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ROI-NAMUR

PAST and PRESENT

Roi-Namur, home of Kiernan Re-entry Measurements Site, is situated
over 2,000 miles from the nearést mainland with coordinates of 167° east longitude
and 9° north latitude. It is the second largest island in the Kwajalein Atoll.
Originally two islands, the Japanese were responsible for joining Roi and Namur
together with two causeways, one on the lagoon side and the other on the ocean
side of the islands. Some of the area between the causeways was filled in by
the U.S. to increase the available land. Due to the constant action of breakers
on the reef, the shape of Roi-Namur is gradually changing. The avefage elevation
is 5 feet above sea level, rising to a maximum of 13.5 feet. At high tides, the
gentle waves from the reef sometimes splash onto the north end of the runway. The
annual mean temperature and humidity both average in the low 80‘s. The island
consists of a coral reef which drops off sharply to the ocean floor, in places to
a depth of 5,700 feet on the ocean side and to depths of 180 feet on the lagoon
side. Rainfall is heavy during the wet season, the record for one day being 17.l
inches on December 13, 1950. Vegetation on the island includes coconut palms,
breadfruit, pandanus and papaya trees.

Much evidence of the Japanese fortification of the island remains;

* some bunkers are nearly intact. Wreckage of various wartime equipment lines the
beaches in silent memorial to the bitter fighting of World War II. The Japanese
operated 35 aircraft from this island, utilizing a figure "U" shaped airfield un-
til the capture of Roi-Namur by the U.S. on 3 February 1944. This occupation marked

a milestone in the long history of changes in control of the Marshall Islands.
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Highlights of this history, though not specifically concerned with
Roi-Namur, do bring out the colorful and varied influences which bring the
Marshall Islands to what they are today.

Roi-Namur, as well as the rest of the Marshalls, remained undiscovered
until 1528 when the Spanish voyager Alvaro de Saavedra happened upon the islands
while searching for Magellan. He returned to Spain with glowing tales of the
beauty and riches he had seen, which inspired the Spanish government under Charles V
to send more expeditions to the Pacific Islands. The first of these was led by

-Ruiz Lopez de Villalobes, who sighted and charted approximately half of the
Marshallese atolls in 1543,

No serious efforts were made in these early times by Spain or other
European powers to assume or maintain effective control of the Pacific Islands.

In succeeding centuries, the area was slowly opened up by various explorers, traders,
missionaries and pirates from Portugal, Spain; the Netherlands, France, England and
Russia.

In the late 1700's, the islands were rediscovered by the English captains
Gilbert and Marshall, hence the present name, "Marshall Islands." In 182k, the
first systematic exploration of the Marshalls took place, led by Lt. Ketzebue
of the Russian Navy. He was respohsible for the first reasonable accurate charts
and maps of the area.

The development of the copra trade sparked further interest in the
Marghalls on the part of England, Germany and Spain, whereupod Spain formally pro-
claimed its sovereignty over the islands, to the dissatisfaction of England and
Germany. In 1877, after an exchange of diplomatic notes, the three countries were
abie to agree upon complete freedom of trade in all Pacific areas not actually
occupied by a European nation.

In 1885, however, with the support of tréaties with atoll chieftains,
approximating 20 in number, German forces assumed protectorate rights over the
whole of the Marshalls, ceremoniously raising their flag on Jaluit and a number

of other Marshall atolls. This assumption of control was formally recognized by



England and Spain the following year. Business flourished during the next 18

° years, and the islanders profited accordingly. Serious problems developed between
_ the islanders and German Administration in 1906 and 1907 in Palau and Ponape, re-
spectively. These problems were quelled by quick and reasonable negotiations in-
volving both parties; however, not before several Germans had been killed and a
group of islanders executed.

At the outbreak of World War I, German control of Micronesia was abruptly
terminated. The islands were formally surrendered to England on September 17, 191k,
but this agreement was short-lived, as Japanese naval squadrons moved in to occupy
Jaluit on October 3, and Yap, Ponape, Truk, Saipan and Anguar during the rest of
October. After World War I, a Civil Administration Department was created by the
Japanese. In 1935, Japan began to fortify strategic islands, and from that time
a cloak of secrecy prevented any accurate facts from reaching the outside world
until the islands were captured by the U.S. in World War II. During the period
of Japanese rule, the islanders appear to have enjoyed some degree of economic
prosperity, but their progress in political advancement was pushed into the back-
ground for reasons obvious in retrospect.

During the bitter World War II fighting in the Pacific, Tarawa and
Makin in the Gilberts were taken and occupied, followed by Majuro and the Kwajalein
Atoll on 31 January and Eniwetok on 19 February 1944, These strategic gains paved
the way for the capture of Saipan, Guam and Tinian, from which bombing raids were
- staged on Japan. After the Japanese surrender on Septembér 2, 1945, the Japanese,
Koreans and Okinawans were repatriated to their respective countries. Military
occupation of the islands ended in July 1947 with the establishment of the Trust
Territory. Under continuing supervision of the U.S. Navy, the type of government
was changed to civil administration. In 1951, the responsibility for this admin-

istration was given to the Department of Interior.



The U.S. Administration brought improvements in medicine, education
and prevention of disease. A Micronesian Congress was established in 1965 in
order to give the islanders experience in self government. The Marshallese as ‘
a people are becoming increasingly aware of their position in economic » political
and social development and their apparent goals are to improve this position

gradually, while retaining their islander imdividuality.
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