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The Cold War became a reality for the US Navy on 8
April 1950 when, for the first time, the Soviet
Union enforced its right to shoot down aircraft it
believes have violated its airspace and fails to land or

attempts to return to international airspace. That first casu-
alty of the Cold War in the air was a Consolidated PB4Y-2
Privateer from VP-26.

The Privateers of VP-26 were home-based at NAS
Patuxent River, and forward deployed to Port Lyautey,
French Morocco. Their aircraft were equipped with the lat-
est in electronic intelligence collection gear, and routinely
flew signals collection flights along the coasts of Soviet Bloc
nations on the Baltic Sea. Typically, VP-26 Privateers would
— in a mission only the military could come up with — haul
mail to Wiesbaden, Germany, then fly a combination navi-
gation training and electronic intelligence collecting flight
(FERRET reconnaissance mission) to the east over the

HOW THE COLD 
WAR CLAIMED

CONSOLIDATED
PB4Y-3 BuNo 59645

The lumbering Privateer was ideal for lower-altitude intelligence gathering missions since its
spacious fuselage could easily hold a variety of equipment. This fully armed example was assigned

to VP-28. (Alpha Archive)

Lieutenant John H. Fette (USNR) was in command of the flight
from Wiesbaden, Germany. Fette had 2803 flying hours, of which
more than 1760 were in the PB4Y-2. Friends called him “Jack,”
and he served as the squadron’s administrative officer. He was
known as one of the toughest check pilots in the
squadron. (Naval Historical Center)

Baltic Sea, returning to the west to land at Copenhagen,
Denmark. For crew training, the Baltic area was ideal as
there were few navigational aids and the flight would
encounter all types of weather. 

Privateer BuNo 59645, wearing the code HB-7, was
unarmed when it departed Wiesbaden at 1031 local time
on 8 April 1950. The crew had nicknamed the plane
The Turbulent Turtle.

Lieutenant John H. Fette (USNR), a patrol plane
commander with more than 2800 flight hours, of which
1766 were in Privateers, commanded the flight. Fette’s
crew of nine included Lt. Howard W. Seeschaf (USN), Lt.
(jg) Robert D. Reynolds, Ens. Tommy L. Burgess (USN),
Aviation Machinists Mates Joe H. Danens Jr. and Jack W.
Thomas, Aviation Electronics Technicians
Joseph N. Rinnier Jr., Joseph J. Bourassa, and
Frank L. Beckman, and Cryptologic
Technician Edward J. Purcell. 

An eleventh member of the crew, Electronics

Technician Stephen J. Zaklan, was left behind at Wiesbaden
due to stomach troubles traced to a liver problem.
Lieutenant Fette ordered Zaklan to stay behind in sickbay,
informing him that he would be picked up on the flight’s
return trip to Port Lyautey. Zaklan’s liver problems would
end up saving his life.

At 1301 local, BuNo 59645 reported crossing the
German coast en route to Copenhagen. It would be the
flight’s last radio transmission. At 2230, the US Air Force
Flight Service at Frankfurt, Germany, declared BuNo 59645

overdue. At 0545 on 9 April, three PB4Y-2s
were ordered from Port
Lyautey to Wiesbaden to aid
in the search for BuNo 59645. 

On the official crash
report, this flight

was listed as a
“navigational

training” mis-
sion, originating at

Wiesbaden, Germany.
The entire crew of ten

was listed as deceased.
Conjecture about the
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