
The Spirit of Universal “Jackie” 
 
[The original of this publication was written as a joint project of Frankenmuth Historical Association 
and Michigan’s Own Military and Space Museum for the fortieth anniversary of the decommissioning of 
the P-51A Mustang named “Jackie.” The 1984 version is now out of print and has been converted to this 
format for educational and research purposes. Information obtained from this booklet should include a 
reference to: Frankenmuth Historical Assn. and Michigan’s Military and Space Heroes Museum 
(Frankenmuth, Michigan) copyright 1984.] 
 

 
 

P-51A No. 43-6077 
 
Major James J. England, of Jackson, Tennessee, Commanding Officer of the “Yellow Scorpion” 
squadron, talking things over with his crew chief, SSGT. Eugene J. Crawford, Jr., of Paoli, Pennsylvania, 
prior to going out on a mission in “Jackie,” the ship purchased outright – not by bonds – by employees 
of the Universal Engineering Company of Frankenmuth, Michigan.  Note the eight Japanese flags 
painted on the ship – eight Japanese planes knocked out of the sky by Major (then Captain) England. 
 



The Fortieth Anniversary of the decommissioning of “Jackie”, the P-51A purchased by the 
employees of Universal Engineering of Frankenmuth, Michigan. 
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W. Reuen Fisher talking with the pilot 

Lt. W. A. Lien at the dedication May 2, 1943 (1984.6.84) 
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The “Spirit of Universal” Story 
 

By Carl Hansen 
 
Welcome to the “Spirit of Universal” program.  We are here to honor the World War II flight crew of a 
P-51A Mustang fighter plane that fought in the China/Burma/India theater and a group of Universal 
Engineering Company employees who donated $50,000 to purchase the plane. 
 
WW II presented an unusual opportunity for a close-knit German-American community to work 
together.  Universal Engineering produced material necessary to the war effort and the Frankenmuth 
residents independently needed to prove to a nation they imagined hostile to themselves, that they were 
indeed loyal Americans. 
 
W. Reuen Fisher, Secretary-Treasurer of Universal, from its incorporation in 1926 to his retirement in 
1946, was the driving force behind the Spirit of Universal fund drive. 
 
The drive was begun in October, 1942, with a donation of $10,000 from the Company and donations of 
$8,000 from the nine members of the Board and management.  Universal initially offered to other 
segments of the community the opportunity to join in the effort, but this did not materialize. 
 
By November 3, over 400 employees of the Company had pledged $1.00 or more per week for their 
share of the drive.  Within three weeks, $41,355 had been pledged by 442 employees.  The Company’s 
weekly newspaper announced that, to their knowledge, they were the first in the country “whereby a 
company and its employees have cooperated in outright donations to purchase such a piece of fighting 
equipment.” 
 
In succeeding issues of the Universal News, the promotion of this fighter plane was important.  All 
donors were listed in the paper with the amount of their donation.  This helped convince the few who 
had not given at least $1.00 per week to do so. 
 
Subsequent issues of the Universal News reported on the continuing efforts to raise the percentage of 
employees donating funds and on the $50,000 required to purchase the plane.  By April 7, 1943, a scant 
five months since the beginning of the drive, $50,000 was pledged.  On April 15, a check for that sum 
was presented to the U.S. Army Air Corps in Washington, D.C.  
 
On Sunday, May 2, 1943, with all the pomp and ceremony befitting the occasion, the employees of 
Universal, their friends and the public gathered at today’s Harry Brown Airport.  Five thousand strong, 
they presented the P-51 Mustang to the Army Air Corps.  The plane was christened “The Spirit of 
Universal” by Marie Geyer from a suggestion by Captain Kelvin T. Orrison, Assistant Chief, Special 
Events Section of the War Department.  Then Governor Frank Kelly and a host of other dignitaries were 
in attendance.  The plane was presented in honor of Rusty Meffert, Plant Superintendent, who died 
shortly before the dedication of the plane.  
 
 
The plane then was flown over the crowd of onlookers and performed some flight maneuvers and flew 
off.  From that time until the following autumn, Reuen Fisher unsuccessfully tried to find out where the 
plane was assigned.  Eventually, he learned that is was in the China / Burma / India theater.  He then set 
out to find the flight crew members.  Repeated letters by Mr. Fisher finally led him to the crew. 
 



Between late 1943 and 1946, Mr. Fisher carried on regular correspondence with the crew, their wives, 
families and relatives.  He arranged for war bonds to be purchased and presented to the family members 
in their honor.  In one letter, Mr. Fisher asked the leading pilot’s (Major James J. England) wife what 
Major England would like best as a gift.  Mrs. Jackie England said that the Major smoked cigars.  Mr. 
Fisher subsequently mailed Major England 800 cigars, one hundred for each plane he had shot down. 
 
It should be noted that the plane christened “The Spirit of Universal” at its dedication in May, 1943 and 
had those words painted on the plane itself.  Following regulations, this was painted over when it was 
shipped overseas.  Once the plane arrived in the theater it only had its aircraft number.  Arbitrarily, this 
specific plane was picked by Major England as “his” airplane.  Following U.S. Army Air Force pilot’s 
custom, he christened the plane “Jackie” in honor of his wife and had that name painted on the fuselage. 
 
It was not until months later that a probing Reuen Fisher, wanting to find Universal’s plane, tracked it 
down to Burma where it was being flown by Major James J. England. 
 
“Jackie” shot down eight Japanese planes in 1943 and 1944 and was the top scoring plane in the Theater 
under the piloting of Major England.  In one mission, it was hit by 38 bullets and was technically 
unflyable.  In February, 1945, the plane was finally unserviceable. Useable parts were taken off and used 
on other planes.  The metal plate with the eight Japanese flags was removed and sent to Mr. Fisher.  
Even after the war was almost over, Mr. Fisher was still trying to get the intact plane back to 
Frankenmuth.  Finally, the War Department told him that it no longer existed. 
 
Mr. Fisher then tried to get the flight crew to come to Frankenmuth in 1945 and 1946.  This never 
happened because of their schedules.  It would be forty years later for this event to finally occur. 
 

 
 
The “Spirit of Universal” in flight, May 2, 1943 (1984.12.2) 
 



Locating the Crew 
 

By Stanley J. Bozich 
 
In the first week of July, 1984, I was contacted by Mr. Carl Hansen, Director of the Frankenmuth 
Historical Museum, with an idea that appealed to me.  He asked me if I knew of the P-51A fighter plane 
that the employees of Universal Engineering purchased for the U.S. Army Air Force in 1943.  I replied 
that I did, because the airplane, nicknamed “Jackie” by the pilot, was a very famous airplane in the 
China / Burma / India theater of war. 
 
Carl thought that it would be a good idea if we could work together to have the fortieth anniversary 
gathering celebrating the decommissioning of the plane.  He would locate and talk to employees and 
interested civilians who were involved in the purchase of the plane and he asked me if I would try to 
locate some of the crew or others in the military that had something to do with the plane while in service.   
 
I contacted the National Museum of the U.S. Air Force in Dayton, Ohio, for assistance and then got busy 
on the telephone.  I spent over one hour calling all over Tennessee and Georgia trying to locate the pilot 
James J. England.  No luck.  On July 11, 1984, I located the crew chief of “Jackie,” Eugene (Sam) 
Crawford, in Berwyn, Pennsylvania.  I explained what it was that we wanted to do and he indicated that 
he would be very interested in coming to Frankenmuth as he had wanted to come to see the factory for 
almost forty years.  Sam Crawford thought that I should invite the pilot.  When I mentioned that I had 
spent a long time looking for him but couldn’t find him, he replied: “wait a moment, I’ll give you his 
address and phone number.” 
 
Colonel James J. England, (Ret.) was living in Texas.  I contacted Col. England, explained our plans 
regarding the gathering in Frankenmuth and he mentioned that he had always wanted to come, but his 
schedule wouldn’t allow it.  Colonel England then informed me that the 530th Fighter Squadron (The 
Yellow Scorpions) were going to hold their first reunion in forty years in Dayton, Ohio, the week-end of 
July 20, 21 and 22, 1984 and invited me to attend.  Needless to say, I was very excited … not only 
because I had the principles, but also found them just before their first reunion since the war. 
 
On July 20, 1984, my brother Jon and I arrived in Dayton and went right to the U.S. Air Force museum 
to visit with friends before proceeding to the Stouffer Inn where the 530th Fighter Squadron members 
were meeting.  We entered the front door and bumped right into Col. England and others of the squadron. 
 
We spent the next two and one half days with the members of the 530th at the hotel reminiscing, going to 
the Air Force Museum, back to the hotel for social gatherings, and then to the Air Show at Wright-
Patterson Air Base. 
 
We returned to Frankenmuth with Col. England’s uniform and flight gear from World War Two, the 
uniform of Eugene (Sam) Crawford, and others.  These items will be in a permanent display at 
Michigan’s Own, Inc. 



The Crew 

 Col. James J. England, Jackson, Tennessee 
We certainly welcome the opportunity to attend the de-commissioning of the aircraft, which at that time, 
played so important a part in my life and memories. The squadron got a boost of morale just knowing 
that the people back home had their shoulders to the wheel, so to speak, and that they had time to think 
of us, which was expressed by gifts to the members of the squadron. 
Lt. Griffiths, Sam Crawford, and myself received war bonds, as well as a flood of cigars that were sent 
to the entire squadron.  I think every member of the Company gave up his war ration of cigars and sent 
them over to us.  We had sufficient smoking material to last us the tour. 

Kindest regards, 
Col. James J. England, Ret.  

SSgt Eugene J. (Sam) Crawford, Berwyn, Pennsylvania  
I was the Crew chief on that famous airplane, a P-51 number 436-077.  This was the aircraft that was 
sponsored and donated by the Frankenmuth Engineering Company of Frankenmuth Michigan. When I 
was on my tour with the Air Force in India, I corresponded with these nice people expressing my 
gratification and thanking them for all that they did for us, especially in the way they boosted our morale.  
These nice people not only donated an airplane, but also their time by writing to us and sending us a 
great deal of smoking tobacco, also war bonds for all of the crew!  It was a great pleasure to be adopted 
by these nice people!  It is something that is not forgotten! 

Sincerely, 
Eugene J. Crawford 



The Crew 

 Col. William W. Griffith, Fullerton, Pennsylvania 
After nearly forty years without direct contact from members or associates of my old World War II 
combat unit, your letter was a welcomed surprise. I sincerely appreciate your kind invitation to join in 
your fortieth anniversary celebration and I am indeed interested in attending.  I am anxious to meet you 
and to personally thank the officials of Universal Engineering for their generosity and kindness toward 
me some forty years ago as well as being part of the “Jackie” family again. Thank you again, Sir, for 
remembering me on your guest list.  I will make every effort to attend along with some of my old 
squadron mates. 

Sincerely, 
William W. Griffith 

            Col., USAF Ret. 

SSgt. Francis L. Goering, Warsaw, Indiana  
It was my job to repair and maintain the engine, and replenish the coolant, gasoline and oil, also, it was 
my responsibility to see that the plane was in tip top shape before take off on each mission. The people 
of Universal Engineering are to be congratulated on their supreme efforts in securing this fine airplane 
which contributed so much to our cause.  I sincerely add my heartfelt thanks to these wonderful people. 
Thank you for inviting me to take part in compiling the history of this fine airplane.  I am looking 
forward with great pleasure to attending the commemoration meetings.   

Sincerely, 
Francis L. Goering 



Squadron Members 

 Lt. Col. John W. Huneycutt, Hope Hull, Alabama 
I had the distinct honor of occasionally flying this airplane during the time it was assigned to our 
squadron.  It was fortunate that this airplane was assigned to a man of the caliber of Maj. England, who 
became the leading “ace” pilot of the theater.  Maj. England was the only man I have ever seen who 
could out-run a Japanese Zero at ground level in a P-51 Mustang. To the people who devoted their time 
and money to purchase this airplane, I offer my heartfelt thank you.  It means a great deal to me to see a 
group of people who would take time to remember the men and women who participated in the armed 
forces during a time of national crisis. 

Sincerely, 
John W. Huneycutt 
Lt. Col., USAF, Ret. 

Col. Robert V. Mulanax, Georgetown, Texas  
….then, soon after we returned to our home base in Assam, we were visited by public relations 
personnel from Headquarters 10th Air Force.  They were looking for P-51A 43-6077.  They explained 
that this aircraft had been given to the USAAF by the people of Universal Engineering in Frankenmuth, 
Michigan.  It was solely by chance that this particular aircraft had been assigned to Major J. J. England.  
To discover that the aircraft our leader flew was a result of dedicated, caring Americans at Universal 
Engineering brought the squadron through a difficult period and served as a tangible symbol that we 
were not forgotten. There will always be a special feeling of gratitude in the hearts of the personnel of 
the “Yellow Scorpion” Squadron for the fine folks of Universal Engineering. 

Sincerely, 
Robert V. Mulanax 
Col. USAF (Ret.) 



Squadron Members 

 Lt. Edward Willner, Redford Township, Michigan 
…in the latter part of 1943 mine and three other fighters were shot down over India while flying fighter 
cover for a bombing mission.  One pilot was killed, three of us were captured.  I was a prisoner for 17 
months being released when the British liberated Rangoon.  I re-joined the squadron in China.  It was 
here I learned of the generous contribution of the Universal Engineering Company who purchased the 
plane our squadron leader flew.  It will be a pleasure to meet my war time comrades after forty years and 
to thank the people of Universal in person. 

Sincerely, 
Lt. Edward Willner 

Lt. Warren E. Field, Hightstown, New Jersey  
I was among the first replacement pilots to be assigned to the 530th Fighter Bomber Squadron, therefore 
had the opportunity on a few occasions to be the pilot of this airplane. One I remember was my first 
flight, and that in “Jackie”.  This was my transition and familiarization flight at Mohanbari, India, our 
home base.  As I was strapping myself in the cockpit, crew chief Sam Crawford kept reminding me that 
this was the boss’s plane, for me to take it easy and let nothing happen to this aircraft, otherwise J. J. and 
a whole lot of good people back in Michigan would be highly upset.  After that sendoff my first flight 
was very conservative, all my time being spent trying to familiarize myself with the local terrain of India.  
  

Sincerely,  
Warren E. Field 



Squadron Members 

 SSgt. Donald G. Eldridge, Suttons Bay, Michigan 
During World War II, the people of Universal Engineering Company, Frankenmuth, Michigan, extended 
to the 530th Fighter Squadron the highest of honors.  Your gift of a P-51 airplane, “Jackie,” in a time of 
national crisis was given in the spirit of helping save the American way of life.  Your people asked for 
no monetary gain for time and money invested.  Each one of you is to be commended for your generous 
and patriotic act. The personnel of the 530th Fighter Squadron wish to say, “Thanks, you will be 
remembered as Universal Engineering Company, a company that care for the American way of life.”  
We are proud of you and hope that we have made you equally proud of the 530th Fighter Squadron. 

Sincerely, 
Donald G. Eldridge 
SSgt. USAF (1942-1945) 

Sgt. Frank Podobinsky, Sterling Heights, Michigan  
…..the members of my 530th Fighter Squadron were deeply moved when we heard that the people of 
Universal Engineering Company of Frankenmuth, Michigan, sponsored a P-51 Mustang fighter plane. 
The 530th Fighter Squadron was nicknamed “The Yellow Scorpions” by the enemy due to the yellow 
painted noses on our planes.   Our squadron consisted of approximately 400 men from 44 different states 
and all of them are proud of what the people of Frankenmuth contributed to our country.  Thank you for 
making our squadron a permanent memory in history. 

Yours truly, 
Frank Podobinsky 
Sgt. U.S.A.F. (1942-1945) 



Comrades in Arms 

 Lt. Col. Horace (Mark) Bedsole, Warren, Michigan 
….I was with the 425th Bomber Squadron serving in China in 1944.  The 530th Fighter Squadron, 
stationed at the same airbase, flew fighter cover for our bombing missions.  It is a pleasure to meet the 
men who kept these fighter planes flying and the pilots who flew them.  It is especially nice to be able to 
say thank you in person.  Also, thank you to the employees of Universal Engineering for purchasing one 
of the fighters that protected us. 
Sincerely,  
Lt. Col. Horace (Mark) Bedsole, Ret. 

Lt. Patrick Murphy, Kawkawlin, Michigan  
As a member of “Merrill’s Marauders” I was a member of the group that was fighting to take the 
Airfield at Myitkyina from the Japanese in March and April of 1944.  I can’t say enough about the 
excellent cover afforded us by the pilots of the 530th Fighter Squadron.  My thanks go to them, the men 
who kept the planes flying, and to the people like those employees of Universal Engineering who, very 
patriotically, purchased a fighter plane for the war effort. 

Sincerely, 
Lt. Patrick Murphy, U.S.A. 

 
 



Universal Engineering Employees 

 
Corp. Fred Welsh 
Vassar, Michigan 
….it was after our action at Guadalcanal.  We were sent back to Australia for a time and then, finally, I 
was authorized leave, and returned to the U.S.  While home I visited my former employer, Universal 
Engineering.  It was Mr. W. Reuen Fisher who informed me that my fellow employees had pledged 
$50,000.00 to purchase a P-51 for the U.S. Army Air Force.  Needless to say, I was very proud of this 
action.  It was nice to hear, later, of the accomplishments of the squadron and men that the plane was 
assigned to. 

Sincerely, 
 

Corp. Fred Welsh, U.S. M.C. 
One of the first employees to enlist 

 
…I was one of the first married men to be drafted from the Universal Engineering Company.  I was in 
England when I was informed that it was my wife Marie that christened the P-51 purchased by my 
fellow employees at Universal Engineering.  The plane was originally called “Spirit of Universal.”  I 
was, and still am, proud of the patriotism displayed by the officers and employees of Universal and very 
proud that it was my wife that christened this famous airplane. 

Sincerely, 
 

T/5 Donald Geyer, U.S.A. 

 
T/5 Donald Geyer 

Frankenmuth, Michigan 


