Relics of naval aviation's history rest on Oahu

	

	The remains of a Navy patrol plane, which crashed during the Korean War, rest in the Waianae Mountain Range.
Click here for high-res.
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The legacy of Navy aircraft and the crew that flew them remain in the Waianae Mountain range on Oahu. As in other remote locations, aircraft that crashed during their mission lie untouched and ready to be carefully explored for any who wish to pursue aviation archaeology.


There are many other old aircraft crash sites long forgotten in the mountains of Oahu. Aviation archaeology is primarily the locating and documenting of old aircraft crash sites. It focuses on the preservation of these sites and of the history surrounding the activities that caused them. There are many ways to preserve crash sites and their history. However, a major barrier that stands in the way is a lack of knowledge on the part of the public and land managers.


It is possible to have a successful aviation archaeology expedition without anything being recovered. The act of recovering an item from a crash site destroys information and history. Thought should also be given to the placing of memorials at the sites.


According to some experts, visiting a crash site can have a tremendous impact on one's awareness and understanding of a time period and can provide quite an education. While accidental deaths are not seen as being as "glamorous" as combat deaths, they paid the ultimate price for freedom nonetheless. This was part of the price of war and peace.


Many of these people have been forgotten and the history lost. The goal of aviation archaeology is to record these incidents in historical context rather than record just why it crashed as can sometimes be found in government records. Crash sites are very rare and represent a legacy from the past. While not much remains at first glance, these parts can reveal important clues as to the identity and the story behind the crash. They are a very important part of educating the public on aviation history.


One site on Oahu belongs to an aircraft downed during the Korean War. Navy patrol squadron (VP) aircraft were engaged throughout the Korea area of operations (AOR). VP squadrons participated in the blockade of North Korea, keeping merchant shipping and fishing fleets under surveillance and deterring hostile submarine activity. Patrol aircraft contributed to mine hunting and laying as well as dropping flares for air strikes. They also conducted weather reconnaissance and search and rescue operations.


Patrol Squadron Seven (VP-7) arrived in June 1953 from Naval Air Station (NAS) Quonset Point, R.I., less than one month before the armistice on July 27, 1953. It was the only squadron from the Atlantic Fleet to deploy to the war zone. The squadron was equipped with P2V-5 Neptune patrol aircraft and was based at NAS Iwakuni Japan. The P2V-5 is very similar to the P2V-7 that is on display near the front gate of Marine Corps Base Hawaii (MCBH) Kaneohe. During the deployment, the squadron patrolled the Sea of Japan and the Yellow Sea.


The squadron departed from the western Pacific in January 1954. The last aircraft to depart was tail code HE 10 BuNo 124874. Aircraft number 124874 was configured for mine laying and was the "Hanger Queen" during the deployment, meaning that it was used for parts and that it spent much of its time parked in the hanger.


On Jan. 21, 1954, the eight-man crew of HE 10 made a missed approach trying to land at NAS Barbers Point Hawaii on its way home after the war. The aircraft turned left into the center of the island, rather than turning right out over the ocean. The aircraft impacted the Waianae Mountain range at approximately 9:30 p.m.


These men could be considered some of the last casualties of the Korean War. The eight crewmen aboard were: Lt. j.g. Walter J. Hanzo Jr., pilot; Ens. Gerald Martin Hazlett, Ens. Wilbur D. Cooper, ADC John Robert Staples, AD2 Joseph Daniel Beczek, AM2 Paul Martin Kohler, AT2 Joseph Michael Maksymon and AT3 Richard Knuton Brown.


The aircraft rests on a steep, 30-degree slope. A broken tree stands testament to the tremendous impact forces. Many small trees have grown up around and into the site. Countless twisted and mangled pieces of metal are scattered around the site. The proper authorities have removed the remains of the crew, along with the guns and some of the electronics. The tail section, including the tail gun turret, is the largest piece of wreckage.


The BuNo under the left tail plane is in perfect shape, almost like it was painted yesterday. Evidence of the traumatic crash and fire can be seen on the fuselage and various parts. A left wing section still bears the insignia of a white star on one side and the letters NA for NAVY on the other. One of the 3,700 hp Wright Cyclone R 3350-30W engines is located next to the fuselage and the other is further down the slope next to a tree. It is believed that a large amount of wreckage was either lost to the post crash fire or buried in the dirt. No excavation at the site is permitted.


This crash site represents a lost piece of history. A hiker who visited the site said, "It is impressive, yet sad." His first feeling was of awe, as it is so unusual to see an aircraft on a ridge like that, like finding the bones of an old dinosaur. Viewing the crash site is an opportunity to examine the legacy today of a war so fiercely fought in a faraway place in the Pacific.


The crash sites are an important resource; they are not trash sitting in the forest waiting to be picked over for souvenirs. The parts and wrecks are important in historical and educational value as memorials and teaching tools. The Navy emphasizes preservation and minimizes recovery by outside parties. The Navy claims ownership of all of their wrecks (while the Air Force does not) and for bids recovery or restoration operations.


On public land, there are laws that protect the wrecks. Most people are under the impression that the wrecks are sitting there for the taking. Instead, amateur aviation archaeologists should keep in mind these sites are silent memorials for those who served and sacrificed in the "forgotten war." 

