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Disaster Strikes over Topeka
Exactly what went wrong over the skies of Topeka just after midnight on April 22nd, 1927 we will never
know. What we do know is that John F. Milatzo’s open cockpit Douglas M-4 biplane, reportedly carrying over a
million dollars worth of registered mail, crashed in a ball of flames one mile south of town. Less than month later
another 25 year old U.S. Air Mail pilot, Charles Lindbergh, would make his historic flight in the Spirit of St.
Louis across the Atlantic Ocean. But it is 28 year old John
Milatzo who holds the dubious distinction of being the last
United States Air Mail pilot to die before air mail service
was turned over to private contractors on June 30, 1927.
On May 15, 1918, Air Mail service began once a day
between New York City and Washington D.C. in cooperation with the War Department. Then on August 12, 1918,
the Post Office Department took over the entire operation.
Douglas M-4 # 626
Sometime in 1919, the United States Air Mail Service had
begun day and night flights between Chicago and New
York. Mail was sent by train between New York and Cleveland; from there it was flown to Chicago with a fuel
stop in Bryan, Ohio. On May 15, 1920, the service was expanded to include flights from Chicago to Omaha. It
was a historic moment when on September 8, 1920, when air mail arrived in
San Francisco 22 hours ahead of the railroad connections.
John Milatzo was born in Cheyenne, Wyoming on October 1st, in 1899.
His career as an air mail pilot began in March of 1923, when he was assigned to Chicago. Milatzo’s service record shows the following assignments: April 3, 1924, Omaha, Nebraska; August 1, 1924, Cheyenne, Wyoming; August 20, 1924, Omaha; March 1, 1925, Maywood, IL; June 1, 1925,
Cleveland; and August 16, 1925, Maywood, IL. From 1923 until the time of
his death in 1927, he would log 1,455 hours in the air and 142,041 miles.
John F. Milatzo
Milatzo had taken off from the Maywood Airfield near Chicago headed
for Cleveland. Flying in the open cockpit Douglas M-4, # 626 biplane, encountered blinding sleet and a snow
storm in route to Cleveland, so he landed in Goshen around 11 pm at what was then
known as “the government field” to wait out the storm. Just over an hour later, around
In this Issue
midnight, he resumed his ill-fated flight. Since radar had not been invented yet and with
no national weather service to aid him, Milatzo had no idea that another blast of snow
 Air Mail Disaster
and sleet awaited him in the skies over Topeka. There is speculation that the crash ocOver Topeka
curred as he was trying to turn around and get back to Goshen, but no one will ever
know. With the plane’s gas tank located directly behind the motor, the plane was a ball  Track Notes
of flames at the moment of impact.
 The Mile 146 Quiz
Cletus E. Hooley, who lived across the road from George Leming’s clover field,
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was the first one on the scene. Hooley told reporters, “Mrs. (Lela) Hooley and I heard
the plane as it was flying toward the field and were certain that it was
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million dollars in
stocks, bonds and
checks in addition to other first
class mail.
Topeka Postmaster, Reader J.
Meroney was
made custodian
of what mail was
recovered at the
wreckage. Thirty
-two pieces of
first class mail
addressed to New
York addresses
and eight to
Baltimore were
salvaged from the
more than 100 pieces found at the scene of the fatal
crash. Those were forwarded to the post office in New
York City. As of the April 29th edition of the Standard,
Postmaster Meroney was still holding the remaining
mail, which had been burned or charred beyond saving,
until he received further instructions from the postal
service. No registered mail of any kind was found.
Late Friday afternoon the Greenawalt Brothers, Arthur and Walter, who owned and operated a furniture
and funeral business in Topeka, prepared Milatzo’s
body for burial. His remains were sent, presumably by
train, to Cheyenne, Wyoming, where Milatzo had been
born on October 1, 1899. Burial was in the Lakeview
Cemetery.
John F. Milatzo holds the dubious distinction of being the last United States Air Mail
pilot to die before air mail service was turned
over to private contractors on June 30, 1927.
1)
2)
3)
4)
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flying close to the ground. We heard the roar of the
motor stop, but did not hear the plane crash to the
ground. In an instance there was a violent report of the
explosion and I rushed to the front window and that the
plane was already in a mass of flames.” Hooley dressed
and ran to the field but the heat and the flames were so
intense that he couldn’t see the pilot. Rushing back to
the house, Hooley called Iris Stage, the manger of the
telephone exchange and town marshal Purda Poyser to
report the accident. Stage arrived before Poyser and
using straw hooks from Hooley’s barn, helped to pull
the aviator’s charred remains from the wreckage.
John P. Caton, coroner of LaGrange County was
called early Friday morning to come to the scene and
make an official
investigation and
to hold an inquest. However,
before he could
leave, Caton received another
phone call telling
him not to come.
Since the crash
had occurred
about 20 rods
south of the
county line, it
was the Noble
County Coroner,
H.P. Shew, from
Kendallville who
needed to investigate the tragedy. Dr. W.O. Hildebrand of Topeka was
retained as coroner’s physician. In spite of the fact that
the body had been burned beyond recognition, both
Shew and Hildebrand concluded that Milatzo had died
instantly of a double skull fracture.
The Standard reported that an armed guard patrolled the crash sight until a
government truck could
come from Chicago on Saturday to transport the twisted
metal back to the city for examination and disposal. According to the report, the
armed guard was
more interested in
what might be found
inside the wreckage
since the plane was
Dr. W.O. Hildebrand carrying over a
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Cheyenne, WY
Purda Poyser
Lela
Reader J. Meroney
Ed Doerr

Answers:

“Track
Talk”

Coming Events:
June 20, 2015 THS Alumni Banquet
Topeka Elementary School
Topeka Area Historical Society Meetings
at the Topeka Branch Library - 6:30 PM
Everyone is welcome:

July 21, 2015

On Wednesday morning, April 15th, Topeka Elementary School’s four Third Grade classes enjoyed a field trip
to the Topeka Historical Society’s Depot Museum.

The Mile 146 Quiz:
1. Where was John Milatzo born?

Show & Tell—Carry-in

2. Who was the Topeka Town Marshall in 1927?

September 15, 2015 Walking Tour of Downtown
Topeka “Then and Now”

3. What was the name Cletus Hooley’s wife?

November 17, 2015

5. Who gave away free candy bars to baseball players?

“Counterfeit Justice”
Dinner Meeting with Eric T. Alli

4. Who was the Topeka Postmaster in 1927?

Visit us online at: www.topekahistoricalsociety.com

We want to thank Brenda Carpenter
for sharing with us this photo of her late
husband Bob enjoying a piece of fried
chicken during his tour of duty in South
Vietnam.
Bob passed away on March 19, 2009,
and is buried in the Eden Cemetery.
His parents were Joe & Myrle (Yost)
Carpenter. Brenda still lives in Topeka as
does Bob’s older sister, Karen Geidner.

The Depot Opens with New Items:
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The Depot Museum is open for the season, and thanks to the generosity of Gary & Linda Zehr, several new items are on display. One of those
items is a Topeka Bears basketball warm-up jacket from the middle to late
1950s. There is also a “Home Town Stars” cereal box that was signed by a
number of players from the 1999-2000 Westview Warriors Class 2A State
Champions.
The Depot Museum is open every Saturday morning until October
from 9am until noon. Admission is free.
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The Topeka 5 & 10 Comes Down

The Topeka Town Board unanimously adopted a
resolution on March 9th, declaring March 11, 2015,
“A Day of Remembrance”
honoring Kenneth Michael
Frain who was killed in
action on that day in 1969.
They further ordered that
flags on all government
building be flown at half
staff on that day
His brother, Richard,
reports that Kenny was awarded a purple heart.
Patrick Redman of the Kendallville News Sun did a feature article
honoring Frain in the paper’s Sunday edition over Memorial Day
weekend. Along with a recounting
his death in Vietnam, the article
includes comments from several of
his squad members who survived
the attack because of Kenny’s valor
in the face of enemy fire.
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Kenny Frain Honored

A treasured part of Topeka’s history fell victim to
progress a few weeks ago when the old 5 & 10 came
down along with the house just west of the pharmacy to
make way for the
new branch of
Farmers State Bank.
Every kid who
grew up in Topeka
during the 1940s,
‘50s, and ‘60s has a
special place in
their hearts for the 5
& 10 store whether
the owner at the time was Ed Doerr, the Rumps, Tom
Turner or George & Phyllis Philley. A candy bar or
pack of gum was only a nickel and they had real penny
candy for a penny. For a kid it was almost heaven.
For years the Topeka 5 & 10 annually sponsored
one of the local quarter pint or half pint baseball teams.
When Ed Doerr owned the business in the 1950s, players on the team got a free candy bar every time the team
won a game.
We are not exactly sure who built the building or
when it was constructed, but it was on a Friday the 13th
of March 2015 that the nearly 100 year old structure
was reduced to rubble. The building had set empty for a
number of years and was in need of repairs. The walls
of the building literally crumbled when the excavator
touched the upper portion.
The new bank should be completed by this fall. HG
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