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This edition of our newsletter is 

something very special. 

We've been waiting to share this 

news with our members, readers 

and subscribers for some time. 

As you can imagine, we're very 

excited to finally reveal our plans 

to you, for the first stage of the 

museum project.

It has taken a mammoth effort from 

Board Members, former Board 

Members, family and friends to 

reach this point in the Museum's 

development. 

For those of you who have been 

with us from the start, you may 

know some of this already. But for 

Museum plans unveiled.

our newer friends of the project, we thought we'd fill you in on 

how we arrived here today.             (continued...)



Raising funds for any not for profit is never easy. For 

those on a relatively small island in the South Pacific, 

it's even more so. However, that has never once slowed 

our enthusiasm for this project - just made us work 

harder and at times, think outside the box. Although 

that does mean, things take a little longer than we'd 

like to germinate.

Back in 2017 we opened our current mini museum. It 

began life as a rundown, derelict building in Unity Park, 

on the site of the former United States Navy No.2 PT 

Boat Squadron, during WWII.
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No.2 PT Boat Squadron as it was during WWII. 
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From little things.

Following that opening, on the 75th anniversary of the 

sinking of the SS President Coolidge, we set about 

developing a strategy to get the project off the ground. 

Our plans were re-estimated and the budget came in 

at around AUD $20 million. 

That would be quite a build for Santo - in fact for 

Vanuatu. And certainly not an easy sum of money to 

fundraise. Particularly as those we believed could 

make significant donations, weren't exactly a short 

drive away. More thought was needed. 

      (continued...)

Our mini-museum in Unity Park today.

The opening of our mini museum in 2017.



With a number of irons in the fire, 2020 rolled in with 

optimism and a sense of progress. It was still early days, 

but we were making progress. Then Harold paid us a visit.

In April, Tropical Cyclone Harold ripped through the 

northern islands with windspeeds unlike anything 

previously recorded. The damage was devastating, 

right across Santo. 

It wasn't long after that the pandemic hit. And like 

everyone else on Santo and the surrounding islands, 

we were faced with a double whammy.

The project was put on hold out of respect for the 

local population. We would wait 12 months before 

recommencing our efforts. 

More meetings, many more emails and discussions 

later, the Board agreed that to move forward we 

needed to scale back. Not the bigger picture, but just 

attack it in more sizeable chunks. 

A staged approach was agreed upon. One where we 

would divide the build into a number of smaller builds. 

However, we didn't want to alter the integrity of the 

existing design. Of course with the museum being 

based on the US Navy Quonset design, whatever 

we did would need to reflect the same design 

characteristics.                    

        (continued...)
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A NASA satellite image of Tropical Cyclone Harold.
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And then there was Harold.
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Following discussions with long time Museum 

supporter and former Board member Steve Turner, in 

Australia, he approached renowned Perth architect 

Mario Bernardi for his assistance in bringing the 

first stage to life. With Mario's previous experience 

designing beautiful homes on Santo and his passion 

for 'off form' concrete construction, he seemed like the 

perfect person to assist us.

Mario generously agreed to design the building, 

incorporating exciting contemporary design and 

environmental principles while maintaining a 

beautifully simple interpretation on the US Navy WWII 

Quonset hut - still a feature in and around Luganville. 

The main building will be constructed adjacent to the 

existing Quonset hut slab that dates back to the PT 

Boat base of WWII.

It includes two levels of exhibition space, including an 

upstairs meeting area and theatrette.  

       (continued...)
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A rendering of the Stage 1 buildings looking north east.
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The Italian job.
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 .

The off form concrete construction technique and 

Colourbond roof will give the building strength and 

durability, in almost any weather. And being raised on a 

rammed earth foundation, will mitigate high tides and 

storm surges. Internal exposed internal beams will also 

serve as design elements that link it back to the original 

WWII Quonset hut.

Unique to the design is the brilliant double skinned 

roof that allows air to actually travel between the two 

roofs creating a venturi effect that will extract excess 

heat from the building, thereby reducing the museum's 

carbon footprint.

Outside, a smaller Quonset building connected to the 

main building via a pathway, will house the Museum's 

LCVP Higgin's Boat, protecting it from the weather.
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A cutaway plan of the interior of the main building clealry shows the 

theatrette up on the mezzanine level.

Mario's Quonset influenced design dovetails in 

beautifully with the master plan for the project 

developed previously. 

The designs were then turned into stunning renderings 

by European architectural 3D artist Stefan, through 

Scott Turner from 99designs in Melbourne. They both 

contributed greatly to creating the renders 'in kind' 

for the museum project. We are extremely grateful to 

them for their assistance.    (continued...)

The floor plans for the Ground and First Floor of the main museum building.
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When we began this project, some years ago, it was 

always our intention to deliver a world class learning 

experience to the people of Espiritu Santo. While our 

current museum has and for the moment, continues to 

go some way to achieving this goal, Stage 1 of the Big 

Build will raise the bar considerably.

The sharing of the history of Santo is what is driving the 

project. According to Museum Project Manager James 

Carter. "This first stage of the museum project will open 

up even greater opportunities for schools and provide 

us with the facilities for even more to come through the 

museum and learn from it", he said. "Since 2017 we've 

had students from over 50 schools come through 

our mini museum to learn about Vanuatu's forgotten 

history, and many more have expressed an interest in 

visiting us."

The Museum continues to receive wonderful feedback 

from both teachers and students who say they never 

knew anything about the WWII history of Santo. They 

love the idea of getting out of the classroom and 

getting real hands-on experience with the history that's 

all around them, but they never knew it was there. 

       (continued...)

The amazing interior of the main Museum building, looking north.

History does repeat.
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The entrance to the Museum looking west. The Sarakata River is behind the building in this rendering.

Getting to this stage has taken a great deal of work by 

the Museum Committee. "The pandemic and Tropical 

Cyclone Harold really set us back", said Museum 

Chairman Bradley Wood. "But through some incredible 

perseverance and a passion to see the project 

succeed, we're at a very exciting stage right now. We're 

moving forward with a great deal of confidence and a 

renewed excitement."

The next stage for the South Pacific WWII Museum 

is a big fundraising campaign to raise the necessary 

funds needed to construct the Stage 1 buildings. Final 

estimates are being prepared now.

The campaign will kick off later in 2022 and more 

information will be posted to the Museum's Facebook, 

Twitter and Instagram pages and the website soon. Of 

course we're more than happy for anyone to make a 

donation between now and then, should they wish to.

Where to from here.

The Museum would like to thank the following people 

and organisations for their generosity in helping get 

Stage 1 to where it is today. 

Steve & Wendy Turner for their ongoing commitment 

to the museum project.

Mario Bernardi for the design of the museum building 

for Stage 1 of the project..

Richard Norrish for taking Mario's designs and turning 

them into plans.

Stefan (somewhere in Europe), for his stunning 3D 

renderings of the building.

Scott Turner from 99designs for liaising with Stefan to 

do the renderings.

99 Designs for providing Stefan's beautiful work 'in kind'.
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An interior view of the Museum facing south. The Sarakata River can be seen in the background.

The north side of the Museum facing the Segond Channel.

May 2022



9

South Pacific WWII Museum Newsletter March 2022

James was invited by the South Pacific Fishing 

Company (SPFC ) owned by the Japanese Mitsui 

Company which was based down on the Pallikulo 

Peninsula. 

An unusual piece in the collection is an autographed photo from Bob 

Hope. He entertained the troops on Santo during World War II.

While our development is the big news this month, we 

have some other wonderful news to share - that of a 

new collection that has been donated to us.

The collection is a broader collection of items covering 

the New Hebrides from 19th Century missionaries until 

World War II. It comes to us from former Santo locals, 

James and Jo Shen.

James and Jo (back home known as Shen Chiou-Yuan 

and Shen Chow Yu-Hwa, respectively) both came from 

Taiwan. James arrived in Vanuatu in June 1981 while Jo 

arrived in February 1982.

James and Jo Shen, pack their car to the roof with items they are 

donating to the Museum.

The company co-operated with Taiwanese fishing 

boats to catch tuna for export to Japan and the 

USA. James worked as a Japanese and Taiwanese 

interpreter. He also recruited Ni-Vanuatu to work on 

board the Taiwanese vessels. James remained at SPFC 

until June 1986. 

Following his job SPFC, he started a restaurant and 

general store in Santo, which he ran until 2009.

Between 2001 and 2009 James had the opportunity 

to stay in New Zealand while still running his business 

in Santo. During his stay in New Zealand, he started to 

research the New Hebrides and Vanuatu. From 2003 he 

started collecting old items related to New Hebrides 

from internet sites and visits to antique bookshops 

while in Auckland.

James and Jo moved to Sydney in 2010, having spent 

almost 30 years in Vanuatu. James said that, "...during 

the time I lived in Vanuatu, I had good relationships  

       (continued...)

One man's passion.
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with the Ni-Vanuatu people. I also feel much gratitude to 

the people there who supported my business and family."

Thanks to the Shen's unforgettable time living in 

Vanuatu, James felt he'd like to give something back. 

That's why he decided to donate his collection to the 

South Pacific WWII Museum and provide visitors to 

Santo an insight into Santo's and indeed Vanuatu's rich 

and fascinating history.
US Army equipment is also part of James' collection.

James has another smaller collection of other items he 

will donate to us in the future.

We'd like to take this opportunity to thank James and 

Jo Shen most sincerely for donating their collection 

to us. Collections such as this are invaluable for the 

retelling and passing on of the history of Santo to future 

generations. We are most grateful for the opportunity 

to be the custodians of the collection.

Lengkon and Marina have almost completed 

photographing and cataloguing each item prior to 

storing them appropriately for future display.

Original photos taken by US servicemen in the local villages are a 

fascinating cultural record to have,

Letters and envelopes sent back home make for fascinating reading.



South Pacific WWII Museum 
Unity Park, Main Street,  

Luganville, Espiritu Santo 
Vanuatu

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

11

Inspiring everyday heroes
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Our Inspiring Everyday Hero this month is 25 year old 

Ni-Vanuatu Stephalyne Tasso of Ambrym.

Stephalyne is one of over 200 local builders working 

for Australian construction company, Icon Reeves 

during the redevelopment of the Cook and Tiroas Cook 

Barracks in Port Vila - and the only female.

Her interest in construction runs in the family. her father 

has a small construction company in Santo and this 

is where she picked up the interest in construction, 

working alongside her father when she was 14.

After completing Year 10 at Santo East, she gained 

Certificates I and II in Construction from the Vanuatu 

Institute of Technology. Ms Tasso is currently pursuing a 

Certificate III in Carpentry through the Australia Pacific 

Training Coalition (APTC).

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

Stephalyne plans to complete her qualifications to 

become a fully qualified builder and return to work with 

her father in Santo.  

 

Down the track, she hopes to become a civil engineer 

one day. 

We wish Stephalyne the very best success in achieving 

her dream and who knows, we might just see her 

on site at the Museum when our build commences, 

hopefully in 2023.

Tasso again at the construction site. Photo Australian High Commission, Vila.
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Tasso at the construction site. Photo - Vanuatu Daily Post.

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

