FRANK JUSTIN’S PHOTO ALBUM
By Gerard J. St. John
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Many years ago, Frank Justin asked me to look after his wife Marion if something happened to him.  We both knew what he meant.  Marion was my cousin.  She suffered from diabetes and pulmonary disease.  Frank’s health too had been deteriorating for several years.  Repeated surgeries had no beneficial effect.  When Marion went into an assisted living facility, she asked me to take care of some of the things she could not take with her.  Among those things were two storage boxes full of photographs.  Some photos were framed; some were in albums; and some were loose.  Marion and Frank had no children.  Marion’s closest living relative was a nephew who lived in the Poconos, and had no room or desire to hang on to Marion’s photos.  That left me.  I felt a sense of obligation.

I liked Frank.  We met in the mid-1950s when he began dating Marion.  I was in my second year at St. Joseph’s College and he was about to graduate from La Salle.  He continued on to graduate studies in psychology at Temple University.  Frank looked like what I thought a psychology student should look like – short in stature, slender, and with a receding hairline.  At one point he was studying how to evaluate human intelligence and my parents gave him permission to test my brother Jack and I.  Everyone in the family thought that the result of that testing was a foregone conclusion.  Jack had won scholarships to St. Joseph’s Prep and to the University of Pennsylvania.  Frank’s “findings” shocked them all.  “Ger’s the smarter of the two,” he said. (Knowing Frank, I am certain that he actually said something to the effect that “Ger tested higher than Jack,” but the family heard, “Ger’s the smarter of the two.”  I am okay with that.)    On the other hand, whenever I find myself faced with the temptation to avoid a difficult intellectual challenge, a voice in the back of my mind says, “What if Frank was right?”  I owed him one.

Keeping two storage boxes of old photographs in our basement was not a terrible inconvenience, but the day was coming when we would have to downsize our own space.  Finally, I made up my mind to go through both boxes and throw away anything that was not essential.  We had many photos of Marion and Frank in our own collection of family photos.  That was when Frank’s photo album caught my eye.  It is a letter-size album, spiral bound, with about 20 black cardboard pages on which photos can be mounted using adhesive corners.  The exterior, including the spiral binding, was covered with a sturdy woven fabric that looked like it would be more at home on the cushions of outdoor patio furniture.
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A glance at the contents immediately told me that this photo album would not be thrown away under any circumstances.  There were old black-and-white photos, the kind that came from box cameras.  The photos were fading with age.  They showed thatch huts, palm trees and desolate island beaches.  They reminded me of some of the places I saw in the Philippines during my active duty in the Marine Corps.  I pulled several of the photos away from their mounting, but there was nothing written on the back to tell me where or when the photos were taken – or what they depicted.

There were also photos of the native inhabitants of the island, most of them wearing only loincloths.  It must have been a hot place.  Almost all of them were posed shots.  There were photos of Americans, but their facial features were not clear.  Those old box cameras did not have high quality lenses or fast shutter speeds.  I knew that Frank had been in the U.S. Navy.  He was a pharmacist’s mate.  Based on his souvenir KA-BAR, a combat knife with the letters USMC imprinted on the blade just below the handle, I suspected Frank had served as a corpsman with a Marine Corps unit.  My suspicions were confirmed when I found folded up among Frank’s papers a dried-out set of orders, dated 1 June 1945, assigning Frank to flight status with Marine Aircraft Group 45, and authorizing travel from Guam to Ulithi.
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Ulithi is one of those places that most people never heard about, an atoll in the Western Pacific, about 850 miles east of the Philippines and 1,300 miles south of Tokyo.  It is in the Caroline Islands.   I found this map of Ulithi on the Internet.  The atoll is essentially a ring of coral reefs and a few small islands surrounding a large lagoon.  The lagoon at Ulithi is about 19 miles long.  The water is deep and the lagoon is protected from violent storms by coral reefs.  It was a perfect anchorage for the warships and supply vessels that took part in amphibious assaults against the fortified islands of Iwo Jima and Okinawa.  The very existence of the anchorage was cloaked in secrecy.  Even though there were 722 ships berthed there, all military personnel were forbidden to mention its name in any of the millions of letters they wrote home.  After the war, a syndicated newspaper item titled “Strange As It Seems” stated the following: “5 years ago, Ulithi, an insignificant atoll in the Pacific was known to only one in ten million persons, yet within a period of a few months, it was visited by 2,500,000 Americans! … It was a U.S. Fleet anchorage….”

Frank was assigned to MAG 45 on Falalop Island.  His unit sailed from Santa Barbara, California on September 9, 1944.  Also aboard that ship was Sergeant Claude “Red” Canup, a combat correspondent.  As befits a newspaper reporter, Red kept a running journal of his stories.  A few years ago, Red’s daughter published most of his wartime writings in a book titled “War Is Not Just for Heroes.” (2012 University of South Carolina Press)  The journal notes that they made “a brief liberty stop at Pearl Harbor” before continuing on to Ulithi Atoll.  They arrived at Falalop Island on October 8, 1944. We cannot be certain that all of the photos in Frank’s album were taken in Ulithi, but that appears to be the case.   


Red Canup’s dispatches and several online accounts of Ulithi state that the indigenous population of the atoll was relocated to a nearby island that was previously inhabited by members of the same native tribe.  Canup called it “Native Island.”  One of the online sources identified it as “Fedaral Island.”  Another source said it was “Fedraey Island.”  American military personnel were prohibited from setting foot on Native Island without written permission from the base commander.  Navy medical personnel, such as Frank, were most likely to have such permission because they provided regular medical care to the native population.  


The photo album and the few military records that he preserved make it clear that Frank was in Ulithi on August 15, 1945, when Japan surrendered, thereby ending the World War.  Also, Frank’s photos show that he left Ulithi on the USS Zeilin (APA 3), on October 29, 1945.  Between October 9, 1944 and October 29, 1945, many of the details that relate to Frank’s photo album are actually educated guesses on our part.
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One of the more interesting unknowns is illustrated by Frank’s photo of a Japanese landing craft approaching the camera.  The Japanese flag is clearly displayed in the aft section of the boat.  Other photos show the occupants of the landing craft boarding a U.S. Navy ship.  They are Japanese military officers, and they are meeting with American officers aboard the navy vessel, probably in the ward room.  The photo below is reminiscent of the formal signing of surrender documents aboard the USS Missouri in September 1945 – but this is not the Missouri, and that is not General McArthur, and Ulithi is not Tokyo Bay.

[image: image6.jpg]



My best guess is that these Japanese officers are the commanders of the Japanese military forces in Micronesia, and that they are coordinating the process of the surrender with the U.S. military officials.  The American commander needed to disarm all Japanese forces in his area of operations, and to develop a plan to return those men to Japan without incident.  Undoubtedly, some of the Japanese troops also needed food and medical supplies, as did the civilian population of the Pacific islands.  There must have been dozens of such mini-Missouri ceremonies throughout the vast Pacific war zone.
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Back in Philadelphia with his parents, Frank resumed his life in a manner that would not have been possible had he remained in the Ulithi Atoll.  He was just seventeen years old when he dropped out of high school and joined the Navy.  Upon his return three years later, Frank completed his high school courses.  Aided by funding from the GI-Bill, he earned a Bachelor of Arts degree at La Salle College, and a Masters degree in psychology from Temple University.  He also changed his surname from “Yustinich” to “Justin.”  He spent the remainder of his life as a counselor for the Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry.  Frank died on November 1, 1994.  His remains are interred in New Cathedral Cemetery.  His photo album remains in my home office.
5

