The Flying Coffin
by Frank Muzopappa


Seventy years ago, in May of this year, America and her Allies had forced the Nazi government of Germany to surrender unconditionally to the Allies, ending the fighting in Europe during World War II.  The celebration of this phase of the war was labeled as “VE Day” (Victory in Europe Day).  It was not until August that Japan surrendered to the Allies on VJ Day.  


This thought, plus the fact that Memorial Day is celebrated in May to honor those that have died in America’s wars, is especially heart-wrenching when it hits close to home.


Two weeks ago I finished reading the book Unbroken about the extraordinary life of Louis Zamperini.  It was the military part of his life concerning his assignment to a B-24 heavy bomber that drew my attention homeward.  Lt. Zamperini flew on bombing missions on the Japanese fortified islands in the South Pacific as the plane’s bombardier.  His plane was shot down and crashed in the sea.  After several flights were organized to search the probable area of the crash, no sightings of the crash area reported any surviving crew members of his plane.  Louis and two others did survive the crash; none of the three was the belly gunner.


The B-24’s had several flaws that Lt. Zamperini described as being structural, positioning, and new electrical technology.  The plane was known as the B-24 Liberator, but was quickly dubbed as “the Flying Coffin” by many of their crews.  The thought of these problems, and being the belly gunner of a B-24, makes one reflect on the courage of such a person that had to squeeze in the turret.  Once in position, he could not escape the turret without help from above.  Think of being that gunner, and your plane is badly damaged, and about to crash-land on the sea with you trapped in its belly:  Orrin was such a man.

Orrin was the fourth child of Amy and Albert Earl Miller.  The other siblings were Albert, Delvin, and Margaret.  The Miller family was undoubtedly one of the more prestigious families that settled in territory that is now Jefferson Township.  They owned and operated the Bancroft Farm for over one hundred and fifty years, beginning in 1795.


Orrin completed eight combat missions in Europe, and the Army Air Force had established an order that gunners such as Orrin would not be required to fly any more combat missions after having completed nine of them.  Sergeant Miller, on his ninth mission to bomb the Nazi oil reserves in Romania, was shot down when flying over Hungary.


John Townsend, Margaret’s son, informed me that Orrin was initially interred in an American operated cemetery in France.  He also told me that Albert was determined to have Orrin’s remains returned to America as his final resting place.  Orrin now rests in the Gettysburg National Military Cemetery after burial with full military honors.


In the late 1940’s, Albert asked me to drive him to the Pittsburgh Airport.  He talked very little, but did say that he was meeting with some people concerning Orrin’s military service.  In hindsight, I now believe that trip was to have Orrin’s remains returned to America, especially since Amy was still living.


The last time that I visited Amy was in 1960.  My mother asked me to take her and my wife, Paula, who was pregnant with our daughter, Laura, to visit with Amy at the farm.  When we arrived, Amy was in the company of Mrs. Welsh and daughter, Catherine Gaudio.


Amy was frail, but was in good spirits as she asked me about the other boys for whom she prepared lunches on the days we worked the farm with Albert.  Because of this dear woman and her remaining two sons, Meadowcroft Village, and the internationally recognized development of the Rock Shelter are tributes to lives well lived.

John Townsend is committed to authoring a book on the history of the Miller family, which comprises his ancestry.  It would be an asset to the history of Jefferson Township.


My aunts, Jenina Rotunda and Elda Mitchell Rotunda, were students in the same room that served three classes at Turney School with Orrin and they both remembered him as a pleasant young man who enjoyed teasing them and was always respectful.  Elda is now 97 years old, still drives, and recalls where Orrin sat in their classroom.  Jenny Shore Macugoski was fifteen years old when she began working at the farm with Amy and with Albert on days when he needed help harvesting corn, hay, and wheat.  She remembers Orrin as being amiable and full of life, and a bit ornery.  She recalls Orrin visiting her family when he came home on leave before being sent to Europe.  It would be the last time that he would walk the hills of home.
