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CHALLENGING TRIP OF A LIFE-TIME
A Charles Sturt University researcher is off on an “excitement of a life-time” trip to a rugged and remote Alaskan island to do an inventory of the guns left behind by the Japanese during World War 2.

Assoc Prof Dirk Spennemann, an archaeologist and principal researcher with CSUs Institute for Land, Water and Society, has been contracted by the US Fish and Wildlife Service to inspect and document the guns on Kiska Island, one of the Aleutian Islands between Alaska and Russia in the Bering Strait, and assess their state of conservation.

After the attack on Pearl Harbor during World War 2 the Japanese tried to restrict American operations in the Pacific by establishing bases at strategic locations. While their attack on Midway, an atoll north of Hawaii, failed, they were successful in their attacks on Attu and Kiska Islands and in 1942 established a military base on Kiska Island where they stayed for just over 14 months. 

“Kiska is very important to the American war history because it is one of only four true American territories occupied by the Japanese during the war,” said Assoc Prof Spennemann who was asked to do the research by the US because of his knowledge of similar Japanese military bases (and guns) established in Micronesia between 1940 and 1942. 

He leaves Australia on July 29 for the island, a two day boat trip from the island of Adak, to which he will fly from Anchorage. He is one of a party of five (the others are from the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the US National Parks Service ) who will spend five days on the island, a National Park that has been part of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge since 1913.

While Assoc Prof Spennemann will be visiting the island in the Alaskan summer, conditions on the very steep and uninhabited island will still be very tough.

In summer the day-time temperature on the island rarely exceeds 12 degrees Celsius and can drop to minus 10 overnight. Visibility is often poor because of heavy fog. An added danger is unexploded munitions on the island, a legacy of American bombings and the shells the Japanese left behind. A volcano on the northern end is still active and last erupted in 1962.

“Conditions for the Japanese on the island would have been very miserable,” said Assoc Prof Spennemann who admits he expects the trip to be physically challenging and difficult in terms of ensuring his technical equipment (cameras, computers etc.) work properly.

Heritage Managers from the US Fish and Wildlife Service are keen to have the guns on the island documented because, apart from their heritage value, thefts have started to occur.

Assoc Prof Spennemann said some of the guns were relatively small, heavy machine guns to 37mm anti-aircraft guns, and these could be dragged out. Others, where the barrel alone weighs 12 and a half tonnes, would be immovable.

Assoc Prof Spennemann is one of a team of four which includes a US metal conservation specialist, David Look; the pre-eminent military historian for the Pacific war at the moment, ‘Colt’ Denfeld; and Gaye Sutherland from Heritage Futures Australia, working on the project. However as berths on the research vessel ‘Tiglax’ are limited, he is the only one going out in the field.

He will be using 1943 US bomb target maps and satellite imagery to identify sites where the guns are likely to be.

“This research fits into my interest in modern heritage and the planning problems,” said Assoc Prof Spennemann. “We can’t plan for the volcano erupting but at least if we can document what we have now, then we can plan for future management and how we might stop these guns rusting away or being stolen. The relative inaccessibility of Kiska presents both problems and opportunities.”    

Ends
__________________________________________________________________________________Assoc Prof Dirk Spennemann is available for interview before July 29, or on his return on August 24. Please either phone him on his mobile on 0400 098 200, or contact Margrit Beemster, communications coordinator with the Institute for Land, Water and Society on 0260 519 653 or mbeemster@csu.edu.au.
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