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Lest we forget.

April 25 is always a special day
for the Museum and Luganville —
particularly for Australians and New

Zealanders.

It's Anzac Day. A national day of

remembrance in Australia and New
Zealand, that commemorates those
who served and lost their lives in all

wars and conflicts.

More specifically, it marks the
anniversary of the first major military
action fought by Australian and
New Zealand forces during World
War 1. As has been the custom for
many years, a dawn service was

held in Rotary Park in Santo that was
attended by many locals as well as
dignitaries representing Australia and

New Zealand. (continued..)

Australia and New Zealand police officers and members of Vanuatu's Mobile Force
following the dawn service on April 25.
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Luganville local Kevin Green originally started the ANZAC
service with Phil Jones many years ago. Since then it has
become a regular commemorative event. This year Kevin
was overseas for work and couldn't attend. However,
Kevin's wife and Museum board member Mayumi
stepped up to ensure the event would go ahead, with the
wonderful help of the Santo community.

Students from LIS Luganville International School doing special
readings during the dawn service.

Special thanks to the following people and organisations

who made Anzac Day dawn service in Santo possible.
Vanuatu Mobile Force

Australian High Commission, Vanuatu

New Zealand High Commission, Vanuatu

New Zealand Police

Australian Federal Police

Organised by:

Ben Healy & Kim Duncan (Deco Stop Lodge - thanks for
the yummy breakfast)

Mark Ferris (New Zealand Police)
Leighton Shearer (Santo Hardware)
Mayumi Green (Wrecks to Rainforest)

MC - Ben Healy

A proud Mark Ferris of the New Zealand Police Force with his wife
Jenny, a New Zealand VSA volunteer.

Special reading:

Students of LIS Luganville International School
Traditional bottles of rum donated by:
Mark Austin (Vanuatu Agricultural Supplies)
James Carter (South Pacific WWII Museum)
Stephen & Wendy Turner

ANZAC biscuits donated by:

Australian High Commission

Jim & Linda Bennie

Rosemary Lo

Jaylyne Tabacaru

And to everyone who woke up early and participated.
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'Slow But Deadly’. The SBD Dauntless.

The Douglas SBD Dauntless was a familiar sight in
Espiritu Santo during WWII. A number of Marine Corps
and U.S. Navy squadrons flew the dive-bombing
aircraft, including 25 Squadron of the Royal New
Zealand Air Force. The squadron was based on Santo

from January - March 1944.

Royal New Zealand Air Force ground crews from 25 Squadron work on
a SBD Dauntless at Espiritu Santo.

However, the Douglas SBD Dauntless spent more time
at sea as the primary carrier-based scout and dive
bomber for the United States Navy from mid-1940 to
mid-1944. It also saw service with the United States
Marine Corps both from land air bases — such as Santo
— and aircraft carriers.

The SBD proved to be an outstanding naval scout
aircraft and dive bomber, possessing a potent

bomb load, great diving characteristics from the
perforated dive brakes, good defensive armament, and
exceptional ruggedness. One of its land-based variants,
the A-24 Banshee, was specifically designed for the

U.S. Army Air Forces without an arrestor hook.

The SBD's greatest contribution to the American war effort
came during the Battle of Midway in early June 1942.

Dive bombing requires exceptional accuracy and
manoeuvrability to fly at steep angles and hit moving
targets. The Douglas SBD Dauntless was rugged
enough for pilots to dive at a near-vertical 80 degrees!
As the primary dive-bomber of the US Navy at the

®

outset of the war, the bomber earned its reputation and
helped secure victory during the Battle of Midway.

Following earlier Japanese strikes on Midway Island,

the indecision of Japanese commanders as to whether
to launch further strikes on the island or attack recently
discovered American carriers, ultimately resulted in the

Japanses defeat at Midway.

Bombs, torpedoes, and aviation fuel was scattered on
carrier decks waiting for a decision by the Japanese.
It was at this precise moment SBDs from Yorktown
arrived, and together with those from the Enterprise,
rained 39 bombs on three Japanese carriers in three

to four minutes, resulting in 11 direct hits that mortally

An SBD performing its primary role as a dive bomber.

damaged the Akagi, Kaga, and Soryu. The fourth
carrier, Hiryu, was located later and was also sunk by

Dauntlesses.

While the loss of 35 Dauntlesses and their crews was
a huge blow to the American forces, it was nothing
compared to the sinking of four Japanese carriers and

a great number of its experienced aviators.

The SBD proved instrumental in stopping the Japanese
advance and allowed the U.S. to fight on an equal

footing in the Pacific. (continued...)
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General characteristics Performance

+ Crew: 2 + Maximum speed: 255mph (410km/h, 222kn) at
14,000ft (4,300m)
Length: 33ft 1.25in (10.09m)
+ Cruise speed: 185mph (298km/h, 161kn)
- Wingspan: 41ft 6.375in (12.65m)
Range: 1,115mi (1,794km, 969nmi)
Height: 13ft 7in (4.14m)
Armament
Empty weight: 6,404lb (2,905kg)
+ Guns: 2 x 0.50in (12.7mm) forward-firing
Max takeoff weight: 10,700Lb (4,853kg) synchronized Browning M2 machine guns in engine

cowling.
Powerplant: 1 x Wright R-1820-60 Cyclone 9-cylinder

air-cooled radial piston engine, 1,200hp (890kW/) 2 x 0.30in (7.62mm) flexible-mounted Browning

M1919 machine guns in rear
Propellers: 3-bladed Hamilton-Standard constant-

speed propeller - Bombs: 2,250lb (1,020kg) of bombs

A restored SBD, now flying with the Planes of Fame Museum, USA.

©
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Big base logistics.

Throughout history, many armies have met their
demise due to a lack of supplies. The German armies
perished in the harsh Russian winter because they
were ill-equipped, just like Napoleon's Grande
Armee before them. Logistically, the American forces
also faced enormous challenges during World War

IIl. They had to cater to the vast demands of their
unprecedentedly large forces and transport supplies
and manpower over long distances before they could
be effective. Moreover, the Americans had to lease,
buy, and construct enough ships to carry the supplies
to where they were needed most — the South Pacific,
and in this case Espiritu Santo. While most of us have
some idea as to the role of the base on Santo, what
exactly was the function of Base Button as far as the
U.S. Pacific Fleet was concerned?

Bomber #1 or Pallikulo Airfield on Espiritu Santo was the first of the
three bmber airfields built on the island. Photo - US Archives.

By September 1942, the U.S. had established the first of
three bomber airfields, secured the harbour entrances
with minefields and built up their army strength.
Espiritu Santo, a remote island in the South Pacific,
proved to be the ideal location for an expanded base.
With its many square kilometres of suitable ground
pretty much ready for a range of activities, it was
clearly better than Noumea.

Admiral Halsey soon agreed that Espiritu Santo was
the best location for the Americans. He approved the
deployment of a 'Lion,' a large advanced base unit
consisting of all the personnel and material required to
establish a major all-purpose naval base. One capable
of performing voyage repairs, minor battle damage,

and supply functions. The flat-packed base was
massive, weighing over 107,000 tons, it took three and
a half months to unload from ships, with crews working
around the clock.

The cargo ship USS Alhena was a frequent visitor to Santo. The ship
carried general cargo as well as POWs and troops between Santo and
Efate down south. Photo - US Archives.

In the meantime, Halsey stationed cruisers and some
destroyers at Santo and sent in the repair ship Rigel to
provide them with fuel, dry provisions, and occasionally
fresh and frozen provisions. However, the cruisers had
very few repair facilities, other than the ship's force

and the overworked Rigel. They had only brought in

a limited amount of ammunition for light guns, which
had sufficed as they had not engaged in any heavy gun
battles. But the situation might soon change and the
call for ammunition for turret guns went out and was

immediately shipped.

Fuelling the fleet

By December 1942, several ammunition depots had
been set up in Noumea, Espiritu Santo, and Efate

to handle aviation ammunition and other materials.
Additionally, a fuel-oil storage facility was constructed
on Ducos Peninsula in Noumea with a capacity of
370,000 barrels of black fuel and 30,000 barrels of
diesel fuel. A pier was also built where ships could dock

and unload supplies. (continued..)
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The tank farm at Noumea. Photo - Department of the Navy Bureau of
Yards and Docks.

The demand for oil was constant, as US ships required
it to move. At Port Vila, there were seven 1,000-barrel
steel tanks for aviation gasoline, two 10,000-gallon
diesel tanks, and four buried 5,000-gallon aviation-
gasoline tanks. At Havannah, there were eight buried
tanks that held 5,000 gallons each. The Tulagi area
had ten 1,000-barrel tanks and 12,000 barrels of
aviation gasoline, a 60,000-barrel diesel-oil storage,
and a 280,000-barrel fuel-oil farm. Guadalcanal added
storage for 1,300,000 gallons of aviation gasoline.

Some of the massive fuel storage tanks on Aore Island, just across the
Segond Channel from Espiritu Santo. Photo - US Archives.

As the demands for storage increased, the Americans
erected fifty 10,000-barrel fuel-oil storage tanks on
Aore Island at Santo by July 1943. They also built
tanks that could hold 20,000 barrels of diesel fuel,
17,000 barrels of motor gasoline, and twenty-three
1,000-barrel aviation-gasoline tanks. From November
1943, the fuel unit at Santo was one of the busiest

supply functions.

Previously, the fleet was fuelled by station tankers and
incoming oilers. The tank farms and fifty 10,000-barrel
storage tanks were connected to a pipeline system

and pumps that could handle 350 gallons per minute.
Although the amount of oil in storage was not high, it
was a significant reserve equivalent to approximately
five tanker loads. At its peak early in 1944, the fuel depot
issued 3,000 to 5,000 drums of lubricants per month.

One of the large pumps used to transfer fuel to and from ships
and the massive tank farm on Aore Island. Photo - US Archives.

The consumption of fuels and lubricants was nothing
short of enormous. At Tulagi alone, during the early part
of 1943, the motor torpedo (PT) boats burned 3,000 to
7.000 gallons per day, while the planes burned around
1,000 gallons. By the end of that year, the PT boats
consumed approximately 5,000 gallons per day, and
the planes consumed 5,000 to 10,000 gallons.

Petroleum products carried afloat averaged 219,830
tons, or about 1,300,000 barrels, per month during the
first half of 1943, and the amount steadily increased. By
October, Commander Service Squadron South Pacific
sent a dispatch to Commander Subordinate ‘Command
San Francisco saying that his estimate of 17 black-oil
tankers was insufficient to meet future requirements.
(continued..)
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It must be noted that this included both fleet and and the smaller fleet of submarine-chasers and

shore supply, as Service Squadron South Pacific patrol boats. Although not all of these vessels were
(ServRonSoPac) was responsible for both. This proved entirely re-ammunitioned, this was still an impressive
that the estimates made in August, only six months achievement, highlighting the importance of the naval
prior, were not too large as first thought, but too small. base at Espiritu Santo in the logistics of fleet rearming.

Ammunition

Cub |, the smaller sibling of Lion |, first established

the ammunition supply in Santo. However, it quickly
became clear that this depot was inadequate and a
much larger facility was required. The first shipment

of munitions arrived in December 1942 and, from that
point forward, the inventory continued to increase until
it reached its pinnacle in September 1944. At that time,

there were 38,000 tons of ammunition stored in 175

magazines, Quonset huts, Stransteel warehouses, tents,

thatched huts, and open-air dumps. One of the many ammunition storage bunkers on Espiritu Santo. These

are still visible today. Photo - US Archives.

Between May 1943 and May 1945, the two officers and
11 men at the torpedo overhaul shop at Santo found
themselves overwhelmed by both fleet and aircraft
torpedoes. Of the 2,660 torpedoes received, 2,500
were overhauled and 2,100 reissued. Unfortunately,
the quality of their work was not up to par. This was
partly due to the rushed and inadequate training of the
personnel, partly due to the conditions in which they

lived and worked, and partly due to the overwhelming

workload under which they operated.

One of the massive open-air ammunition dumps on Aore Island.
Photo - US Archives.

The depot also overhauled and reconditioned a
significant amount of material, including over 40,000
rounds of 5-inch .38 calibre ammunition, with the
replacement of the projectile fuses. Until mid-1944,
most of the ammunition was directly issued to the
waiting ships.

As the war progressed westward, this practice
dwindled, and ammunition ships were loaded at the
depot to move forward with the supply. At the height

of its operations in March 1944, the depot serviced 120

vessels, including carriers, heavy and light cruisers,

Torpedoes being moved to the overhaul facility on Santo.
destroyers, destroyer-escort types, landing craft, Photo - US Archives. (continued..)
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A mine depot on Aore Island across the channel from
Santo assembled sea mines for the protection of

the shipping channels. By the time the Santo depot
was in full working order, much of the mine-laying

and supplying for the South Pacific had already been
completed. Ironically it was two mines assembled on
Aore Island that the SS President Coolidge struck while

entering the Segond Channel in October 1942.

The mine assembly building (lower right corner) on Aore Island.
Photo - US Archives.

By the end of 1943, the Naval Supply Depot at Espiritu
Santo was operating 24/7. In August of that year, it serviced
its first large task force as a unit, though individual vessels
had been taken care of before. Following the initial
landings on Bougainville, three large cruisers were sent to
Santo — over 900 miles away — for supplies. In short order,
they were loaded with 150 tons of provisions and general
stores using barges tied up alongside.

Part of the massive warehouse and supply depot on the foreshore at
what is now Luganville. Picture - US Archives.

By late 1943, the supply storage unit, with sixty 40-by-
100-foot warehouses and extensive outdoor storage
space of around 400,000 square feet, was holding
supplies of all kinds. The fleet provision unit, with 24

large 'reefers' and 5 warehouses, received and issued

both fresh and dry provisions, with storage capacity

for 2,500 tons of dry and 1,500 tons of fresh and frozen
provisions. The incoming stores section was responsible
for cargo segregation, and both it and the outgoing

stores unit were exceedingly busy.

The supply depot was a product of both planning and
trial and error. Over time, it had successfully managed
and distributed substantial amounts of supplies,
requiring its workforce to work overtime on many
occasions. Pier 4, which extended around 200 yards into
the Segond Channel, was located within the depot and

had the capacity to load two large ships simultaneously.

Cargo ships unload at Pier 4 in Luganville. Photo - US Archives.

However, due to the high demand for supplies, it was
often difficult for multiple vessels to dock alongside
the busy pier. In such instances, the ships' working
parties were brought ashore, and trucks were loaded
with the necessary materials before being driven to an
alternative pier. The materials were then unloaded onto
barges, which delivered the supplies to the waiting
ships by navigating alongside them.

A barge being loaded with oil drums from a cargo ship in the Harbour.
(continued..)

Picture - US Archives.
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Maintenance and Repair

Naval warfare often results in damaged ships, ranging
from minor to severe damage. In order to minimise the
impact of this damage, it is important for repair facilities
to be located as close as possible to where the incident
occurred. Only in the most serious cases where local
facilities cannot handle the repair, should a ship be sent
back to a navy yard or shipyard. Doing so can take the
ship out of the active fleet for an extended period of
time, weaken forces, delay planned moves, and leave
the damaged ship open to further attacks while not in
proper fighting condition. During early operations, repair
ships and advanced bases did their best to patch up and
repair damaged ships. However, floating dry docks were

urgently needed to deal with the more severe damage

inflicted on ships during battle.

ABSD-1 undergoes assembly in Pallikulo Bay off Aessi Island.
Photo - US Archives.

By late 1942, the Americans had installed a ship-

repair unit and a floating dry dock, ARD-2, at Noumea.
While this floating dock was able to accommodate
destroyers, submarines, and Landing Ships Tank
(LST's), it was small in comparison to the larger ABSD
types. ABSD-1 was assembled and put into operation
near Aessi Island in Pallikulo Bay. It was an impressive
design, and the process of towing and assembling it
was a remarkable feat. However, there was some delay
in the assembling process as one of its ten sections
was lost in the bay, due to an accident that claimed
the lives of a number of sailors. Despite this setback,
the remaining nine sections were fastened together by

December 1943, and the first docking was completed

on December 31st. ABSD stands for Advanced Base
Sectional Dock, and if fully assembled, ABSD-1 would
have been 927 feet long with a lifting capacity of
00,000 tons. As a nine-section dock, it was 844 feet
long and could lift 81,000 tons.

USS West Virginia in ABSD-1 in Pallikulo Bay, November 1944.
Photo - US Archives.

In addition to the ABSD-1 dock at Aessi Island, others
were built at Manus Island and Guam. The ABSD-1 was
initially considered a vital asset, as it was the only dock
that could accommodate large, heavy ships operating
in the South Pacific. However, it was found that ABSD-
only docked three ships that could not have been
accommodated by the smaller floating docks. The
remaining 71 dockings were for medium and smaller
vessels. In April of 1945, the ABSD-1 was disassembled

and towed to Samar.

USS Cleveland in ABSD-1, off Barrier Beach, Espiritu Santo January
1945. Photo - US Archives.

The ship-repair unit was operational by the summer

of 1943 at Santo, but it was not as large or as capable

as some of the other repair facilities. Most of its efforts

were focused on necessary routine and emergency

repairs to smaller vessels such as patrol craft,
(continued..)



South Pacific WWII Museum Newsletter

April 2023

auxiliaries, landing craft, merchant ships, and vessels
of the United Kingdom. However, it did handle some
battle-damage repairs for ships of all types, including
fleet destroyers. While much of this repair work was
minor, it was done well and with great willingness. In
addition to the large dock in Pallikulo Bay, there was
also a cruiser-capacity floating dock, YFD-21, and two
smaller AFD-14 docks with respective lifting capacities
of 3,500 tons.

General Activities

The mission of the service forces extended beyond

simply keeping up with the actions of the combat fleet.

Their duty was to be proactive in their preparedness to
assist before the need was even expressed. This was

a daunting but critical task, as it was subject to a vast
array of factors beyond American control. Therefore,

any account of their work cannot be entirely objective.

The combat forces gained more confidence and
boldness as they realised they had fast access to

necessary resources in both victory and defeat.

The fleet provision unit provided 24 large reefers and

5 warehouses in Santo, and 10 ships were stationed in
Auckland to transport vital supplies wherever they were
needed. Even with these assets, it was still insufficient
as demand grew. In September 1943, the Commanding
Officer of Service Squadron South Pacific estimated
that he had only half the ships required to carry the

provisions contracted for, in New Zealand for 1944.

For some time, Auckland remained the primary supply
base and was able to meet the requisitions made of

it. However, by the time they arrived at Guadalcanal,

it was clear that New Zealand was too far away to be
a direct supply base for the fleet. From that moment
on, the principal supply to the fleet was made by
United States' provisions ships and the supply depots
on advanced bases at Noumea and Santo. However,
Auckland continued to provide large amounts of food

to the shore forces.

As demand grew further, more supplies were required
daily. In May 1943, it was reported that 17 additional
tugs, two more fuel-oil barges, and five gasoline barges
— to supplement the four on hand — would be needed.
A month later, they requested an additional nine diesel-

A sea of Quonset warehouses and supply depots lined the shore in a very neatly laid out grid in Luganville — And this wasn't half of them.
Photo - US Archives..



South Pacific WWII Museum Newsletter

April 2023

engine repair ships, three aviation stores ships, two
destroyer tenders, six LSTs as aviation stores issue
ships, four landing-craft repair ships, one landing-
craft tender, 10 tugs, and 60 LCVPs per month for six
months. In addition, they required three big salvage
tugs and two motor-torpedo-boat tenders. This was
a period when the benefits of floating services were

becoming increasingly evident.

There were also smaller facilities located in Noumea
and Santo, such as the fleet post offices, an antiaircraft
gunnery school, a fire-fighting school, a motion-

picture exchange, and gas plants, among others.

The motion picture exchange on Santo, January 1945.
Photo - US Archives.

All of these facilities contributed to the creation of
major bases, such as Base Button, which quickly found

themselves too far behind the front lines. This raised the

question of whether the shipping required to build them
could have been better used to provide the necessary
fleet support afloat, which could have been mobile and

ready to move forward at a moment's notice.

This line of thought led to the establishment of floating
mobile service squadrons and other logistical support
groups. These floating organisations remained close
to the combat fleet, supplying food, ammunition, and
other essentials while providing repair services in close
proximity to the combat areas. This support allowed
the fleet to maintain continuous pressure on the enemy
by avoiding the need to return to home bases. Service
Squadrons created temporary forward bases to enable
the naval squadrons to spend less time in transit and
more time in the combat zone.

While the new floating support facilities saw out the war
in the Pacific, the contribution of Base Button during the
Pacific conflict was pivotal in ensuring the cabability of
the United States Pacific Fleet and its allies.

The successful execution of military operations
depended heavily on maintenance, repair, and supply
provided by the major bases throughout the Pacific.
Had it not been for their exceptional level of support,
the outcome of the war might have been drastically
altered. Therefore, it must be said that it is impossible
to overstate the significance of Base Button's role in the
success of the Pacific conflict.
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THIS MONTH IN MILITARY HISTORY

The battle for Rabaul.

In April 1943, the South Pacific was flooded with

Japanese aircraft.

Since victory in the battle of Guadalcanal, the Allies
- with their operations underpinned by the massive
base now being built at Espiritu Santo - had begun

advancing into the central Solomons.

The Japanese naval high command decided that
they would launch an aerial counterstroke, dubbed
Operation I-Go, to slow down the Allies, and give Japan

more time to prepare defences.

Black smoke hangs over shore installations as a U.S. B-25 bomber
streaks above a Japanese merchant ship in the Rabaul harbour.
Photo - US Archives.

More than 350 aircraft were pulled together at the
base at Rabaul, but the mere numbers concealed

a disturbing trend. Many of the naval pilots were
inexperienced, and to bolster the force, the planes
from an entire aircraft carrier division of the Navy were
also sent.

Such pilots in particular were highly prized, and trained
for the specialist role of flying off carriers, but now they

were needed to fly from land bases.

I-Go was overseen by the Japanese naval supremo,
Isoroku Yamamoto, and from April 1st to the 16th, major
raids were launched in the Solomons and New Guinea.

(continued..)
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Japanese estimates were that they destroyed 175
aircraft, and sank 28 ships. In reality, they shot down
25 planes, and sank 5 ships, while losing 55 of their
own aircraft.

Japanese pilots and ground crew reax on Rabaul in 1942.

In perhaps the greatest irony, Admiral Yamamoto took
off on an air tour of his bases to congratulate his crews
on their performance. It was his last flight, caught

by American fighters in an audacious operation that
showed how far Allied capabilities had advanced in just
18 months of war.

American B-25s and P-38s from the Fifth Air Force bombed Rabaul
relentlessly. Photo - US Archives.
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Inspiring everyday heroes

If you've been lucky enough to catch some cultural
group performances while visiting Vanuatu, you'll know

how varied and exciting they can be.

Now the country is to host the Melanesian Arts and
Culture Festival.

It's been running since 1998 and is held every two
years. This time it is running from July 19th to the 31st.

Hosted by the government of Vanuatu, in collaboration
with the Melanesian Spearhead Group Secretariat,

the festival — according to its just launched

website — aims to promote regional cooperation and
understanding by bringing together people.

Australian High Commissioner to Vanuatu, Heidi Bootle at the launch of
MACFEST 2023. Photo - Australian High Commission, Vanuatu.

The festival — being held in the capital Port Vila — will
feature a range of cultural performances, including
music, dance, storytelling, and theatre, as well as art
exhibitions, handicraft vendors and other activities
related to Melanesian arts and culture.

A group performs at the recent soft launch of MACFEST 2023.
Photo - Australian High Commission, Vanuatu.

If you are planning a visit to Vanuatu, then this would be
a great addition to your itinerary and offer the chance to
see performers from Solomon Island, Fiji, New Caledonia,

and Papua New Guinea, as well of course, Vanuatu.

Inspiring Everyday Heroes is our Museum brand
and means how the stories of yesteryear and our
project can inspire today's new generation.

South Pacific WWIl Museum
Unity Park, Main Street,
Luganville, Espiritu Santo

email: info@southpacificwwiimuseum.com
web: southpacificwwiimuseum.com
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