Iwo Jima Marine
It’s been 68 years since Columbus Abbit Frank, Jr. swam onto
the beach at Iwo Jima, Japan. However, he can vividly recall
the events of that morning, February 19, 1945—the first of 33
days he would spend on the tiny island.
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“I’d throw down the base plate, another guy would attach a tube, and a third
would load it,” said Frank. “We could set up that thing and get a round off in
less than a minute.”
But that training became irrelevant about 125 yards
from shore.
“As soon as our trac got hit, I had to let that base
plate go,” said Frank. “I wasn’t going to swim too far
with that on my chest.”
Fortunately, Cpl. Frank was a good swimmer, but
even so, as he approached the island, he was wondering
if he’d make it through that first day. Once he reached
the shore (Red Beach 2), Frank found the other Marines
from his unit. Their mission was join forces with the 28th
Marines, cut across the island, and split it in two. Then the 28th turned left
to take the heavily fortified Mount Suribachi, from which a barrage of fire
was erupting, and the 27th turned right, to secure the equally defended First
Motoyama Airfield. Construction Battalion (CBs, nicknamed SeaBees) were
following one day behind them with bull dozers and other heavy equipment,
ready to prep the airfield for B29s. One of Frank’s buddies was with the SeaBees, and Frank was determined to do his part to make it as safe as possible
for the unit to work.
It was tough going. The black volcanic sand was thick, and the enemy
was well hidden in caves and tunnels. Clearing the caves did nothing to stop
the enemy; reinforcements poured forward from the tunnels.
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“You’d think you were blowing everything in,” he said, “then, bam!
They’d pop up right behind you and start shooting.”
Frank and the other Marines of 1/27, led by Col. Thomas A. Wornham,
reached the airfield by 2 p.m. and dug in. They received no relief for the
first four days. Frank’s unit stayed on that part of the island for more than
a month, providing cover for Marines, and searching endlessly for snipers
hiding in what would turn out to be more than 1,000 caves, pillboxes, and
bunkers along the approach to
the airfield. They fought day and
night. Enemy infiltrations were
more common at night, so they
had to be ready at all times.
“We suffered 85-90 percent
casualties in my unit,” he said. “I
wasn’t injured. I did a lot of rolling around…I was just lucky I
didn’t get hit.”
Eventually, three airfields on
the island were secured, giving
Camp Tarawa, Hawaii, after the battle of Iwo Jima
the Allies a significant strategic
advantage. The first B29 landed on March 4, 1945. However, there was still
a lot more fighting ahead, because the enemy was still hiding. Every time
the Marines thought the enemy had been beaten, a new wave would attack.
Throughout the month, between bouts of heavy fighting, there were
lighter moments. Frank and his fellow Marines adopted a pair of wild piglets
(not for eating, of course, he assures), and he remembers a Marine buddy
who was an aspiring artist finding some unorthodox methods for documenting the battle.
“At night, the Japanese fired flares that would come to the ground by silk
parachutes,” said Frank. “He would wait for the flares to land and snatch
‘em real quick and snip off the parachutes… he almost got shot doing it. The
silk became his canvas; he drew many pictures of the island.”
As for the historic flag raisings on Mount Suribachi, the Marines in 1/27
heard about them, but did not witness either event because they were busy
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fighting in the other direction. Frank said he remembers catching a glimpse
of the flag flying high, quite a distance behind his position. However, he did
not learn of the influence that event had on the American people until he
returned to the States.
Throughout the battle, the sooty sand was an almost unbeatable foe for the Marines. When it rained,
the ground turned to sludge. When it was dry, sand
was everywhere.
“There was so much sand you’d almost get buried
in all the shooting,” Frank said, adding that not only
was it just difficult to walk through; but it was also
unbearably hot.
“You had to be careful. You couldn’t sleep on it,” he
said. “In fact, it was so hot that in the mornings, if the
weather was right, the moisture from our bodies would
create steam around our fox holes that could give away our positions.” But,
he added, the sand also afforded the Marines their only “hot” meals.
“You could set your cans on the ground and the food would cook right
there. That’s the only hot chow we got.”
Food, when they had time to eat, always came from a package. The
Marines in Frank’s unit left the ship with five
K-ration meals in their packs. Once these were
consumed, C-rations were delivered in “ten-inone” packs. Frank remembers these as a big improvement over the K-rations because they came
in a variety of meals and in cans, which gave the
Marines more options for cooking, as well as mixing and matching.
After 33 days of fighting, the Marines of Landing Team 1/27 were relieved on March 23, 1945.
They climbed aboard ships that took them to Hawaii, where they received
some much needed liberty.
“They took us up to the big Island” he said. “We got five days of liberty
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in Honolulu, although each night we had to be back on the ships. Then we
refitted and started back out to sea again.”

Meanwhile...
While Frank’s unit was in Hawaii, the
Allies were taking full strategic advantage
of the ground gained at Iwo. By the time
he and his fellow Marines reentered the
East China Sea, 2,400 B-29 bombers carrying 27,000 crewmen had made unscheduled
landings on the island. Some came to refuel, but others were badly damaged planes that would have been lost had they not had this mid-ocean
landing field. Having Iwo Jima also put mainland Japan within reach for
the Allies. The Enola Gay, carrying the atomic bomb “Little Boy,” stopped
there on its way to Hiroshima, which is when Frank’s story continues.
The 5th Marine Division was heading for mainland Japan when news
broke that Japan had surrendered. But the ships did not turn around. Frank
became part of the occupation force that landed in Japan and liberated hundreds of Allied prisoners of war. Before they left Japan, Frank’s unit went
to Nagasaki, which had been leveled by a second
atomic bomb, “Fat Man.”
“There was nothing left there but metal and
concrete,” he said, after much quiet reflection. “Of
course, we didn’t know we weren’t supposed to be
there…probably if we’d known what we know today [about radiation] we wouldn’t have gone.”

...

The trip back to San Diego was uneventful for
Frank, who said, “Once we got back, they either
had to feed me or turn me loose. It was cheaper for
them to let me go. I was out of the Corps before I
turned 21.”
After he was discharged, Frank headed back
home to Bakersfield, CA.
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Before the Corps...
Frank was born Jan 10, 1926, in Sweetwater, Tenn. He was the 11th of 12
children. His mother died in 1929, when Frank was only 3 years old, and his
father never remarried. In 1934, Frank’s father moved his children to Bakersfield CA, where he found work as a ranch hand and there was family to
watch the younger ones. It was hard on his father, who didn’t like California
or working for someone else.
At that point, when Frank was only about 5, his family split. He, his dad,
and some of his siblings went back to Tennessee, so his father could search
for a place to live, while the
older siblings stayed in CaliImboden,
Va., ca. 1930s;
fornia. However, the tough
(lower photo
times continued, and the famis the town
ily was split up even further.
schoolhouse)
Frank’s older sisters married
and left home; Frank and the
remaining younger siblings
were farmed out to relatives in the
region. Frank was sent to live with one
of his mother’s relatives in Imboden,
VA, an Appalachian coalmining town in
Wise County.
“I didn’t like Virginia,” he said. “I got a paper route to
make some money, and then found another job as well.
When I was 9, I was getting up at 4 a.m. to bring coal over
to the school for heating. Then I’d come home, eat breakfast, and head back to school.”
When he finally made it back to Tennessee (around age 12), it was a very
short visit. His brother Lewis talked him into coming back to California, so
Frank struck out on his own. He made his way to Richmond, VA, and from
there he travelled to Bakersfield in the back of a pickup.
At the age of 13, Frank found a job working in the Richmond, CA shipyards. His small, wiry frame enabled him to get into tight places in the ship’s
6

hull, something most of the shipbuilders could not do. As each of the ship’s
sections arrived, Frank’s job was to bolt them together from the inside.
“I wouldn’t have had to enlist in the service,” said Frank. “But I had the
idea that as young as I was, when it came time I’d be drafted. I wanted to
be in charge of my own destiny. So, the December before I turned 18, I went
to San Francisco to enlist in the Marine Corps.”
He went through boot camp in San Diego, and was then transferred to
Camp Pendleton, where, on January 10, 1944 (Frank’s birthday), the 1st
Battalion, 27th Marines was activated. Frank was one of hundreds of new
Marines sent to fill out the battalion.
On August 12, 1944, the 27th Marines sailed from San Diego and joined
the 5th Marine Division at Camp
Tarawa, Hawaii. The next five months
were filled with training: weapons firing, tactics, marches, etc. By January
22, they were ready to ship out. The
Marines of 1/27 arrived at Iwo Jima
aboard the Landing Ship Tank (LST),
USS Hansford
USS Hansford.

Since the War...
Since leaving the Marine Corps, Frank has never really been idle.
He found work building railroad bridges out of Elmira, CA, for a while.
Then he learned to drive a tractor-trailer, and drove a San Francisco/ Los
Angeles route until 1956.
But what he wanted to do was cut hair. He enrolled in barber college,
going to school 5 days a week and driving the rig on the weekends. When he
finished school, he went directly to a shop in Woodland, CA, to apply for a
job with a barber he knew. However, he never got to ask for a job; the owner
had just died of a heart attack.
“I talked to his wife about what she was going to do and she said she
wanted to sell the business, so I bought it from her with my friend Clarence. We called it C&C Barbers. Back then it cost 35 cents for a cut. I cut
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hair for 43 years. I worked all my life. Still have my barber chair in the garage. Everywhere I go, that chair goes with me.”
When he wasn’t cutting hair, Frank tended to his bees.
“At one time I had more than 200 hives—that’s just a little bit more
work,” he says with a chuckle. His coveted
jars of “Frank’s Honey” were a local favorite
for many years. He still keeps a few bees behind the house.
And when he wasn’t cutting hair or tending bees, he was hunting, making regular
trips into Nevada and northern California to
shoot deer and elk. He has an impressive collection of antlers and marksmanship medals
in his home.
He also taught weapon safety and marksmanship to youth at a local rifle club,
where he was a well-decorated competitor on the local rifle team for many years.
Since he started volunteering with the program in 1950, Frank has instructed
hundreds of children, many of whom are expert hunters and competitors today.
Frank recently hung up his marksmanship mantle, and he doesn’t spend
near as much time outside as he’d like. At 87, he’s had to slow down a bit. He
and his wife, Loretta, have a peaceful home in Woodland where he’s stayed
since his barbershop days. He kept in touch with his Marine buddies through
the years, but when they talk about Iwo, he doesn’t feel like a hero. Instead,
he remembers those who didn’t come back with reverence and thanksgiving,
and he is honoring them as best he can by truly living his life to the fullest.

Semper Fi,
Marine!
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