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The very first paragraph in the Norwegian Government’s most recent Museum 
White Paper states that

Our museums are an expression of the development of society, the 
self‑esteem of a nation, the standard for freedom of expression and democ-
racy in a community. … Just like the museums played an important role 
in the nation‑building process of the young nation of Norway, they play an 
equally important role in our own time’s understanding of ourselves.1

This chapter discusses the role of the 1960 U‑2 incident – when a spyplane headed 
for Bodø was shot down over the USSR – in shaping a local Cold War identity. 
It addresses the challenge of presenting an actual U‑2 aircraft at the Norwegian 
Aviation Museum both as itself and as a representative of the international incident 
which had played an important part in shaping Bodø’s modern identity as a town 
centred on defence and aviation.

The acquisition of a U‑2 aircraft as one of the first and most prominent of the arte-
facts to be displayed at the museum at its opening in 1994 was primarily influenced 
by the role in Bodø’s local identity and memory the U‑2 incident had acquired.  
I will in this chapter address how the memory of the U‑2 incident evolved to 
become an important identity marker for Bodø, how the interest in greater regional 
autonomy in the immediate post‑Cold War years influenced both the struggle to 
establish the new national aviation museum in the North and influenced the acqui-
sition of a U‑2 aircraft to symbolise the military and aviation‑related identity of the 
local area. I will also discuss how the display of the U‑2 aircraft at the museum 
contributes to maintaining this identity.

The Role of the Museum

Torgeir Rinke Bangstad argues that museums of cultural history and identity are 
two sides of the same coin; museums are mirrors of society.2 Museums view arte-
facts, which are their core, almost exclusively as materialised ideas. As Bill Brown 
argues, we all look through things in order to uncover what they say about history, 
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society, nature and first and foremost ourselves; but we hardly see the artefacts 
themselves.3

It is well acknowledged that the larger museums are important participants in 
identity processes, both national and local. Also, according to Pille Runnel, Krista 
Lepik and Linda Lotina, it seems museums rarely challenge dominant discourses 
on identity and visitors equally rarely challenge the information and representa-
tions found in museums.4

At the same time, many, perhaps most, visitors have expectations towards how 
history should be conveyed. Although a museum visit is generally understood to be 
a learning experience, nevertheless a certain distortion arises if these expectations 
are not met at all, according to Susan Crane and Maja Leonardsen Musum.5 The 
U‑2 aircraft exhibited at the Norwegian Aviation Museum in Bodø is not the one 
downed by the Soviets in 1960, but it is a substitute for it. The museum must take 
into consideration the reason for it being in the museum in the first place. Even 
though it has its own story, this is not the narrative addressed. If the museum had 
stressed the artefact’s own history instead of the so‑called U‑2 incident, this could 
well have surfaced Susan Crane’s “distortion.”

In deciding which artefacts to preserve, how to preserve them and how to pre-
sent them, museums influence how history is perceived. Ola Svein Stugu uses the 
terms “Memory‑policy and Forgetting‑policy” to understand how we actively and 
passively choose to remember something and forget something.6 He shows how 
museums, by highlighting some objects and neglecting others, are actively influ-
encing what we see as history and contribute to the building of national memories.

I will argue here that at the Norwegian Aviation Museum (of which I am a part), 
the way the U‑2 aircraft is staged, renders it a national – or at least a local – myth. In 
the museum, new history is created, and the artefact acquires an additional identity.

By way of comparison, in 2020, the Aviation Museum acquired a police heli-
copter. It was the first one in Norway, entering service in 2008 without any particu-
lar public or professional attention. But when exhibited on museum, feedback from 
our visitors signifies that it has become quite popular, especially among service 
personnel – visiting police are for example very fond of taking selfies by the old 
police helicopter.7 In the museum, as an artefact, a previously mundane vehicle has 
become part of Norwegian police pride and identity.

The U‑2 incident of 1 May 1960 resulted in an international crisis between the 
Soviet Union and the United States and its allies. When Soviet Premier Nikita 
Khrushchev threatened Bodø with nuclear annihilation, it also brought to the Nor-
wegian public’s attention that the last decade of military rearmament in Bodø and 
Northern Norway had put the region in the spotlight as a target in the event of 
nuclear war. These events cemented the U‑2’s connection with the town. It under-
lined Bodø’s new military role and as a primary Soviet target in the event of war.

When the Norwegian parliament decided in 1992 to locate a National Avia-
tion Museum in Bodø, local aviation enthusiasts immediately looked around for a 
way to secure a genuine U‑2 aircraft for the new museum. Having failed to con-
vince Russian authorities to donate the wreck of the 1960s aircraft, another U‑2,  
no. 66953/Article 393 was found in California, which the US Air Force agreed to 
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give to the museum on a permanent loan. At the opening of the museum in 1994, 
the U‑2 was hailed in the media and amongst the visitors as the new museum’s best 
exhibit.8 Interest in the U‑2 incident and the museum’s U‑2 as a representative of 
this event has been sustained in the years since.

This chapter explores how the U‑2 incident of 1960 became a part of Bodø’s 
Cold War era identity. How could one incident and one object contribute to shape 
the identity of a town and a region? By acquiring and displaying a U‑2 aircraft, 
although not the one downed in 1960, the museum contributes to maintaining 
this identity. The chapter explores why the aircraft came to the museum, how it is 
exhibited and in what way the museum has an impact in perpetuating the role of the 
U‑2 as an important part of Bodø’s modern identity.

Local journalist Knut Hoff called the U‑2 incident an identity marker for Bodø, 
in an important 1990 meeting I will return to later in this chapter. This is an apt 
expression, as it encompasses both the immaterial incident and the physical arte-
fact. I define the term in this connection to mean an expression or example, physical 
or immaterial, of what the identity of the town is all about. But it is also something 
that can be expanded, for example in the way Per Rudling explores how the regime 
in Belarus developed the memory of the war against Nazi Germany as an identity 
marker for the nation under the Lukashenko dictatorship.9 I would also claim that 
the expression “Defence‑ and Aviation Town” is an identity marker for Bodø, of 
which the U‑2 incident is the most prominent example. (The expression works in 
Norwegian but lacks a proper English translation.)

To evaluate the connections between the U‑2 and the U‑2 incident with Bodø, 
this chapter mainly draws on press and media: newspapers, TV/radio and modern 
digital media including websites and podcasts. Bodø is the capital of Nordland 
County, the largest of Northern Norway’s three counties, which is geographically 
varied with several distinct regions, each with several daily newspapers. The num-
ber of sources even from the pre‑internet age is therefore large. Local media have 
been tremendously important in establishing the U‑2 incident and the U‑2 spyplane 
as integral parts of Bodø’s contemporary identity.10 First, however, I will set the 
scene by briefly exploring the relationship between geography and identity.

Creating a Local Identity

Geographic identity involves the distinctive features of a particular place. These 
features make a place recognisable and differentiate it from other places. Accord-
ing to one definition of local identity by Shao, Lange and Thwaites, they stimulate 
strong feelings, including both positive and negative emotions.11 Local identity is 
a combination of historical, social, economic and political processes.12 It contains 
continuity and uniqueness. Cultural identity is part of this local identity and is 
related to historical events. It makes people proud of their local heritage and identi-
fies themselves with their town.13

Gerhard van Keken argues that geographic identity is also about branding. 
Every place needs an identity, needs to look for distinctiveness. Recognised land-
marks, buildings and monuments are good, but not crucial. The important thing is 
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to have a distinct narrative about what makes a place meaningful, extraordinary 
and distinctive.14 Spatial identity has grown in importance in modern branding, for 
use in tourism or to strengthen a region or town’s recognition and making it more 
attractive for people and industry. The importance of events in influencing people’s 
perception of place is also recognised by commercial businesses that offer to help 
in creating events with lasting impact on people’s perceptions of place.15

Spatial identities, according to Kees Terlow, are social constructs created and 
reproduced through discourses among stakeholders, which materialise in newspa-
per articles, websites and elsewhere.16 Examples include the Norwegian aviation 
authority’s homepage on Bodø, which states that “Bodø is the aviation town before 
anyone else”17; the local Bodø newspaper Avisa Nordland writing of the U‑2 that 
it was “the airplane which put Bodø on the map” and that the U‑2 is a centrepiece 
of the exhibitions at the National Norwegian Aviation Museum since it is located 
in the town which the plane made world famous.18 Likewise the popular Norwe-
gian magazine Vi Menn has written repeatedly about the U‑2, arguing that it is the 
plane which put Bodø on the map. Other articles compare the U‑2 incident with 
other dramatic Cold War episodes: for instance a piece from July 2020 about an 
emergency landing of the intelligence plane SR‑71 in Bodø in 1981, where the then 
Bodø Main Air Station Commander General Olav Aamoth stated that he had to do 
his utmost to prevent a “new U‑2 incident.”19

At the same time, the case in point involves not only an abstract event but also 
an actual object. The U‑2 incident is made flesh through the prism of the U‑2 spy-
plane. In his chapter on the Vulcan bomber (q.v.), Sam Alberti makes use of object 
biography as a way of studying the impact of the object on the visitor. He shows 
how the Vulcan has a range of different meanings for different people. In the case 
of the U‑2, there is the added complexity of the specific event. Is it the event or the 
object which is significant? In Bodø, it is clearly the event.

Operation Grand Slam: The U‑2 Incident of 1 May 1960

The U‑2 was a striking aircraft which triggered people’s imagination due to its 
role as a purpose‑built spyplane able to ascend to previously unheard‑of heights.20 
Several pilots claimed it was the closest flying experience to being an astronaut.21 
It entered service in 1956 with the CIA instead of US Air Force due to its precari-
ous mission: overflying Soviet and other enemy airspace to gather intelligence on 
military developments, in particular the Soviet nuclear and missile programmes. 
Seeing the speed with which the Soviet Union reduced the US lead in nuclear 
weaponry and missile technology, Western politicians and military leaders feared 
the enemy might outproduce the NATO states and create a “Bomber Gap” and a 
“Missile Gap” between the Soviet Union and the Western Powers.22

Due to the sensitive nature of the flights into Soviet airspace, U‑2 flights required 
Presidential authorisation. The first flight into Soviet airspace was in the summer of 
1956, when the U‑2 was based in West Germany. In 1958, the main base moved to 
Turkey, with temporary, Forward Operational Bases in other US allied countries. 
From September to November 1958, two top secret U‑2 planes were stationed at 
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Bodø Main Air Station. Although there are no contemporary recorded accounts, 
many locals claimed afterwards to have seen the aircrafts take off and land.23

The 1 May 1960 flight was to be the first attempt to cross the entirety of the 
Soviet Union from Peshawar in Pakistan to Bodø. When the plane was subse-
quently shot down and pilot Francis Gary Powers captured, just two weeks before 
a planned summit between the two superpowers, this was a major propaganda coup 
for the Soviet Union. The USSR had attempted to shoot down U‑2 flights before, 
without success. Now, it had both the pilot, a wreck in surprisingly good condition 
and an intact roll of 500 photographs taken by Powers before he was shot down.

That the aircraft was going to Bodø was made much of in the trial against Pow-
ers in August 1960. In public announcements, newspaper articles and speeches, 
the Soviet Union put enormous pressure to bear on Norwegian authorities to break 
relations with the United States.24 For the Norwegian government, however, sever-
ing relations with the United States was of course out of the question, and the Sovi-
ets never pressed the matter. Although relations with the Soviet Union were tense, 
the situation did not escalate, and four years later, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrush-
chev made a visit to Norway including several public displays of good relations.25

After the 1960 debacle, the CIA sharply reduced its U‑2 activity, closing it down 
for good in 1974. Even so, despite the crash landing in 1960, the programme over-
all was heralded by the United States as a success, and the Air Force had started 
its own programme in 1959: Project HASP – High Altitude Sampling Programme. 
There were however no further incursions into Soviet airspace. Coverage of the 
USSR was provided by satellites, including the Corona, the first military satellite 
programme which had launched in July 1960.

Except for a brief visit by a NASA U‑2 in Stavanger in 1988 for ozone‑layer 
observations, no U‑2 visited Norway again.26 Given that the 1960 attempt did not 
arrive, then, U‑2 intelligence aircraft were only physically present in Bodø for two 
months in 1958.

The Role of the U‑2 in Developing Bodø’s Identity

In the history of the press in Bodø, Stian Bones states that

If Bodø had not been a Defence Town before – in the sense that one identified 
the Armed Forces with the Town – it definitely became so by the entrance 
to the 1960s. Maybe we may see the foreign policy crisis related to the U‑2 
incident as a symbolic expression of this.27

In another history of Bodø, Wilhelm Karlsen likewise writes: “The U‑2 incident 
marked Bodø’s prominence in the Cold War. If it hadn’t done so earlier, the town 
now appeared in Norwegian public opinion as the most central Defence Town in 
the country.”28 But the U‑2’s role was not so clear at the time, and I would argue 
that Bodø’s martial identity was not connected to the aircraft until much later.  
A more nuanced understanding can be gained by addressing the broader history of 
the town.
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Bodø’s strategic location as a link between the south and north of the country 
was recognised early in the Cold War, and a large airbase plus a number of other 
military installations including the National Northern Armed Forces Command 
was established from the early 1950s onward, almost wholly financed through the 
primarily United States‑funded NATO Infrastructural Aid Programme.29

The Bodø airbase grew to become one of the largest in Northern Europe and 
played host to huge military exercises every year, during which troops from NATO 
nations impacted upon the town. NATO Armed Forces activities during this period 
contributed to Bodø’s military identity: troops participated in the National Day 
marches on 17 May each year, there were military parades on NATO anniversaries, 
new fighter planes were towed through the downtown streets in 1963, the same 
year there was a very prominent visit of US Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson.30 
Bodø’s reputation was well entrenched by then.

In 1965, civil aviation in Bodø also greatly expanded when a secondary network 
of domestic air routes was established in Norway, as Bodø became one end of the 
first short‑haul route and later also a hub for a large network of these routes and 
transition point to the primary network. More and more, Bodø also became an avia-
tion town, with its constant hum of fighter jets and passenger aircraft.31

If the U‑2 incident “put Bodø on the map,” then, it did so gradually over the 
following decades. (And it was reinforced by the struggle for the establishment 
of the Aviation Museum in the early 1990s, as I will argue below.) I could find no 
direct mention of the U‑2 as an identity marker for Bodø during the 1960s. There 
was significant media attention on the 1960 incident itself, not least because the 
Soviets themselves kept the topic alive throughout with the Powers trial and a 
U‑2 exhibition in Moscow later on. Throughout the rest of the decade, between 
five and 20 regional newspaper articles were published yearly, evidencing a sus-
tained interest in the U‑2, but connections to Bodø were absent. Rather, focus 
through the 1960s was on other downed U‑2s, in Cuba in 1962 and China later 
in the decade.

The U‑2 incident also owed much of its subsequent coverage to the spy Selmer 
Nilsen. Nilsen was a Norwegian national who had spied for the Soviet Union on 
the military build‑up in North Norway since 1947 and was arrested in 1967. The 
trial was secret, but there was a rumour that he had spied on U‑2 operations in 
Bodø.32 In the spring of 1972, Nilsen and the U‑2 incident were again the subject 
of nationwide coverage due to two Swedish TV programmes. Norwegian free-
lance TV journalist Ivar Enoksen had recorded a documentary in 1970 on Nilsen 
for  Norwegian Public TV NRK, but after much internal debate the NRK Board 
declined to broadcast on the grounds that it would “give the traitor a platform.”33 
Enoksen then partnered with Swedish Public TV SR journalist Staffan Lamm 
instead, and together, they made two films, both on Nilsen, one of which spe-
cifically detailed the U‑2 incident.34 Selmer Nilsen was originally sentenced to 
over seven years in prison but released in the summer of 1970 due to his mental 
health. In an interview with Enoksen and later with author Paul Vatne who wrote 
a book about him, he claimed to have played a significant role in Soviet espio-
nage against the U‑2 programme.35
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Nilsen greatly exaggerated his own role, but his claims made for a renewed 
interest in the U‑2 incident.36 In the Swedish programme on the U‑2, local Bodo-
nians were interviewed about their observations of U‑2 at Bodø Air Station. It 
seemed a great many people had observed the aircraft not only in 1958 but also in 
other years, when the U‑2 was not stationed in Bodø. Memory is a flimsy thing. 
One of the people interviewed stated what later became the common view on U‑2: 
“Suddenly Bodø was the center for the whole world’s attention!”37 Bodø newspa-
per Nordlands Framtid ended its article on the TV programme with “The whole 
international atmosphere was suddenly transformed due to an aircraft and Bodø.”

NRK in the end felt compelled to broadcast and aired the episode on the U‑2 
incident in 1973, followed by a panel in the studio containing the Prime Minister 
and Defence Minister from 1960, Einar Gerhardsen and Nils Handal, as well as the 
Commander of the North Norwegian Air Force Einar Tufte‑Johnsen. Tufte‑Johnsen 
had cooperated closely with Military Intelligence and led the Norwegian part of the 
1958 U‑2 operations in Bodø. All three publicly denied any knowledge that the 
May 1960 U‑2 was supposed to land in Bodø. They upheld the story Gerhardsen 
told the Soviets in 1960, that the United States had withheld knowledge from the 
Norwegians. Subsequently released records later cast doubt on this account, and 
some newspapers speculated that there had been more U‑2 flights out of Bodø.38 
The net effect was that when the U‑2 incident was mentioned in the Norwegian 
media in the 1970s and 80s, the Bodø connection was usually mentioned.

Later episodes that pushed the U‑2 to the front pages included the death of pilot 
Francis Gary Powers in a helicopter accident in 1977; a movie based on his autobi-
ography The true story of the U‑2 incident was shown on NRK 4 November 1978. 
During the 1980s, the spyplane SR‑71 made emergency landings at Norwegian 
airbases eight times, six of them in Bodø.39 The SR‑71 was considered the heir to 
the U‑2, and the connection mentioned every time it was discussed.40 But otherwise 
during the 1970s and 80s there were relatively few newspaper articles discussing 
the U‑2 connection to Bodø.

A Gear‑Shift in 1990

A significant shift in the perception of the relationship between the U‑2 and Bodø 
occurred in 1990. In January, a public brainstorming session was organised by 
the municipality on how to mark the town’s upcoming 175th anniversary in 1991. 
Mayor Per Pettersen asked whether it would be possible to find an identity for 
Bodø; influential journalist Knut Hoff responded that “Bodø was a culture town, a 
communications town and an aviation town” and he suggested that the anniversary 
and identity should focus on two historic “marking points”: a diplomatic incident 
between Norway and the United Kingdom called the “Bodø Case” from 1814 and 
the U‑2 incident of 1960.41 Hoff’s suggestion of these two events as marking points 
or identity markers, is a good example of retrospective regionalism – reaching back 
in history in a search of building blocks to create a modern geographic identity.

Later the same year, the newspaper Nordlands Framtid published a special 
40‑page supplement about “Aviation Town Bodø.”42 Two pages was dedicated to 
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the U‑2 under the title “U‑2: The Black Lady who never reached Bodø.” It stated 
that the U‑2 incident was one of the most dramatic single episodes of the Cold 
War. In another article in the attachment, SAS Regional Director said that the term 
“Aviation Town Bodø” was a recent term, from the last two years. It would seem 
that the local community had started a conscious and collective attempt at place 
branding, the upcoming anniversary having stimulated a need for establishing a 
common story of Bodø, an identity. It seems that the process starting at the January 
meeting represents the most important shift towards connecting the U‑2 with Bodø.

The Cold War was drawing to a close in this period, as communist govern-
ments fell in previously Soviet‑controlled Eastern Europe. The dissolution of the 
Soviet Union coincided with debates in Norway, Sweden and Finland about pos-
sible membership in the EU which ended in a referendum in 1994, when Norway 
elected not to apply for entry. This also stimulated significant debate about national 
and regional identities. Certainly, there were several signs of this in Bodø at the 
time. As well as the upcoming anniversary, there was also the attempt by Nordland 
County to establish closer cultural and economic links directly with Northwestern 
Russia. A cooperation agreement between Nordland and Leningrad/St. Petersburg 
had been signed already in 1987. The dissolution of the Soviet Union then afforded 
greater autonomy for the Russian regions and talks of regional cross‑border coop-
eration accelerated.43

The third process going on at this time was the struggle to develop an avia-
tion museum in Bodø. Despite aviation’s significance for Norway during the 
twentieth century, Norway did not have a dedicated museum. There had been 
talks among enthusiasts for several decades, and there was a nationwide net-
work of aircraft hobbyists who collected historic aircrafts and restored them. 
Around 1990, these aircrafts were stored and worked on at Gardermoen Air 
Station outside Oslo.

Many of the enthusiasts were from Bodø. When talks about establishing an avi-
ation museum gained purchase, the debate splintered into regions. Local politicians 
and influencers allied with the enthusiasts in launching Bodø as a good location 
for a National Aviation Museum. The discussion became a North–South struggle 
between Nordland and the capital area. And to strengthen the town’s claim as the 
town with the strongest links to aviation in Norway, Bodø needed a U‑2, preferably 
the one shot down by the Soviets in 1960. In February 1992, a group of Nordland‑ 
and Bodø‑politicians and aviation enthusiasts went to Siberia, ostensibly to deliver 
aid, but with a secret mission to ask the Russian authorities to donate the U‑2 
wreck.44 Before the trip, they had also approached US authorities about getting an 
American U‑2 but were turned down.

The delegation succeeded in securing a MiG‑15 which was ultimately delivered 
to Nordland County by the Russian Foreign minister Andrei Kozyrev in January 
1993.45 However, their request for the Soviet‑owned U‑2 wreck was declined.46 
Even so, later in 1992, Parliament decided to establish the National Aviation 
Museum in Bodø. Political scientist Thor‑Martin Antonsen argues that the town 
had three advantages compared to the southern alternatives: local enthusiasm; sup-
port from the military in the north; and the capacity to focus on both military and 
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civil aviation.47 I would argue that the attempt at highlighting Bodø’s connection to 
the U‑2 was also important.

Interest in the U‑2 continued to be high. Local movie director Knut Einar Jensen 
started filming a motion picture about spy Selmer Nilsen and the U‑2.48 And after sev-
eral decades of close alliance, there were many personal connections between Norwe-
gian and US military personnel. Early in 1994, only a few months before the museum 
was due to open, the U‑2 frame dubbed “Article 393” was located at Beale Air Force 
Base in California. It had been grounded in 1987 after 28 years of service in the US Air 
Force, the last 15 years as a trainer.49 With help from the Norwegian Foreign Minister, 
the US Air Force agreed to transfer Article 393 on permanent loan to the new museum, 
despite attempts at sabotaging the deal by disgruntled enthusiasts from the south of 
Norway.50 It could no longer fly but was carried to Bodø on a US military transport in 
March 1994. U‑2 enthusiast and aircraft mechanic Captain Oddmund Bjørnaali spent 
the next month restoring the aircraft to its operational aspect as a 1960s/70s US Air 
Force U‑2. It was on display in the museum in time for the grand opening on 15 May 
1994. NRK called it the most central artefact of the museum and Helgelands Blad 
considered it “the pride of Norwegian Aviation Center”51 (Figure 13.1).

Article 393 – the U‑2 at the Aviation Museum

Once in the museum, the focus of the interpretation around Article 393 became 
exclusively about the U‑2 incident of 1960, and how it put Bodø on the map. Odd-
mund Bjørnaali knew little about Article 393 before commencing restauration, but 
he was familiar with the US Air Force U‑2 programme in general and so he knew 

Figure 13.1 Article 393 exhibited at Norwegian Aviation Museum. Photo: Göran Kristensen
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how it would have looked when operational and this was the look he aimed for.52 
To convert it into a CIA‑version from 1960 would have taken too long; the older 
versions of the U‑2 were structurally distinct and he only had one month.53 Impor-
tantly, however, the differences between the CIA U‑2s and those from the Air Force 
period were not well known. As of 1994, CIA had released precious few documents 
about its U‑2 programme which was called “Project Chalice.”

The restoration process was unfortunately not documented, but we can glean 
something of the museum’s approach to the U‑2 history from a museum extension 
project which was launched the year after opening. In 1995, a group of influen-
tial locals came together to form a planning group with the aim of extending the 
museum with a new wing dedicated to the Cold War in the Northern Norway. The 
group consisted of leaders from the Norwegian Air Force, Bodø Municipality, all 
three North‑Norwegian counties and the local university. And for the launch of the 
museum extension plans, the planning group organised a Cold War conference in 
1995 where the sons of Premier Khrushchev and Francis Gary Powers attended, 
alongside high‑profile Cold Warriors like former Head of CIA Stansfield Turner 
and renowned historian Geir Lundestad.54

In 1996, the planned Cold War exhibition extension was presented in a brochure 
titled The Cold War Experience.55 The introduction offered “an up‑close and Per-
sonal Encounter with the Cold War”:

Who was involved in the Cold War? What was the Cold War really about? 
How close did the world come to the brink of disaster? How could this hap-
pen? How was a great war avoided, despite the extremely tense situation? 
Why build a museum about the Cold War in Bodø?56

The U‑2 incident was going to be the centrepiece of the exhibition. Soundscapes, 
images and exhibits like the previously mentioned Russian MiG‑15 fighter aircraft, 
a British Canberra electronic warfare aircraft and others would work together to 
present an immersive experience with a re‑enactment of the flight and downing of 
Francis Gary Powers and his U‑2 on 1 May 1960 as the main event of the exhibi-
tion and thus the Cold War in the North.

This particular plan for a new museum wing never materialised. The Norwegian 
Aviation Museum still has plans for an extension focusing on the Cold War, but the 
intense focus on the U‑2 in these exhibition plans is no longer apparent to the same 
degree. The American U‑2 aircraft has been on continuous display at the museum 
since the opening in 1994, as one of several important and interesting artefacts. But 
just as the display and the interpretation is focused on the 1960 incident and not 
the actual aircraft on display, so too the media attention. The museum is therefore 
arguably contributing to over‑playing the connections between the U‑2 incident 
and the recent history of Bodø. This is evidenced in examples of audiences eliding 
the U‑2 at the museum and the aircraft shot down in 1960. In the 10th anniversary 
book on the Barents Cooperation from 2003, for example, author and leader of 
the Barents secretariat Oddrunn Pettersen claimed that the museum actually had 
Power’s U‑2 on display.57
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The U‑2 Manifested in the Present

Regional interest in the U‑2 incident has been continuously high since the 
museum opened its doors in 1994.58 A three‑part podcast on the U‑2 launched in 
2020 quickly became the most popular among the podcasts on the national portal 
 “Museumspodden.”59 Nationally too, the U‑2 and the U‑2 incident is today always 
mentioned as an important part of Bodø’s identity. The Swedish television pro-
gramme from 1972 detailed early in this chapter contained several interviews with 
local Bodonians who claimed to have witnessed U‑2 flights from the airbase. And 
although the close connection in the minds of the public between the U‑2 and Bodø 
is primarily a more recent affair, the interviews gave a clear indication that several 
Bodonians were already starting to make that connection.

This connection has become much more common and accepted the last 30 
years. It is observable in the media, both in the recurrent interest in creating 
news items and programmes specifically about the incident, and how the link 
very often surfaces and is mentioned in various other contexts.60 Local and 
national media often contact the Aviation Museum for interviews and state-
ments when current world events or historic anniversaries can use an aviation 
angle. If it relates to the Cold War, Bodø and the U‑2 are often mentioned. In 
2014, for example, when Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks revealed plans for a 
movie about the Francis Gary Powers/Rudolf Abel prisoner exchange in 1961, 
Norwegian news media immediately focused on Bodø and the  “Norwegian 
spyflight‑drama.”61

When the municipality of Bodø in 2017 decided to start a process towards 
applying to be a European Capital of Culture, the Aviation Museum was asked 
to participate, with an expectation that the Cold War history and the U‑2 inci-
dent would be key parts of the contribution. The final application actually 
stated that the incident would be marked in May every year!62 The national 
tourist bureau Visit Norway’s latest web marketing brochure on Bodø says this 
about the Aviation Museum: “Another highlight in Bodø is Norwegian Aviation 
Museum, which can offer a collection of civil and military airplanes – including 
the iconic U‑2 which put Bodø on the map during the Cold War.”63 Comments 
and reviews of the museum on tourism sites like Tripadvisor also highlight  
the U‑2.64

It is perhaps telling of the focus being on an event more than the actual aircraft 
that visitors never express that deep personal connection to the actual U‑2 at the 
museum, in the way Sam Alberti shows that many do with the Vulcan bomber at 
the National Museum of Flight in Scotland.65 In any case, due to the secrecy sur-
rounding it, very few of our visitors have any personal experience with the U‑2. But 
people continue to speculate. What did Norwegian military personnel really know 
about the U‑2? Did it ever land in Bodø after 1960? As late as 2022, I received 
messages from both a Swedish journalist and a Danish museum‑curator, asking 
about rumours regarding a possible U‑2 crash in the Salten Fiord outside Bodø or 
a rumour that there should have been both Norwegian and Danish U‑2 pilots in the 
CIA or US Air Force programmes.66
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Conclusion

The U‑2 incident of 1 May 1960 may be said to have been a latent identity marker 
for Bodø’s image as a town centred on military and aviation, which then became 
a factual identity marker through a conscious place branding attempt in the early 
1990s, by a coalition of local aviation enthusiasts and patriots. When the oppor-
tunity to establish a national aviation museum also arose, acquiring an actual U‑2 
aircraft to put on display at the new museum, would make the identity marker even 
more powerful.

Although attempts were made to acquire the actual U‑2 wreck from the famous 
1960 downing, the U‑2 aircraft at the Norwegian Aviation Museum is not that one. 
As Torgeir Bangstad argues of museum objects in general, the aircraft on display is 
perhaps more a materialised idea than an actual object. Even so, I do not think one 
can go so far as to claim that the Aviation Museum consciously misrepresents his-
tory. The U‑2 incident is presented to the best of the museum’s knowledge. Never-
theless, by continuing to focus on the May 1960 incident, downplaying the history 
of the actual artefact on display and at the same time giving it a very prominent 
place, the museum is no doubt sustaining this local myth.

The U‑2 – as an object and an idea – has been helpful in the context of this 
book on Cold War museology. The U‑2’s role in local identity is significant, as  
I have shown. The U‑2 incident of 1960 continues to be visible; undeniably because 
it is manifested in the actual, physical U‑2 at the Norwegian Aviation Museum, 
which even though it is not the U‑2 of May 1960, still functions to uphold the bond 
between the incident and the town.
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