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October is Coolidge month at the Museum. It 

was on October 26, 1942 that the SS President 

Coolidge sank off the coast of Santo.

We always mark that date with a small 

commemoration at Captain Euart's memorial and 

down on the beach where survivors came ashore.

This year we were joined by students from Banban 

Coolidge Centre School, whom the Museum 

is partnering with in a number of ways, as we 

head towards what will be a very special 80th 

commemoration in 2022.

However, this year came with an unexpected 

surprise. The donation of all of the late Allan 

Power's artifacts he recovered from the Coolidge 

since the late 1960s.

We've put together a story about the history of 

the Coolidge, Allan Power, and his donation in this 

special edition of the newsletter.

Coolidge commemorated 
with an unexpected   
surprise for the Museum



'

To answer that, we need to go back to February 1931, 

when Mrs. Calvin C. Coolidge broke a bottle of water 

that came from a brook on the Coolidge farm in 

Vermont on the bow of a ship, thereby sending the SS 

President Coolidge down the slips and into the James 

River in Virginia.
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One man's generous gift to the Museum.

Mrs. Calvin Coolidge prepares to christen the SS President Coolidge.

On Tuesday October 26, the South Pacific WWII Museum received a wonderful gift in memory of one of Santo's most 

cherished residents. Allan Power's estate and family donated his Coolidge collection to the Museum.

It will take some time to clean, document and prepare the items for display. But just how did the Museum become the 

recipient of such an important collection?

Thank you Mr President.

The Coolidge slides down the slipway and out into the James River in 

Norfolk, USA.

Beginning her life as a luxury ocean liner, the Coolidge 

was eventually acquired by the US War Department in 

1941 who after a repaint and refit in mid-1942, began 

using her to transport men and equipment throughout 

the South Pacific.

That refit and a conversion enabled the Coolidge to 

carry around 5000 troops in her new guise as a military 

troop ship. Many of the ship's civilian fittings were 

removed altogether or boarded over to protect them. 

Additionally, the Coolidge had guns mounted on her 

and the beautiful black and white hull was repainted a 

more traditional US Navy grey.  continued...
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The Coolidge continued troop transport duties 

throughout the South West Pacific. Her ports of call 

included Bora Bora, Suva, Auckland, Wellington and 

Melbourne where in the Spring of 1942, she transported 

the President of the Philippines, Manuel Quezon to San 

Francisco.

On October 6 1942, the Coolidge set sail for New 

Caledonia and the New Hebrides. On board were 

the 172nd Infantry Combat Team, 43rd Division and a 

harbour defence unit that was going to protect the new 

bomber base on Santo that was providing support for 

the Allied forces at Guadalcanal.

As the Coolidge transited the Segond Channel, she hit a 

mine that exploded next to the ship’s engine room killing 

Fireman Robert Read, and seconds later a second mine 

exploded near her stern.

The ship's Captain Henry Nelson, was well aware that 

the ship was lost, so he ran the 22,000 ton troop ship 

aground in the shallowest water he could reach before 

the ship began to list and eventually sink.

The 5,340 troops and crew abandoned ship. Many of 

the men on board simply walked ashore in a very calm 

manner, believing the ship was safely grounded in 

shallow waters.

However, the Coolidge didn’t end up where Captain 

Nelson intended and was stuck fast on a coral reef on 

the edge of the channel.   continued...

Captain of the Coolidge, Henry Nelson is on the right of this shot.

Arriving off the coast of Espiritu Santo on October 26, 

1942, the Coolidge proceeded to enter the harbour via 

the Segond Channel. The constant threat of Japanese 

submarines around the island resulted in the channel 

entrances being mined with sea mines assembled on 

nearby Aore Island. However, the location of the mines 

was omitted from the Coolidge’s sailing orders due to 

US navy regulations at the time.

The grand staircase and First Class dining room, before the ship was 

refitted as a troop transp;ort.

A busy Segond Channel in Luganville, where the SS President Coolidge 

was steaming to.

These submarine nets and the sea mines hidden under the water 

protected the Segond Channel from Japanese submarine attack.
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Not long after she ran aground, the Coolidge listed heavily, rolled onto her side and slipped down into the shipping channel.

There were just two casualties of the sinking of the Coolidge. Fireman Robert Reid, and Captain Elwood J Euart, the 

namesake of the association behind the South Pacific WWII Museum.

Captain Euart of the 103rd Field Artillery Regiment, was one of the 5,340 who made it ashore after the Coolidge ran 

aground. However, Euart heard that there were possibly men still trapped below decks. He immediately returned to 

the ship, entered via sea door and was lowered on a rope down inside the ship. The men were found and successfully 

rescued thanks to the brave efforts of Captain Euart. 

However, the sheer effort of pulling the men up and out 

of the ship on a rope had left him exhausted. By the time 

it was his turn to get out, he didn’t have the strength in his 

arms to pull himself out and went down with the ship.

There the ship lay for less than 30 years. 

Then along came an Australian by the name of Allan Power. 

     continued...

Run aground just off Santo before slipping into the Segond Channel.

Captain  Elwood J Eiuart, hero of the President Coolidge.
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Allan Power remains one of the world’s most respected 

divers, and a true legend within the SCUBA community. 

More than that, Allan was also unique and cherished 

identity on Espiritu Santo.

Born in Sydney, Australia in 1933, Allan began his 

working life as a qualified pastry chef in 1953, before 

working in a foam rubber factory for 15 years.

Back then, the ship was just another rusting WWII hulk 

sitting on the seafloor. However her four ton brass 

propellers were worth a great deal, purely for their 

scrap value alone. In fact at one point, there was talk of 

refloating the entire ship and towing it away to be sold as 

scrap - talk that prompted Allan to recover many items 

off the seafloor, to at least preserve something before it 

was lost to the salvagers forever.

Luckily for Espiritu Santo, the entire ship wasn't raised 

and Allan soon became heavily involved with the salvage 

of the ship's massive propellers and one could assume, 

this was where his passion for the great lady began.

Purchasing his first underwater camera in 1956, his 

passion with the undersea world soon blossomed 

spending his holidays in the early 60s on Heron Island 

on the Great Barrier Reef. It wasn’t long before Allan’s 

eye for the exquisite beauty of the reef saw him win 

the much coveted Levanto prize for underwater 

photography, and the beginnings of a remarkable 

career photographing the world’s oceans.

His treasured book The Great Barrier Reef published 

in 1977, opened the eyes of the world to the incredible 

beauty of the reef.

In December 1969 Allan travelled to Santo on board the 

salvage ship Pacific Seal with Barry May to photograph 

the salvage of the propellers from the Coolidge.

Allan Power doing what he loved best. Photo Vanuatu Daily Post.

The stuff of legends.

One of the Coolidge's three propellers in pieces on Santo wharf. 

Photo Thierry Colardeau. 

In 1978 Allan was offered the position of diving director 

on Bokissa Island Resort. It wasn’t long before he 

returned to Santo following the Coconut Rebellion, and 

in 1981 he established Allan Power Dive Tours.

Popularity for Allan’s tours grew quickly between 1982 and 

1985. As many as 45 groups booked dive tours with him in 

one year - which incidentally made Hotel Santo’s name.

Bokissa Private Island Resort. Photo santo.travel

In fact, it is widely recognised that Allan really kick 

started tourism on Espiritu Santo and was therefore 

a founding father to economic growth of the island, 

prompting the locals on Santo to always call him “Uncle”.
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Allan’s reputation for the way in which he looked after 

his diving guests and ran his dive operation saw the 

business grow in stature as the premier dive operation 

on Santo and one that was held in high regard 

worldwide.

So much so that on November 8, 2011, Allan was 

inducted into the International SCUBA Diving Hall of 

Fame in the Cayman Islands. This prestigious award 

recognised his enormous contribution to the diving 

industry in general and his incredible work and 

achievements on the Coolidge. After flying all the way 

to to the Cayman Islands in person to accept the award, 

Alan stayed only a few days then came straight back to 

the island that he loved.

The perfect host. Allan used to love bringing dive tours back to his 

house for coffee and cake following every dive. . Photo Jeff Friend.

Allan following his award presentation in the Cayman Islands. 

Photo Vanuatu Daily Post. 

The dive crew who, with Allan brought 'his lady' up from the 

Coolidge after she slipped from the wall and broke. Following 

repairs and a good clean, she was taken back down and 

safely returned to the ship.
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When Allan became the unofficial 'caretaker' of the 

Coolidge, he also became the guardian of the remains of 

Captain Elwood J Euart, which were yet to be discovered 

on the great ship. It wasn’t until after the formation of the 

Elwood J Euart Association which is the group behind 

the South Pacific World War II Museum project, that by 

pure coincidence Allan’s team discovered the remains 

of Captain Euart on the Coolidge, where they had been 

lying for around 70 years.

That find resulted in a massive operation led by a team 

of experts from the US Military in Hawaii. They brought 

in tons of gear on heavy-lift transport jets which resulted 

in the successful recovery and repatriation of Captain 

Euart’s remains back to his home town in Pawtucket, 

Rhode Island, USA.

When Allan first contacted Captain Euart's relatives they 

spoke of the monument built by Captain Euart's men 

and sent a photo of it to him. Allan then went and found 

the now forgotten monument in the bushes, not far from 

the wreck site, cleared around it, repainted it and looked 

after it to what it is today. That’s the kind of man Allan 

always was - caring, considerate and compassionate.

Captain Elwood J Euart's memorial on Santo. Photo Patrick Dancel.

Two C-17 and one C-130 transport aircraft at Santo International Airport, that 

came in from Hawaii with the tonnes of gear - including a decompression 

chamber - needed to support operations on the President Coolidge.
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Allan passed away suddenly in December 2018. He had 

made over 15,000 dives on the Coolidge and had taken 

over 20,000 divers to the Lady alone - a remarkable 

achievement for someone who was still diving into his 

85th year.

Prior to his passing he said to Museum Chairman, Bradley 

Wood, that one day he would like to donate his collection 

of artefacts that he had rescued from the Coolidge to the 

Museum. Late in October, that's exactly what took place. 

Such a shame, Allan couldn't have been there to not only 

hand them over to the Museum, but tell us the fascinating 

stories behind every piece. 

This is just some of what was donated to the Museum.

We will always fondly remember Allan and all he did to 

care for 'his' Lady, her ship and the people of Vanuatu.

We would like to thank Allan's business partner Tony 

Lewis, Lionel Jimmy, Allan's sister Sandra Field and 

Sandra's daughter Amanda and son Bartley (executors 

of Allan's estate), most sincerely for honouring Allan's 

wish to donate his remarkable collection to us.

Tankyu Tumas.

Photo Vanuatu Daily Post/Yvonne Ritchie.
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One of Santo's more well-known WWII sites is the old 

bank vault in the middle of Luganville. 

Not many details are known about it, apart from the 

fact that it held the cash to pay the service men and 

women based on Santo - hence why it was so big, 

given the tens of thousands of personnel based on the 

island between 1942 and 1945.

The vault sat sealed up for many years. It's massive 

reinforced sealed door lay glued shut thanks to 

decades of rust. Rumours suggested there was a 

fortune in cash and gold inside, left over from the war. 

However, when a local company purchased the vault 

and cut away the concrete blocks at one end, it was 

unsurprisingly empty.

A door and a small canopy roof was fitted on the 

opposite end to the vault door and it was used for 

storage for some years.

However, we found out in early October, that the vault 

was to be demolished to make way for apartments. 

Thankfully, Museum Chairman Bradley Wood did some 

fast talking and managed to secure the 3-ton vault 

door for the Museum.

The plan is to build a section of wall replicating that of 

the vault and having the door on display.

We'll keep you up to date on the progress of that 

display in the coming months.
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Workers begin cutting away around the door to allow enable them to 

see how the frame was fixed to the concrete block walls.

The rear of the bank vault with the door that was cut into it to allow 
access to building. 
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The bank job

October 2021

The bank vault door still jammed shut with rust and corrosion after 
almost 80 years in the salt air. 



The South Pacific WWII Museum has partnered with 

the B-24 Liberator Memorial Australia to form the 

beginnings of a sister museum alliance, between the 

two organisations.

The B-24 project is situated just outside Melbourne 

on the site of what was Werribee Fields during WWII. 

There, a section of wrecked fuselage from an RAAF 

B-24 Liberator, is being totally rebuilt into a complete 

aircraft in an original WWII hangar in Werribee.

B-24 Liberator Memorial Australia President Lyn 

Gorman said, "given our shared interests it makes a lot 

of sense to establish a link between the museums."

South Pacific WWII Museum Project Manager James 

Carter agrees and sees the sharing of history between 

the two museums as furthering the knowledge of the 

vital role the Liberator played in the Pacific during 

WWII.

"B-24's served throughout the Pacific Theatre and 

could be found at all three bomber airfields on Espiritu 

Santo," he said. "This cooperation between our two 

museums could open up all sorts of new opportunities 

for us in Vanuatu and the guys in Melbourne."

Lyn went on to say, "if over time, there are other specific 

ways in which our two museums might collaborate, 

then by all means let's consider them."  

The B-24 Liberator Memorial Australia can be found at 

www.b24australia.org.au or on their Facebook page at 

www.Facebook.com/B24Werribee
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The aircraft's fuselage as it was when it arrived at the Werribee 
restoration hangar. An incredible transformation.
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Spreading our 
wings
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The beautiful B-24 Liberator has come a long way since it was rescued 
from a farm in country Victoria. 
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October 2021

During October, the Museum was contacted by local school principal Joe Timothy from Banban Coolidge Centre School.  As 

you would have probably guessed, the school was named after the SS President Coolidge and is located just up the road 

from where the Coolidge survivors all waded ashore.

Joe thought it would be a great idea if we could form stronger ties between the school and the Museum, given the 

Museum's association with the Coolidge. Museum Project Office Manager Lengkon Tokon agreed and a day of learning 

and activities was developed to enable the students to have a greater appreciation for the island's history, particularly the 

significance of the sinking of the SS President Coolidge. 

Planning is already underway by the South Pacific WWII Museum for next year's 80th anniversary of the sinking of the ocean 

liner, with some exciting plans already in the pipeline. 

Shipmates



 

South Pacific WWII Museum 
Unity Park, Main Street,  

Luganville, Espiritu Santo 
Vanuatu

email: info@southpacificwwiimuseum.com  
web: southpacificwwiimuseum.com
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Inspiring everyday  
heroes
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That all changed with  Covid-19 and as borders shut, so 

did the opportunity for work for Ni-Vanuatu – for whom 

the income can be life changing. 

But the tide’s been turning back in recent weeks. 

Earlier last month 154 seasonal workers arrived in 

Christchurch from Vanuatu – and because the islands 

are Covid-free, they were not required to spend up to 

two weeks in isolation.

Instead, provided they had at least one jab, they could 

head to their workplace to isolate for five days – and a 

Every year hundreds of Pacific Island workers would 

leave home to work in Australia and New Zealand. 

They are a key part of the workforce in each country, to 

get produce off farms and into shops, or for export.

couple of tests for the virus.Horticultural firms say they 

would love to bring in many more workers. 

It’s a start, and of course, Vanuatu hopes the next stage 

can be a two-way travel pathway that would kick start 

the nation’s tourism sector again.

We know that while the income from workers is a huge 

help to families back home, there is also a big sacrifice 

in being away from loved ones. 

Workers must have at least one dose of a Covid-19 vaccination.  
Photo supplied.

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

So here’s to our Inspiring Everyday Heroes, working for 

Vanuatu’s future and keeping themselves safe along the 

way. – Pictures first appeared in the New Zealand Herald.
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Workers leaving Port Vila in the early hours of Monday morning. 
Photo supplied.

ttps://www.facebook.com/SouthPacificWWllMuseum
https://twitter.com/southpacificww2
https://www.instagram.com/spwwiimuseum/
https://youtube.com/channel/UCdfaJpOOUX4J1p5IK2kCspQ

