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The South Pacific World War II Museum is 

delighted to announce that internationally 

renowned underwater photographer, Christopher 

Hamilton, has come on board as a Museum 

supporter through his incredible photography.

Chris is making some of his stunning photography 

of Million Dollar Point available to us for use in 

the Museum and for external publicity such as 

through our website and social media.

Originally from Canada where he dived the 

freezing waters of Nova Scotia to capture northern 

shipwrecks, his desire to capture even more of the 

underwater world, saw him travel to every corner 

of the globe.

Following a trip through Latin America, Chris 

ended up in Australia for what was going to be a 

quick stop along his journey. However the lure of 

the Great Barrier Reef turned into a seven year, 

5,000 dive odyssey.           (continued...)

A million reasons to 
love Espiritu Santo

Chris Hamilton
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During those dives, Chris captured a staggering 

number of images from the stunning northern 

stretches of the Reef.

In 2011, Chris moved to Indonesia and travelled all over 

the Pacific photographing some of the most unique, 

pristine and extraordinary underwater creatures and 

seascapes – including that of the SS President Coolidge 

and Million Dollar Point, here in Espiritu Santo.

Chris’ extraordinary work has been published in many 

magazines and journals throughout the world. He 

has also deservedly won 9 international photography 

awards, and if you visit his website you’ll see why.

Chris has shot over 100,000 photographs, from 56 

locations throughout the oceans of the world. His 

website features many of these in albums to make it 

easier to find what you’re looking for. What's more,  

they are available for purchase.

You'll find them on Chris' website at  

chphotographic.com

Thank you Chris for getting behind the Museum. We 

very much appreciate your generosity and assistance.

South Pacific WWII Museum Newsletter

2

February 2022

© 2022 Chris Hamilton | CHPhotographic

© 2022 Chris Hamilton | CHPhotographic

© 2022 Chris Hamilton | CHPhotographic



South Pacific WWII Museum Newsletter

3

In the December edition of our newsletter, we reported 

on the little known Sandburg airfield on Santo. It didn't 

take long before we had some information on it.

Former Santonian Eddie Hooker, who now lives on Norfolk 

Island said, "...it's the one at Ratard plantation and can still 

be seen from the road going to South Santo."

Mark discovered a second photo of the airfield in 

government records and passed it on to us.

However the big question remains, just who were the 

aircraft attached to?

Some information suggests the aircraft may have been 

attached to the 106th Artillery Regiment, but we're still 

trying to confirm that. 

In the meantime, Museum Chairman Bradley Wood has 

been to visit the site with his son Jayden and his drone. 

While the Coconut palms may have gone, the runway 

can still be seen quite clearly running east west across 

the paddock towards Aore Island.

Rusting aircraft exhaust components and Marston matting on site.

A quick visit to Google Earth and sure enough, you can 

still make out the 1000ft runway as you head down 

towards South Santo!

We also contacted renowned WWII author and public 

speaker Mark Albertson who is an authority on US Army 

aviation. He is also searching documents and books 

in the USA on our behalf. He agrees that the  Piper 

L-4 'Grasshopper' aircraft in the original photograph 

were most likely there for artillery spotting. In fact, 

The latest photograph of Sandburg Airfield discovered by US author 

and historian Mark Albertson.

A drone shot looking across to Aore Island from Espiritu Santo, clealry 

shows the old runway heading out to the Segond Channel.

Santo's Grasshoppers

Bradley said that the site was definitely worth exploring 

further given the remnants of its time as an airfield 

were found scattered in the grass. That too we will be 

following up in the very near future.

Pilot's view coming into land from over the Segond Channel.
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On February 11, 1944, a New Zealand pilot and his rear 

gunner took off from Bomber One, or Pallikulo Bay 

airfield on Espiritu Santo.

It should have been a routine flight, a training exercise. 

But it was the last flight for Flight Officer Alexander 

Moore and Flight Sergeant John Munro, and their 

Dauntless bomber.

Their flight was to conduct radio familiarisation, but it 

was cloudy, and somewhere the plane crashed into the 

surrounding hills  – the cause unknown.

Searchers looked extensively, but could not find the 

wreckage, and the two men were declared dead on the 

same day. 

That may have been the end of a common Espiritu 

Santo story – they were far from being the only aircrew 

to die far away from combat. Training was often as 

deadly as fighting for aircrew.

A Royal New Zealand Air Force SBD-5 Dauntless in 1945. 

Illustration Claveworks Graphics.

A Royal New Zealand Air Force Dauntless is serviced by ground 
crew on Espiritu Santo in 1943.

THIS MONTH IN MILITARY HISTORY  

Santo still not 
ready to give up 
her secrets  

(continued...)
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But 43 years later in 1987, the crash site of this aircraft 

was located roughly fifty kilometres from Pallikulo. 

No trace of the crew was found in the wreckage. 

The bodies of Alexander Moore and John Munro still 

remain unfound. They are memorialised at Bourail New 

Zealand War Cemetery in New Caledonia.  

 
Perhaps one day they will be found, another secret yet 

to be given up by the jungle of Espiritu Santo. 

Information courtesy of pacificwrecks.com

The aircraft wreck on display in a recreation of the crash site in 2011.. Photo Peter Lewis.

Bourail New Zealand War Cemetery in New Caledonia.. Photo nzwargraves.org.au

Eleven years later, the wreck was removed by 

members of No 3 Squadron, of the Royal New Zealand 

Airforce for transportation to the RNZAF museum in 

Christchurch and eventual display in its crashed state. 
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Towards the end of last year, we brought you the story 

of our bank vault door, that now sits proudly outside the 

front of our mini museum in Unity Park, Luganville.

We knew nothing about the door itself - the 

manufacturer, it's history, how it operated - only that it 

came from a former WWII vault in Luganville.

Museum Project Manager James Carter, who's always 

up for a research challenge, was determined to know 

more. "It's very exciting to have the vault door on display 

outside the museum", he said. "But I really wanted to find 

out all I could about it, as it's such a significant piece of 

Santo's history for us to have in our collection and such a 

unique piece too."

Emails were sent to all the large vault manufacturers 

around the world. Not one replied. It seems they’re a bit 

'funny' about unsolicited emails. However, after some 

Googling, James headed over to the Lock Picking 101 

Forum on the internet. They have an area for people 

Tiny details on the Museum's vault door included this US Navy stamp 
on the pressure wheel.

Museum Chairman Bradley Wood and his son Jaydn with the 
Museum's vault door.

Safe in the  
knowledge

(continued...)

Vault door mystery solved
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with an interest in vault doors. There was some good 

information to come out of there, but nothing concrete. 

It was suggested to James to join the Safe and Vault 

Collectors group on Facebook.

Within a couple of weeks, James had the answers to all 

his questions.

After examining what is left of the combination lock on 

the back of the vault door (which was smashed open 

at some point in the past), a member of the group who 

goes by the pseudonym 'Squelchtone' asked James 

to examine the case for some tell-tale indications that 

would determine what the lock was. Sure enough 

everything fell into place and we had a match. He 

identified the lock as a 'Mosler Bahmann with a Mosler 

#12 indirect drive lock made by Yale for Mosler using 

the Yale 025 1/2 indirect drive lock design.'

So we now knew what the lock was. But what of the 

vault door itself? 

There were a number of manufacturers making vault 

doors during WWII. The finest of those were made by 

the Mosler company, which no longer exists. 

As we reported back in our November newsletter, 

Mosler made the original vaults for Fort Knox and the 

vault that the Declaration of Independence, Bill of 

Rights and US Constitution are stored in. Remarkably, 

there was also a Mosler vault that survived the nuclear 

attack on Hiroshima. The Teikoku Bank which opened in 

The matching Yale 025 1/2 indirect lock (with its cover off) as it would have been in the Museum's door.

The smashed and long gone combination lock on the back of the 

Museum's vault door.

(continued...)
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1925 as the Mitsui Bank, was just 360 metres from the 

hypocentre of the blast, having been installed in a bank 

prior to WWII. 

Squelchtone was convinced is was a Mosler vault but 

couldn't be 100% certain as it distinguishing badges 

and labels were no longer there. So who could James 

turn to next? What about the world's best safe and vault 

cracker?

That would be Dave McOmie - somewhat of a legend in 

the safe and vault world. An audience with him is like an 

audience with the Pope. Dave has written 22 books on 

safes and vaults and every aspect of getting them open 

using non-destructive means. If you have a vault or a 

safe that you need opened - and you have the money - 

you can hire Dave to get it open for you.

James managed to find an email address for Dave and 

took a punt on him reading it, never expecting to hear  

back from someone of such renown. To his surprise, the 

following morning there was Dave's reply in his inbox.

Sure enough Dave confirmed it was a Mosler vault door. 

He even included a couple of photos of the front and 

back of a slightly later model, almost identical to the one 

we have on display outside the Museum.

The front of a later model Mosler almost identical to the Museum's 
vault sent to us by Dave McOmie.

The back of the door in the photo supplied by Dave McOmie.

The Yale lock that the Mosler lock was based on.

(continued...)
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Our mystery was solved!

As far as the workings of the door go, that was explained 

by William Bailey from the Facebook group. 

He said, "after you dial in the correct combination and 

unlock the lock, you turn the handle underneath the 

combination dial and the steel elbows on the back of 

the door come together to retract all the bolts, which are 

connected to two long steel plates running vertically up 

the inside of the door. Then you rotate the pressure bar 

wheel to draw the door out of the frame enough so it 

can swing open." 

Our handle to retract the bolts is missing, and the flat 

bars linking the bolts on the inside have been taken as 

well. However, you can still get an understanding of how 

it worked given 99% of the vault's components are still 

in tact.

We even had a video sent to us by Tullson's Hands of 

Time Safe & Vault Restoration who had recently restored 

a safe with a similar mechanism and their video showed 

us just how that worked. 

You can view that video on our YouTube page at:  

https://youtu.be/qDMd15vnpxw

The South Pacific WWII Museum would like to thank 

everyone from the Safe and Vault Collectors group on 

Facebook, particularly:

William Bailey who helped explain how the whole door 

mechanism worked.

Tullson's Hands of Time Safe & Vault Restoration for their 

video of a similar door mechanism in operation.

A big thank you to 'Squelchtone' for his wonderful 

detective work on the lock.

And of course to Dave McOmie for confirming the 

identity of the vault door.

The combination dial on the Museum's Vault door.
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Recently, Museum Project Manager James Carter 

was invited along to the Hobson's Bay Yacht Club in 

Melbourne, Australia to speak to club members at their 

annual member's night. Having competed in ocean 

racing sailing events between Melbourne and Vanuatu, 

members were keen to learn of the World War II history 

of Espiritu Santo.

James' speech entitled 'A Button, an Echo and taking a 

chance on a Quonset hut', was a 45 minute presentation 

about the history of Base Button, that included 'The 

Wackiest Ship in the Army' - the Echo, and the Museum's 

plans for the future.

Museum Project Manager James Carter at the Hobson's Bay Yacht 

Club in the Melbourne bayside suburb of Williamstown.

One of Robert Bradley's yachts at the yacht club. Two more of these boats 

are now in Luganville waiting for the borders to reopen.

Yacht club Member Events Manager Peter Clark thanks James 

for his presentation to club members. 

Setting sail

The visit was made possible thanks to an invitation 

by Museum member Robert Bradley. Robert, an 

experienced ocean racer who has had a long love for 

Vanuatu. So much so, Robert is working with Richard 

Coleman at the Vanuatu Maritime College on a joint 

venture project to start a sailing centre in Luganville. 

Two of his yachts have recently arrived by ship and a 

third is 'up in slips' at the yacht club. Once the borders 

open again, Robert's boat 'James of Vanuatu' will be 

back in the water again and sailed north to Vanuatu. 

The South Pacific WWII Museum would like to thank 

Robert and Member Events Manager Peter Clark for 

hosting James at their member's night and we look 

forward to seeing Robert upon his return to Luganville.
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Vanuatu sailors enjoy  
a history lesson 
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Inspiring everyday  
heroes
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In New Zealand they say every boy dreams of 

becoming an All Black.

And it’s true of boys in a few other countries too. For the 

uninitiated, the All Blacks are the New Zealand national 

rugby union side, and by some measures, one of the 

world’s most successful teams in any sport.

One of those young aspirants is Riki Ruben – and he 

aims to be the first Ni-Vanuatu to wear the All Blacks 

jersey. Now he’s going to face a bit of competition, but 

news this month shows that he’s started on the way.

He’s been made captain of the Rugby Boys Centennial 

1st XV at Mount Albert Grammar School in Auckland, 

New Zealand.

MAGS, as the school is known, is literally a nursery for 

young rugby stars – it has produced 10 past All Blacks. 

College rugby is a very good standard and highly 

competitive between the top schools.

The student from Tongariki Naur Susum told Vanuatu 

Daily Post that he was honoured by the appointment – 

for himself and for his family back home. He says it is 

a great privilege but he has good support around him 

and is looking forward to what comes next.  

Ruben is an open-side flanker, which in rugby means he is 

a very important player in winning the ball for his team so 

they can score points. He has to be both fast and strong.

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

He says he has a lot of Ni-Vanuatu friends who are really 

good sportsmen and would definitely do well at rugby.

Ruben acknowledges his family's support and says he 

definitely doesn’t want to let his mum and dad down. 

We’ll be watching Ruben – here’s to your present and 

future sporting success. 
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Riki Ruben in full flight playing for his school, Mt Albert Grammar in 
Auckland.  Photo Vanuatu Daily Post 
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