heading 030° [north-
northeast] for 45 minutes, then we
will fly north to make sure we are
not over the Gulf of Mexico,™ Port
Everglades then asked Dinner Key
seaplane base at Miami if they could
get a bearing on Taylor in FT-28.
Their reply was in the negative.

Lieutenant Commander Donald
J. Poole, flight officer at NAS Fort
Lauwderdale, learned of the logt flight
at about 4:30 p.m. He believed at the
time that Taylor was indeed over the
Keys, but had not gone beyond the
first leg of the navigation exercise.
Poale ordered Port Everglades, which
was gtill in contact with Taylor, to
instruct FT-28 to fly west, toward the
sun. He heard the order given and
repeated by Port Everglades, but
there was no answer, At about 5:00
p.m., he heard two unidentified stu-
dents remarking that if they could

Just fly west they would probably get |

home, They did not break with Tay-
lor, however, and fly west on their
O,

Shortly after 5:00 p.m., Port Ev-
erglades heard from Taylor again,
ordering his men to “Change course
to 080° [east] for ten minutes.” Fi-

| short-range radar screen. However,
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Diagram of the TBF/TBM Avenger torpedo bomber
{drawing by Paul Bradley).

nally, at about 5:15, Taylor reported
to Port Everglades that Flight 19 was |
heading west. Then FT-28 told all
the planes to join up and continue in
formation. If any one plane had to |
ditch, he instructed, they would all
ditch together. After sunset at ap- |
proximately 530 p.m., Licutenant
Commander Poole instructed all sta- |
tiens from Key West to Melbourne to |
turn on their field lights, beacons, |
and search lights. Boca Raton Army
Air Base reported nothing on their

the ComGulf Sea Frontier Evaluation
Center in Miami, using directional
bearings sent by stations from New
Jersey to Texas, relayed an approxi-
mate position for FT-28 — “within a

100-mile radius of 25° 15" North and
TH9® ) West™ — an area east of New
Smyrna Beach, Florida, and north of
the Bahamas.

According to the testimony of
Commander Claude C. Newman,
who was in charge of Port Ever-
glades, the port had been out of com-
munication with FT-28 and the other
planes when they received informa-
tion on the approximate fix. There
was no attempt on their (or anyone
else’s) part to relay the fix informa-
tion to the airplanes or transmit it
blindly (without contact from the air-
craftl, The last transmission of the
flight recorded was from Ensign Jo-
seph T. Bossi, a student pilot, who
was trying to call Taylor, but received
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no answer to his FI-3 calling FT-285,
Then the radio operator at the Mi-
ami station tried, to no avail, to reach
Taylor, *FT-28, this is NS0 [Miami],
W50, NSO. How do you read me,
over.” This call was repeated several
times, but stopped at approximately
&:00, the time at which the Aveng-
ers’ fuel supply would definitely have
run out.®

Over the yvears the controversy
regarding the cause of the disappear-

ance of the planes centered on three |

principal areas: weather or special
forces not completely understood, pi-
lot error by Taylor as the officer in
charge of the flight, and mechanical
problems with the Avenger or with
its equipment. The first of these prob-
lem areas was favored by Charles
Berlitz, who wrote the famous book
The Bermuda Triangle and produced
the ensuing movie. Berlitz wrote
that:

-+ . stresses exist in the
atmosphere that can be roughly
compared with tidal waves,
especially if a plane heads into
them at a high rate of apeed . . .
this "wind shear” facfor iz an
emportant element in air losses
and in its indensified form of CAT
felear air furbulence) it can be
compared fo the seiche
(underwater landslide) woaes
that unexpectedly occur in an
otherwise calm sea™

Berlitz also reports that with
“electromagnetism and the malfunc-
tion of instruments reoccurring in the
Triangle mysteries,” there may be a
special character of the area at lon-
gitude 80° West, where true north
and magnetic north have no
demarkation of variance. He re-
ported that there have been theories
of antigravity warps where gravity
and normal magnetism do not fune-
tion in familiar ways,® According to
Ivan Sanderzon, the Bermuda Tri-
angle and some other areas have
unusual vortices or places where the
forces of nature are variant to usual
expectancies and may be a factor in
air and sea logs. ®

Fort Lauderdale writer Richard
Winer, who wrote the book The
Devils Triangle, believes that unusu-
ally strong winds were the primary

cause of the disappearance of Flight
18:

Just before they were due to
have sighted land, by their

rechkoning, they encountered a
cold front conlaining a heauvy
cloud cover and sirong
northeasterly winds. The winds,
unbeknown to the fliers, hod set
them af some distaence fo the
south of their course and
congiderably reduced their speed
over the surface. As they passed
through the front and emerged
from the elouds, they sew land
passing behind them and a great
expanse of shallow water
extending to the west az far az the
eve could see. Assuming they
had just passed over the
southern tip of the Florida
mainland .. .

Other students of the mystery
have considered this scenario highly
unlikely because the final approxi-
mate position for the flight was so far
north — 29% 15' North and 78° 00
West — east of New Smyrna Beach
and north of the Bahamas. Also,
since he had begun the second leg of
the “problem,” there appears to have
been no time for Taylor to have been
at the sputhern tip of the peninsula
or over the Keys. Ewen if he had
made a southwest turn for the sec-
ond leg of the triangle when he
should have made a northeast turn,
it is doubtful that strong northeast
winds could have blown him so far
south.
Although the weather report in-
dicated northeast winds, the prevail-
ing winds in the area when it is not
the season of trades, winds can
change direction easily, especially in
the case of squalls or sudden storms.
This phenomena may alse have con-
fused Tayler. The strong trade winds
blow in January, February, March,
and April, and then become weaker
and more uncertain. The skies are
not so clear and beautiful as they are
in the later months of summer, when
hurricanes “cook up”™ off the coast of
Africa and often blow toward Florida
from the Lesser and Greater Antilles
in the Caribbean. As in the hurri-
cane season, December is a month of
unsettled winds and squalls or

storms. In any sudden squall with
strong winds, Flight 19 could have
been blown in any direction. To as-
sume that the prevailing northeast
winds necessarily blew them to the
south would therefore be an error.
Neither author Winer nor Flight Of-
ficer Poole relied solely on this as-
sumption, but they did take Taylor
at his word and believed that he was
flying where he said he was — far
gouth of his course, either over the
Keys or at the southmost tip of the

| Florida mainland. The mistake —
| and, as it proved, a disastrous one —

was apparently made by Taylor, who
thought he had taken a wrong turn

. and believed that he was far to the
| south of his navigation-problem

course. The malfunction of his com-
passes was probably the greatest
cause of Taylor's confusion, The er-
ror in reporting his position was mag-
nified when Poole, flight officer at the
hase, believed the flight to be to the
south and did not send up a ready
plane because he had no definite con-
firmation of the off-course position.
Poole's decision was also influenced
by reports of bad weather.

If, in fact, Flight 19 was on
course and over the Bahamas when
Taylor reported they were lost and
posaibly in the Keys, the rescue ef-
fort was a lost cause almost from its
inception. As time elapsed, the small
aviation formation would have gone
much too far north to have encugh
fuel supply to return to base, and
eventually would not have enough
even to make a landfall anywhere on
the Florida coast on a westerly re-
turn.
The Navy Board of Investiga-
tion's report was received in the
Judge Advocate Generals Office in
Washington, D.C., after the first of
the new year, 1946. It held “the loss
of the fourteen men in Flight 19 and,
indirectly, the thirteen men in the
gearch plane . . . [attributable] to er-
rors on the part of Lieutenant
Charles Carroll Taylor, flight instrue-
tor, ex-combat pilot, U.8. Naval Re-
serve. It had found the “primary rea-
son for the dizsappearance of Flight
19 was the confusgion of the flight
leader as to his location, his failure
to take into account the strong winds

| which apparently carried him farther
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Lieutenant Charles Carroll Tay-
lor (from The Disappearance of
Flight 18 by Larry Kusche, repro-
duced with the permission of the
author).

T i
s

View of NAS Fort Lauderdale, 1945, with hangar
and tower at center left. Lieutenant Taylor's plane,

gast than he realized, and his failure
to utilize radio aids which were avail-
able to him."™™ Thus, much of the
controversy surrounding Flight 19
has focused on the background, per-
sonality, and actions of Charles C.
Taylor.

In 1947, after extensive efforts
on the part of Taylor's mother,
Ratherine Taylor, and her sister,
Mary Carroll, who lived with her, the
letters, papers, and reports of the
incident were turned over to a young
lawyer, who was also an ex-Navy pi-
lot and a friend of the late Charles
Taylor. This lawyer, William L. P
Burke, had high hopes for the Board
of Corrections of Naval Records to
change the outcome of the investiga-
tion. After appearing before the
board and presenting his evidence in
Crctober 1947, he was granted the ex-
omeration he had requested for Tay-
lor. The board concluded that the
disappearance of Flight 19 had oc-
curred “for causes or reasons un-
known, ™

FT-28, is marked with an arrow. The number "28"

Besides the malfunction of the
compasses and a possible encounter
with strong winds or a sudden storm,
there may have been another cause
for Lieutenant Taylor's confusion
about his pogition. Jeff Warren, pub-
lisher of Moonscope, a newsletter
about the moon, believes that the
extreme southern-appearing position
of the sun and moon that eccurred in
December 1945 may have “fooled” the
doomed pilot and his fellow airmen.
Due to the low azimuths of both, the
sun and the moon would have ap-
peared to be farther and farther
south as the day wore on, further
confusing navigation unless one un-
derstood this phenomenon.™ In a
discussion panel presented by the
Fort Lauderdale Historical Seciety on
Decemnber 6, 1993, Warren reminded
his audience that Taylor had no clear
landmarks or easily identifiable body
of land to reassure him about his po-
gition. Furthermore, anyone who has
flown over the Bahamas has noticed
the many shallows, sandbars, and

appears upside-down sinee the plane’s wings are
folded (courtesy of John Evans).
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small bodies of land that are impos-
sible to identify unless one is ex-
tremely familiar with the territory or
is over a large, easily-identifiable
land mass such as Andros or New
Providence island. ™

This was not the case with Lieu-
tenant Taylor, who had recently been
sént to Fort Lauderdale from Miami,
where he had been stationed approxi-
mately eight months. In 1942 and
1843, however, Taylor had served al-
most one vear in the Keys, from
which he had written his mother that
he had:

. 4 lot of practice in
navigation. As I am consicdered
a senior pilot in the sguadron, [
always lead o junior pilot on
these convoys. I do all the
navigation, and he just follows
me around. As yef, I have never
gotten lost®

During his stay in the Keys,
Taylor accumulated roughly 1,000
hours of flight time, becoming very
familiar with that area. This fact has
led inguirers to speculate whether, on
December &, 1945, he found it more
comforting to believe that a naviga-
tiomal error had taken him back to
the Keyvs instead of over the unknown
seas and shallow waters of the Ba-
hamas,™ In his confusion, had he mo-
mentarily forgotten about Fort Lau-
derdale when he gave Lieutenant
Cox the call letters for Miami, MT,
rather than FT 7 Human beings are
criatures of habit, and familiar sur-
roundings reassure us; under the
pressure of the situation such a men-
tal slip would have been easy for Tay-
lor, whose most recent experience had
been in Miami and who had consid-
erable experience in the Eeys.

Speculations aside, most of
Taylor's experience had been in the
Pacific, firat aboard the carrier
Hancock, where he had received con-
siderable training, and later based at
Guam.*® He acquired considerable
combat experience, and has been de-
seribed as a fearless pilot and a com-
petent navigator, although a review
of his service discloses that he was
forced to ditch his aircraft three
times—twice because he was lost,
Had he been & regular at NAS Fort
Lauderdale from the beginning of his

war experience, Taylor might have
become more familiar with the
region's weather and wind condi-
tions, and he might have learned
about the anomaly of the sun posi-
tion in Decermnber or even surmised
the tandem situation with the small
sliver of moon that month. As it was,
the truth could have confused him.
As moon authority Warren stated, “If
the Avenger pilots used the sun or the
moon to navigate, in most scenarios
they never would have reached

land.™
Whatever the cause of Taylor's

confusion, he must have foreseen a I

potential *ditch” — putting down his
aircraft and probably those of the four
other pilots and their crews. He
would not know where he was ditch-
ing or what coordinates to radio back

to base. The fact that he had already
been a “three-time loser,” having
ditched planes three times in the
Pacific, may have created a factor of
anxiety in addition to the confusion
and terror about his location. The
burden of this responsibility and de-
cision for fourteen men may have
been almost impossible to face, land-
ing a heavy aircraft in troubled and
stormy waters, far from land, far
from any familiar place, as was prob-
ably the case sometime after 8:00 on
the night of December 5, 1945.
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