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We are pleased to present this research booklet, Project Milk Bottle: A Cold War Crash in 
Western New York, which documents the April 10, 1958 mid-air explosion of Boeing B-47E 
Stratojet 52-0470 over the Town of Collins, New York. This work brings together newly 
released material obtained through a 2025 Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request, 
historical reporting, and contemporary analysis to provide the most complete account to 
date of this long-obscured Cold War incident. 

The booklet includes: 

A clear explanation of Project Milk Bottle, the urgent structural-reinforcement program 
launched after a series of catastrophic B-47 wing failures in 1958. 

A detailed narrative of the accident sequence, including eyewitness accounts and the 
tanker crew’s real-time observations. 

Contextual material illustrating how low-altitude nuclear-delivery training, metal-fatigue 
stresses, and Strategic Air Command operational pressures contributed to a nationwide 
pattern of B-47 losses. 

Reproductions of period crash-site photographs, newspaper coverage, and the releasable 
Findings from the Air Force Safety Investigation Board, as provided in FOIA Case 
#2026-01190-F. 

A curated historical framework situating the Collins crash within the broader Cold War 
environment, including U.S.–Soviet tensions and the rapid evolution of strategic bomber 
doctrine. 

This booklet is intended to preserve the historical record, honor the air crew who lost their 
lives, and provide researchers, educators, and local historians with a consolidated, 
accessible reference on a significant but often overlooked event in Western New York’s 
Cold War history. 

Thank you for taking the time to review this work. I hope it contributes meaningfully to your 
understanding of the B-47 program, the challenges of early jet-age strategic aviation, and 
the local impact of global military developments. 

If you have any questions or would like additional documentation, we would be glad to 
assist. 

 
Sincerely,   

Jim Bucki 
Joe Buscaglia   





PROJECT MILK BOTTLE 

The Milk Bottle program was a major, top-secret modification and repair program for the 
U.S. Air Force's B-47 Stratojet fleet, beginning in 1958. The name came from the shape 
of the large connecting pins in the aircraft's wing roots that needed to be replaced.  

Background and Cause 

Initially designed for high-altitude bombing, the B-47's operational profile was forced to 
change in the late 1950s as Soviet air defenses improved. The Strategic Air Command 
(SAC) had its B-47s fly at low altitudes to avoid detection. The high stresses and metal 
fatigue from this low-level flying led to a series of crashes caused by wing structural 
failures. In the spring of 1958, a number of structural failures grounded the entire B-47 
fleet.  

The Modification Program 

Project Milk Bottle was launched to address the B-47's structural deficiencies and get 
the nuclear bomber fleet operational again.  

• Purpose: The goal was to identify and correct the wing's structural weaknesses by 
reinforcing the wing mountings. 

• Implementation: The effort was a joint operation involving the U.S. Air Force, Boeing, 
Douglas, and Lockheed. The repairs were conducted around the clock at several sites. 

• Scale: Kits were created to reinforce the wing roots of the fleet. By January 1959, some 
1,622 B-47s had received this modification. 

• Outcome: The repairs under Project Milk Bottle were ultimately successful in restoring 
the structural integrity of the fleet and making the aircraft safer for the low-level missions 
they were now assigned.  

Impact and legacy 

While the Milk Bottle program helped solve the immediate problem, the structural 
fatigue issues and the arrival of newer aircraft like the B-52 Stratofortress hastened the 
B-47's retirement. The last bomber versions of the B-47 were phased out by 1965. The 
Milk Bottle program taught SAC valuable lessons about the dangers of metal fatigue, 
leading to improved training and flight safety procedures for subsequent aircraft.  

 

 

 

 



Broken Bombers – How the U.S. Military Covered Up Fatal Flaws in the  
B-47 Stratojet with Disastrous Results 

 
“Those B-47s exploding over America could hardly be denied for long.” 

 

 

 

By H. Bruce Franklin 

 

IT WAS JUST supposed to be a routine training flight, not one of our highly classified Arctic missions 
refueling warplanes flying reconnaissance or provocation operations into Soviet airspace. 

The date was April 10, 1958. Our KC-97G tanker was orbiting over Lake Erie. We were waiting for a B-47 
Stratojet out of Lockbourne AFB, Ohio. When we heard from the bomber, we got a VFR clearance to 
refuel on a track 12 miles south of the Buffalo-Rochester-Syracuse air way. The first signal from the B-47 
reached us as a green squiggle on my transponder scope. I established radio contact and began talking 
him into rendezvous. We broke out of orbit and down the refueling track, and I told the bomber to begin 
its descent. 

At one mile and closing fast, the B-47 was just slightly off dead center on my scope. I gave him a final 
correction. Their pilot came back: “Roger, I am now in visual con—” 

Just as his transmission broke off, the green squiggle on my scope disappeared. 
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“Queen 76,” I called. “This is Tomcat 89. Do you read me?” No answer. 

Chuck, our Aircraft Commander, interphoned back to the boom operator. 

“Rector, do you see him back there?” 

No answer. 

“Rector, what the hell is going on?” 

After a moment of silence, a reply came. 

“Y-yes s-s-sir. He just blew up. Right behind us,” Rector stammered. “I’m okay.” 

 

Chuck put us into a steep bank. A big fireball and a smaller fireball were arcing forward following the 
flight path we had just left and slowly looping down toward the ground. We circled above the flames 
and anxiously scanned the sky for parachutes. There were none. The fireballs hit the ground a half-mile 
from a highway. Traffic was stopping. The two explosions bracketed a farmhouse and started several 
brush fires. 

Within 15 minutes, a dozen private planes, a small commercial airliner, and two rescue helicopters 
Chuck had called from the nearest airbase were circling the area. We watched as the firetrucks tried to 
get past the long line of stalled traffic. I checked my watch again: it was 5:30 p.m. 



Investigators pinpointed the cause of the disaster. They did so even though many small pieces of the B-
47 were gathered by souvenir hunters and hundreds of eyewitnesses gave contradictory reports. A 
number of people had observed a midair collision between two planes. Some saw one plane, trailing 
flames and dense clouds of black smoke for miles, heading toward another. Two or three reported a 
plane flying upside down before it exploded. A few said they’d seen the plane flying straight down into 
the ground. 

The real cause was diagnosed from spectrographic tests of the debris and the pattern of its distribution 
on the ground. The wings of big jets are not rigid but flexible. This B-47 had metal fatigue from too much 
movement in the center wing section where the wings join. It’s like bending a thin beer can back and 
forth until it rips. When the center wing section snapped, the fuel lines running through it ruptured. The 
plane exploded almost instantaneously. 

We had already been hearing rumors that B-47s were falling out of the sky like shot clay pigeons. Then 
on April 15, five days after the one behind our plane blew up, two more B-47s exploded in mid-air, one 
out of Pease AFB, New Hampshire, and one over Tampa Bay, Florida. Ten days later another B-47 
crashed at Goose Bay, Labrador. 

During an April 19 meeting of the U.N. Security Council, the Soviet Union denounced the constant 
overflights of its territory by American B-47s and B-52s. On May 1, Soviet defense minister Rodion 
Malinovsky charged that Strategic Air Command (SAC) bombers carrying hydrogen bombs were 
continually hurtling towards, and often over, the Soviet border. He decried these flights as 
“provocative.” The following day, U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles claimed these flights never 
crossed the Soviet border. American warplanes were merely conducting reconnaissance missions, he 
said. According to Dulles, such operations were vital to thwart surprise nuclear attacks on the United 
States from secret air and missile bases in the northern U.S.S.R. 



 

I decided to use my position in intelligence to do some private investigating. It turned out that at the 
end of 1957 SAC had decided that the B-47, was already obsolescent. With a ceiling of about 40,000 feet 
and a maximum speed of 600 miles per hour, it could not likely penetrate the increasingly sophisticated 



radar, antiaircraft missile and fighter defenses that ringed the Soviet Union. So the B-47s were ordered 
to practice LABS (Low-Altitude Bombing System maneuvers), better known as “toss-bombing.” The 
planes would approach enemy airspace at an extremely low altitude, using the landscape and curvature 
of the earth to block defensive radar. Once near their target, the planes would pull up sharply and 
simulate the release of a nuclear bomb, which presumably would continue in a long forward arc. The B-
47, with its six jet engines slung under wings almost 120 feet from tip to tip, would have to climb into a 
backwards half loop followed by a half roll, as though it were a fighter plane.[i] Enormous stress was 
placed on the center wing section, which of course was not designed for acrobatics. Within a few 
months of such training, B-47s were routinely disintegrating just like the one we had been about to 
refuel. 

I also discovered that SAC had even been trying out its new technique on the Soviet air defense itself. 
Some of those B-47s we had been refueling in the far north would descend to below 1,000 feet and dash 
toward the Soviet Union. The planes would fly through Soviet radar, and then simulate their toss-
bombing or another maneuver known as “pop-up bombing.”[ii] These were some of what Dulles 
described as purely defensive flights. 

 

Who was telling the truth? There were no civilian eyewitnesses, much less media presence in the Arctic. 
But those B-47s exploding over America could hardly be denied for long. Back on March 13, two 
bombers exploded in midair, one directly over Tulsa, generating national publicity. Then came ours on 
April 10 and the two others that disintegrated in flight in the next five days. The Air Force response came 
on April 16, as recorded by The New York Times in this one-sentence article: 



“The Air Force said today it was making a ‘thorough investigation’ of recent B-47 jet bomber accidents 
but did not consider the ratio of accidents to flying time ‘excessive or alarming.’” [iii] 

But on May 2, the Air Force acknowledged the loss of 14 B-47s along with 34 crewmen just since Jan. 1 
(and this was an undercount of three bombers and 12 crewmen). The only loss specifically mentioned in 
the Air Force media briefing was the one behind us. Blaming the problem on “structural inadequacies,” 
it declared that the remaining fleet of B-47s would be “beefed up.”[iv] SAC combat units were informed 
that all B-47s were to be grounded until the center wing sections could be reinforced, in a secret 
operation code-named Project Milk Bottle. 

The Air Force was still concealing the dimensions and implications of the B-47 story, which leaked out in 
dribs and drabs over subsequent decades. And even before the toss-bombing maneuvers, B-47s were 
disintegrating. In fact, planes were being lost as early as 1951. The first officially acknowledged midair 
explosion came in 1952. In 1955, just a few months after Jimmy Stewart in Strategic Air Command called 
the B-47 “the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” two exploded in midair, one over Texas and 
another over Kansas. In 1957, 27 B-47s blew up or crashed. Fourteen were lost in 1958 before our event 
on April 10. All losses that year eventually totaled 31. Many dozens of crewmen died in those 58 
disasters in just these two years. [v] 

What about the Air Force claim that the ratio of B-47 accidents to flying time was not “excessive or 
alarming”?  SAC at that time had 1,400 B-47s, almost exactly the same number of planes operated today 
by United Airlines and Delta combined. To put the B-47 catastrophe into perspective, imagine 58 United 
and Delta airliners blowing up in midair or being totally destroyed in fatal crashes in a two-year period. 
Here’s another comparison: In the three years of the Korean War, B-29s flew 27,000 sorties, often under 
heavy fire from radar-guided antiaircraft batteries and fierce attacks by formations of MiG-15 jet 
fighters; their total combat losses were 34 planes. 

 

In 1980, the Air Force approved the public release of The History of the Aircraft Structural Integrity 
Program, a report that revealed previously classified information about “a series of catastrophic B-47 
accidents in early 1958” that “immobilized the entire B-47 fleet,” thus causing a national crisis. Yet 
according to the report, “the immediate problem was to keep the B-47’s flying” because “of an 
approaching summit meeting in Geneva.” 

Especially shocking to me was this revelation: “On 4 April ARDC [the Air Research and Development 
Command] agreed that ‘continued, unrestricted operation of the B-47 fleet was hazardous.’” If SAC had 
acted on this recommendation, that B-47 would not have blown up behind us six days later. The day 
after this tragic event, the Air Force banned all B-47s from flying faster than two-thirds of its top speed. 
Even then, the crashes continued. On April 25, ten days after the flight restrictions were imposed, 
another B-47 exploded in flight. Instead of grounding all B-47s, the Air Force ordered all of the planes 
that had not been inspected for cracks to fly no faster than half their top speed and imposed additional 
strict restrictions. [vi] 



But things could have been worse. Although the Air Force has always been reluctant to acknowledge the 
presence of nuclear weapons in accidents, we now know that between 1956 and 1958 thermonuclear 
weapons were jettisoned, destroyed, or lost in at least eight separate incidents of B-47s. In some cases, 
the high explosive charges designed to initiate critical mass detonated, spreading radiation or causing 
injuries on the ground. [vii] The U.S.S.R. had no planes capable of delivering nuclear bombs on America. 
But we did 

Footnotes 

[i] Knaack, Post-World War II Bombers, 138. 

[ii] Knaack, Post-World War II Bombers, 139, describes pop-up bombing. 

[iii] “B-47 Crashes Investigated,” New York Times, April 17, 1958. Datelined April 16. 

[iv] “Defect Is Found in B-47 Bombers: Modification Set,” New York Times, May 3, 1958. 

[v] An invaluable listing of the B-47 losses is maintained by the B-47 Stratojet Association and is available 
at http://b-47.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Boeing-B-47-Losses-and-Ejections.pdf. 

[vi] The History of the Aircraft Structural Integrity Program (Aerospace Structures Information and 
Analysis Center, June 1980), 1, 7, 13, 14. A pdf of the full report can be downloaded at 
http://oai.dtic.mil/oai/oai?verb=getRecord&metadataPrefix=html&identifier=ADA361289. 

[vii] Events of March 10, July 27, and November 30, 1956; October 11, 1957; January 31, February 5, 
March 11, and November 27, 1958. Boeing B-47 Stratojet: All Losses and Ejections, b-47.com, http://b-
47.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Boeing-B-47-Losses-and-Ejections.pdf, accessed January 27, 2018 
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Crew of Boeing B-47E Stratojet  
Tail Number 52-0470 

April 10, 1958 

Killed in the Line of Duty 
  





Lt Col. John Robert Glyer 
Pilot 

U S A F 513 BOMB SQ 
From Wilmington, Delaware 

BIRTH 11 Aug 1919 
DEATH 10 Apr 1958 (aged 38) 

BURIAL 
Arlington National Cemetery 

Arlington, Arlington County, Virginia, USA 

PLOT Sec: 30, Site: 146 

Survived by Wife Gwen and one child. 

 

 

 



Maj. Harold L Kelly 
Aircraft Commander 
U S A F 513 BOMB SQ 
From Eugene, Oregon 

BIRTH 19 Feb 1924 
DEATH 10 Apr 1958 (aged 34) 

BURIAL 
Arlington National Cemetery 

Arlington, Arlington County, Virginia, USA 

PLOT Section 30 Site 212-RH 

Survived by Wife Dorothy and three children. 

 

 

 



First Lieut. Richard “Dick” Tellier 
Co-Pilot 

U S A F 513 BOMB SQ 
From Pompano Beach, Florida 

BIRTH 27 Sep 1931 
DEATH 10 Apr 1958 (aged 26) 

BURIAL 
Grandview Cemetery 

Kaw City, Kay County, Oklahoma, USA 

PLOT Section C Block 67 Space 08 

Survived by Wife Charlotte Ann Lane Tellier and one child son Steven. 
Son, Steven Richard Tellier and wife, Carla, of Yukon, Oklahoma. 

 

 



First Lieut. Albert Gene Moncla 
Navigator 

U S A F 513 BOMB SQ 
From Shreveport, Louisiana. 

BIRTH 22 Dec 1933  
Marksville, Avoyelles Parish, Louisiana, USA 

DEATH 10 Apr 1958 (aged 24) 
New Oregon, Erie County, New York, USA 

BURIAL 
Forest Park Cemetery 

Shreveport, Caddo Parish, Louisiana, USA 

PLOT Garden 16 
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