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The 13" of June 1944 was a beautiful Tuesday in early summer in the countryside
at Béckebo in the province of Smadland, southern Sweden. Things were as usual.
True, the world was at war, and a week earlier the Allied forces had landed in
Normandy on D-Day. In neutral Sweden large numbers of men were away from
home doing military service in other parts of the country, and most articles needed
for everyday life were rationed. The war affected everyone, but still, the war had
been going on for almost five years and people had become used to the situation
and formed a new kind of normality.

On this day, schools were preparing to close for the summer. People were
taking care of their daily business and enjoying the warm and sunny weather. At
Grésdal the farmer Robert Gustafson and his son Ivar were working out in the
fields with their horses. It was just past three o’clock in the afternoon when the
rural peace was broken — a huge explosion closely followed by a shock wave
broke trees, blew out windows, and whirled up clouds of dust and leaves. It was
as if the sky had broken into pieces. Robert Gustafson’s horse, the old mare
Daisy, fell down on her knees before running off in panic. Things were falling
from heaven, making a rattling noise as they hit the trees and the ground. Small
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Fig. 1. The southern Baltic.

fires started. The clear blue sky dark-
ened, and those who looked up at the
sky saw thousands of small, silvery,
glittering objects floating down like
falling leaves (Kjellson 1944; Heed
1963a).

What happened that day in Bécke-
_ bo was a local incident closely con-
[eF /_E/ nected to world history. The incident
was caused by something more modern
POLAND than the world had previously seen —
a test rocket launched from the Ger-
Lo 200 km man research centre in Peenemiinde
¢ b | e Baltic coast. As a matter of fact,
it was so modern that there were no words to describe it. It was the first one of its
kind to be exposed outside Germany or the German occupied territories (cf.
Wahlstrom 1992:173) and for lack of better words the rocket was termed an air
torpedo (Kjellson 1944). Technically this rocket laid the foundation for future
space flights as well as for the fear of missiles of the Cold War.

Today, a little more than sixty years after the encounter with the most modern
in Bickebo, the incident has itself become history. But with the passage of time
the incident has been overshadowed by countless other happenings and courses
of events. As a result, the story of the air torpedo of Béckebo is largely forgotten
or is unknown to most people in Sweden. But what traces has the incident left
locally? What kinds of memories still exist in the form of material remains and
stories? Are there still parts of the rocket in the ground? Can an archaeological
survey for them trigger a process of remembering? With these questions in mind
we approached the Bickebo Folklore Society (Sw. Bdckebo sockens hembygds-
forening), and together with them and other locals we began to explore what
memories the air torpedo has left.

SWEDEN

Backebo

ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE CONTEMPORARY PAST

As this study deals with a past that many people alive today have experienced
themselves, it is positioned within the field of archaeology of the contemporary
past. This field of research has a multidisciplinary character and collects inspira-
tion, theories, and methods from academic disciplines such as anthropology,
archaeology, ethnology, history, material culture studies, philosophy, and soci-
ology (e.g., Appadurai 1986; Arvidsson et al. 1990; Miller 1998; Glassie 1999;
Graves-Brown 2000; Buchli & Lucas 2001). From this it follows that the field is
heterogeneous and difficult to view as a whole, but also full of nuances and
ideas. It also means that anyone who wants a clear-cut definition of archaeology
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of the contemporary past will be disappointed. Others will be stimulated by this
open-mindedness.

Most people associate archaeology with the study of a distant past from which
there exist few and fragmentary sources of information. It makes it easy to
understand why archaeology is needed. But from the 20" century there is an
abundance of sources, which makes it reasonable to ask what archaeology
possibly can contribute. The mere excess of information about the recent past is,
however, in itself obscuring. The low-voiced history is at risk of drowning in the
noise of other more dominant and loud-voiced sources. An important archae-
ological contribution is therefore to give voice to some of those histories that
otherwise are not heard (cf. Buchli & Lucas 2001:14-15). These low-voiced
histories can give a human perspective on large-scale happenings and courses of
events that we otherwise only hear about on a general level.

A central aspect of archaeology of the contemporary past is that it brings
histories to the fore. This means that an excavation is not just a search for new
information; it is also a happening that attracts people’s attention and puts the
recent past of that particular site in focus. The most important information is not
always that which is found in the ground; it can very well be that which is told by
local people or found in archives. But the archaeological effort is nonetheless
what brings that history to the fore and triggers a remembering process. The
archaeological work makes people talk and thus generates oral information that
otherwise never would have been given.

Most people find it easier to relate to the contemporary past, of which they
have more knowledge than the distant past. People enjoy recognising things they
remember from their own past or have been told about by older relatives or friends.
Many are surprised by the archaeological interest in such recent periods of time;
the realisation that a past they have experienced themselves has now become
subject to archaeology is cause for reflection about that past as well as the passage
of time. It may also very well be a starting point for an interest in the more distant
past.

Working with time periods from which people have memories of their own
calls for ethical considerations. People who are personally concerned by the
research have the right to have their voice heard as well as to protect their own
memories. There may also be those who do not want anyone to dig in “their”
past. Their right to forgetfulness must be balanced against others’ right to remem-
brance.

The most well known example of archaeology of the contemporary past is the
Garbage Project that has been going on in the US since 1973 (e.g., Rathje &
Murphy 2001). The project has demonstrated a considerable difference between
the consumption people say they have and the factual consumption their rubbish
bears witness to. The reason for this does not have to be that people deliberately
give false information to make a better impression; it can also be that the expe-
rienced and factual reality differs in a most interesting way. And what reality is in
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that case the real one? Regardless of which, this is a good example of how different
kinds of sources give different information and how this leads to new questions
and a more profound understanding.

Many excavations of the contemporary past have been within the field of
forensic archaeology (cf. e.g., Cox 2001; Doretti & Fondebrider 2001). Mass
graves and other remains from violence and war crimes have been analysed to
elucidate what happened and to identify the dead. These excavations have a clear
therapeutic function; for many of the relatives of the victims, knowing what
happened to their loved ones makes it easier to find some kind of peace and to
carry on with their lives. For society to dig in the ground and prevent the past
from lying untouched is a way to demonstrate that the victims are not forgotten
nor the crimes they fell victim to.

In the last couple of years much interest has been focused on military remains
from the Cold War. The reason is the large number of constructions and sites
which are now being abandoned by the military and which therefore have become
an issue for the cultural heritage management (e.g., Schmidt & von Preuschen
2005; Schofield 2005). While this focus risks creating a reputation for archaeology
of the contemporary past as being too military oriented, it is important to recognise
the enormous proportions these installations had during the Cold War. For those
of us who grew up in peaceful and officially neutral Sweden during this period,
its material testimony seems like yet another example of the difference between
experienced and factual reality.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
The rocket that crashed in Backebo
was a test rocket of model A4 —
better known as V2 (Germ. Ver-
geltungswaffe 2, Eng. Retaliation
weapon 2) — which had been
launched from the German re-
search centre at Peenemiinde (cf.
Bode & Kaiser 2002). After a few
minutes and a 350-kilometre-long
flight the rocket exploded at high
altitude near Bickebo (Kjellson
1944; King & Kutta 1998:225). It
was probably the fuel chamber that
exploded since airbursts due to this
were a common malfunction of the
V2 (Neufeld 1995:220-24).

Fig. 2. A model of a V2-rocket raised around
aflagpole outside Kulturmacken in Bdckebo.
Photo: Hédkan Karlsson.
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The V2-rockets were 14 metres long and weighed 13 tons, including 9 tons of
liquid fuel. Every rocket could carry 1-3 tons of explosives and had a top speed
of about 5700 km/h (Longmate 1985; Dornberger 1989). When the rocket crashed
in Bickebo the V2’s were still in an experimental stage. They were put into military
action in September 1944, and until March 1945 a total of approximately 3000
V2-rockets were fired toward targets in Belgium, France and Great Britain (Iko
2004). In England nearly 3000 civilians were killed by V2-rockets, the attacks
against London being the most devastating (Wahlstrom 1992:174; Neufeld 1995;
Dungan 2005). '

From a military point of view the V2-rocket was an expensive and inefficient
weapon. Its greatest importance was on a psychological level as it spread horror
among the civilian population in the cities under attack. As the V2-rockets reached
their targets at supersonic speed, there were no forewarnings nor could they be
shut down (Neufeld 1995).

The V2-rocket was a result of the German rocket research programme, which
since 1936 was located in Peenemiinde and led by Wernher von Braun (Bode &
Kaiser 2002:50; cf. Burstrom 2004a). This research was world leading, and in
October 1942 a V2-rocket launched from the famous Priifstand VII was the first
rocket ever to reach into space (cf. Dornberger 1989; Neufeld 1995:164-65; Bode
& Kaiser 2002:50). After the war German rocket engineers and their research
results were taken to the US and to the Soviet Union. At these new locations
research continued and intensified as a part of the arms race and the space
programmes. Von Braun became head at NASA for developing the rocket that in
1969 put a man on the moon (cf. Bergaust 1976; Simpson 1988; Gimbel 1990).

THE CRASH

The V2-rocket that exploded over Bickebo was a test rocket (no. 4089) equipped
with a special electronic device for controlling the rocket from the ground via
telecommunication (Kjellson 1944; Neufeld 1995:234-235). The fact that the
rocket exploded over Swedish territory instead of crashing into the sea outside
Bornholm where there were German observation points was most probably a
mistake due to technical malfunction.

Over the years there have, however, been many speculations that the crash in
Bickebo was intentional. Some people think it was intended as a warning to
Sweden, others have speculated that it was a way for the Germans to test the
maximum flight distance. They refer to a mysterious motor hearse with a white
coffin in the back that was seen in Béckebo right after the crash (cf. Heed 1963b;
Hékansson 1987). They believe that it was German agents checking the crash
site, for how could they have been there so fast if they did not know beforehand
what was going to happen? To be driving around on local bypaths in a motor
hearse seems, of course, to be a rather unsuccessful attempt to avoid attention.
But nonetheless it has been suggested that the coffin was intended for collecting
vital parts of the rocket (Heed 1963b, 1968a). We have also heard speculations
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Fig. 3. Boys posing on the rocket motor. Photo:
Verner Andersson.

that the rocket was intended to hit
the railway stationhouse in nearby
Knivingaryd. The reason for
choosing this target is not entirely
clear, but it was probably meant as
a precision test.

A couple of hours after the crash
the Swedish Home Guard arrived
at the site and sealed it off. But
before any guarding was organised, curious people from the surrounding farms
and villages had gathered and started to collect souvenirs and things they con-
sidered useful. Fragments of the rocket were found in a four-square-kilometre
large fall-out area; large tangles of cables were hanging down from the trees, and
on the ground there were fragments of aluminium sheets, wrecked metal parts
and different kinds of mechanical and electronic equipment. The largest object
was a huge, hourglass-shaped feature that was about 1.7 metres long, 1 metre in
diameter, and about 450 kg in weight. It was later found to be the combustion
chamber of the rocket motor (Kjellson 1944).

At the crash site there was a large crater in the ground, approximately 5 metres
in diameter and 2.5 metres deep. Around it trees were cracked, and there were
fragments of iron sheets on the ground. The crater was probably created when
the warhead charge, which was supposed to destroy the equipment if the rocket
went astray, hit the ground and exploded (Kjellson 1944).

When experts from the air wing in Kalmar (F 12) arrived at the site they soon
realised that the wreckage did not belong to an ordinary aeroplane. The fall-out
area was carefully searched and the military conducted search parties with men
crawling on their hands and knees. One of them remembers that the mosquitoes
and the rough terrain made the search a real plague (cf. Burstrom et al. 2005b).
The military also used metal detecting devices (Heed 1963b).

The authorities soon realised that a lot of objects including vital parts had
been taken from the crash site (Kjellson 1944). Through appeals in local news-
papers and notices, and via schoolteachers, people were urged to hand in what
they had taken. They were instructed to put the rocket parts on their front steps to
be collected by the police. According to the police, rockets parts were collected
from the steps of about 80 houses (Heed 1963b, 1968b).

Slightly more than two tons of material remains from the rocket were gathered
and taken on trucks to the air wing in Kalmar. There they were locked into a
hangar until further transport to Bromma airport in Stockholm and the Defence
Aeronautical Experimental Institute (Sw. Flygtekniska férsoksanstalten) (Kjellson
1944).
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Fig. 4. Pointing the way to the impact crater.
Photo: Mats Burstrém.

In Stockholm the material remains
were analysed by various experts,
and they made impressively correct
conclusions about the rocket’s con-
struction and performance. The Allies
were eager to get information on
this new weapon, and after strong
demands the rocket parts were transported with an American aircraft to Scotland,
and then further on to London for analyses (Heed 1963d, 1968b; SVT 1979;
Johansson 1985, 1994; Lundgren 1989; Wahlstrdm 1994; King & Kutta 1998:226).

LOCAL CONTEXT
Today the rocket’s impact crater is still visible in the woods northeast of the small
farm of Grésdal. During the years it has caved in a little but it still constitutes a
well-visible reminder of what once happened there. Down at the local bypath
there is a homemade sign pointing the way to the crater. The text simply states
Bomben, that is, “The Bomb”. At the crater there is also a sign with brief infor-
mation about the incident in June 1944. It was made by the Swedish Air Force
Museum and put there by the Béckebo Folklore Society in connection with the
50" year anniversary.

By happy chance our interest in what traces the air torpedo has left locally
coincided with the approaching 60" year anniversary of the crash. In Bickebo
there is an old and shut down petrol station that some locals have transformed
into a “cultural station” named Kulturmacken. We made contact with one of the
driving forces, Lena Arén, who told us that in the summer of 2004 the anniversary
would be commemorated with a small exhibition in the former garage. When the
event finally took place on the 13™ of June, sixty years to the day of the crash,
Hakan Juholt, who then was chairman of the Defence Committee (Sw. Férsvars-
utskottet) of the Swedish Parliament, opened the exhibition where among other
things some privately possessed rocket parts were displayed. We were present
and met with persons who had
memories of the crash. We invited
them and all others interested to
work together with us in exploring
the traces the air torpedo has left
locally.

Fig. 5. Hikan Juholt opens the exhibition at
Kulturmacken in Bdckebo. Photo: Mats
Burstrom.
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Fig. 6. Parts of the air torpedo exhibited in
Kulturmacken. Photo: Mats Burstrom.

Prior to the exhibition, we had
approached the Bickebo Folklore
Society. They were positive to our
plans and invited us to the so-called
Bickebo Day later that summer.
This is a day when people living in
Bickebo get together and socialise
with people who used to live there
and who now return for a day. On this occasion, the 29" of August 2004, we
presented our general ideas, asked for views and information, and invited everyone
to take part in the project. As a result we got a list of about twenty names.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FIELDWORK I:
METAL DETECTOR SURVEY

In 1944 the authorities managed to collect 2010 kg of material remains from the
rocket at the crash site and from people who had taken parts (Kjellson 1944). The
rocket is, however, calculated to have weighed approximately three tons without
fuel and explosives. This means that about one ton is still missing (Erlandsson
1995). Some of the missing parts probably fell down in fields of corn, marshes
and small pools of water that were not searched by the military at the time (Kjellson
1944). We also know that some of the rockets parts taken by private persons were
not handed over to the authorities despite appeals to do so. Other parts can have
been found many years after the crash
when nobody was interested in collecting
them (cf. Heed 1963a-b; Hakansson
1987).

There can also still be rocket parts
lying in the ground. In discussions of this
with locals, there were different opinions.
Some believed that the military back in
1944 had done such a thorough search
that there would not be anything left to
find, especially considering the amount
of time that had passed since then. Others
believed that it would have been
impossible for the military to find
everything regardless of how carefully

Fig 7. Lena Arén and Kajsa Lembke investigating a
metal detector response. Photo: Hakan Karlisson.
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Fig 8. Remains of an aluminium tube found at the
metal detector survey. Photo: Hdkan Karlsson.

they searched. And, if so, with the right
equipment it should still be possible to
find parts of the air torpedo.

The question whether or not there were
still parts of the rocket to be found in the
ground seemed to be a good starting point
for archaeological fieldwork. The
question is interesting in itself as it puts
the 1944 search party in perspective. And
more important, to conduct such a survey
together with locals is a way to start and
develop a dialogue. Working together
and solving the different kinds of practical problems that always arise during
fieldwork is an effective way to get to know each other. To dig in the ground is
not just a way to possibly find artefacts, but also a way to meet and to start talks
and discussions that otherwise would not have taken place. So we decided to
survey the impact crater and the adjacent area with metal detectors.

After receiving the necessary permission from the County Administrative Board
(Sw. Ldnsstyrelsen) in Kalmar and the landowners, we conducted a metal detector
survey together with locals during the clear and sunny days of 1°-3 October
2004. The fieldwork was a positive experience; we had a very nice time and
shared many thoughts and stories about the incident in 1944 and what happened
in its wake. We had people visiting the ongoing fieldwork and they told us about
other persons we ought to speak to. The survey also attracted interest from the
media and there were articles published in the local newspapers Barometern
(Arenius, Emma 2004) and Ostran (Arenius, Eric 2004) as well as a report on the
regional television news (TV4).

The metal detector survey yielded good material results (Burstrom et al. 2005¢).
We found a total of 37 objects of
metal. Of these, we interpret all but
one to be parts of the rocket. Of
the 36 rocket parts, 24 are of iron,
11 of aluminium, and 1 consists of
both materials. The objects are of
varying sizes, from fragments of
aluminium with a weight of less
than 1 gram to an iron part that

Fig. 9. Bertil Lembke interviewed by Emma
Arenius from Barometern, a daily paper.
Photo.: Hakan Karlsson.
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weighs 1.9 kg. A number of the objects are possible to identify as specific parts
of the rocket construction, for example tubes of aluminium that have been pressed
flat. The metal detectors also gave response to a kind of light, metal powder that
probably is the remains of disintegrated fragments of aluminium. When the analyses
are finished the rocket parts will be repatriated to the collections of the Folklore
Society in Bickebo.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FIELDWORK II:

MEMORY SURVEY

A little more than a year after the metal detector survey we were back in Bickebo
to talk with people who possess rocket parts or have other kinds of memories or
stories to tell. These were persons we had met during our earlier visits or whom
we had been told about and then come in contact with. During 21-23 of October
2005 we, together with Lena Arén from Kulturmacken, met and talked with about
15 persons.

As archaeologists our main interest in this second part of fieldwork was to
study how material remains of the rocket have been kept or re-used and what
kind of stories they are associated with. We were especially interested in how
rocket parts can trigger memories; how they may make people remember things
that they otherwise would not have thought about (cf. Hoskins 1998; Forty &
Kiichler 1999; Burstrém 2001, 2004b, 2005; Hallam & Hockey 2001). Our
intention was not to make a complete survey of all privately possessed parts of
the air torpedo or memories associated with them. What we wanted to do was to
explore the relations between materiality and memory.

Many of the memories and stories we have been told relate to individual
experiences or specific rocket parts. In spite of this they are often of a kind
shared by many others, which makes it possible to present them arranged in a
number of themes.

The secret

Even today there is a lot of hush-hush about the rocket parts that were taken by
private persons directly after the crash and not given to the authorities. Several
persons presumed to possess rocket parts have told us directly, or via others, that
they do not want to discuss the matter. Others have told us that they know people
who have parts, but they will not say who they are. It is as if they do not want to
betray them and reveal their secret. One reason for this attitude can, of course, be
that they are afraid that we are going to take the rocket parts away from them and
give them to a museum or some other authority. We have made assurances to the
contrary, but all the same some persons may be sceptical of our intentions.

Fig. 10. Proud finders and possessors of parts from the Bickebo air torpedo. Upper left: Bengt Erlandsson,
Knivingaryd. Upper right: Harry Johansson, Alsterbro. He has donated his part to the Bickebo Folklore
Society. Lower left. John Erik Eviksson, Grésdal. Lower right: Bengt Johansson, Alsterbro, showing a part
from the collections of the Bickebo Folklore Society. Photo: Mats Burstrom.
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Another reason for not wanting to show or talk about privately possessed
rockets parts is that everyone knows that they were supposed to turn them over to
the authorities in 1944. For some reason or other they did not, and some people
may be a little embarrassed about that. On the other hand, they may also feel
proud of their venture. On a small scale, not giving up rocket parts might have
been a way for them to show that they were their own masters and not easily
commanded by the authorities.

Several of the persons we talked with remember very well the precise moment
when they took their rocket part. As they knew it was forbidden, it was also
exciting. One person, 25 years old at the time, says that he very quickly pulled
his piece off a larger part of the rocket and immediately hid it in his pocket. He
told no one about it, except his brothers, and he never bragged about it. At the
time he hid his piece in the loft of an outhouse, but later he has kept it in an arms
locker. Another person, 31 years old in 1944, hid the part he found under his
sweater. He told no one about it, and he and his wife have kept the part on a shelf
above a closet for many years.

One man remembers that, as a child, he was sitting behind his house when the
local police arrived and his father suddenly shouted: “Here comes Inspector
Ostergren, now you have to hand over your parts!” But he took a small piece of
a radio-unit and hid it in his pocket. Today the rocket piece reminds him of this
situation and his father.

The vital part and the re-use

A notion held by several persons who possess parts of the rocket is that their
specific part probably is a central and vital component of the rocket and its
function. Thus, these parts are described as the “brain” or the “heart”. One person,
a 12-year-old boy in 1944, has appeared in newspaper articles and confessed: “I
took the brain of the monster” (Heed 1963c, 1968b). There is also a later photo
of him showing a chain from the rocket’s steering system that he still possesses.
In one article he says that he is considering having it framed (Johansson 1985).

One person, 25 years old in 1944, told us that he pulled his part from a large
tangle of cables and that it shone like silver and gold. He is convinced that his
part must have been the heart of the rocket: “It was from there everything was
steered.” Another person, who has inherited a part of the rocket from his uncle,
also describes his part as the heart.

The air torpedo was in the absolute forefront of the technology of its time, and
many of the parts collected by private persons were naturally of a kind they had
never seen before. It was consequently very difficult to understand their precise
function, and this made it easier to draw the conclusion that these were very
advanced and vital parts. What they had found was a trophy representing not
only the specific rocket that crashed in Biéckebo but also the most modern
technology in the world, and as such it has been valued and kept ever since. In at
least one case it has, as mentioned, been kept in an arms locker for safety reasons.
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Fig. 11. Photos of the impact crater and the rocket motor mounted in a family album. Photo: Erik Johansson.

For those who do not know their origin, most rocket parts look like any other
kind of metal rubbish. As a matter of fact, we ourselves were first quite sceptical
of an object presented as part of the rocket. We thought it resembled a pipe from
an old bathroom. We know now — we think — that we were wrong, but it illustrates
that many rocket parts look like and can have been thrown away as rubbish.
Parts from the rocket have also been put to more practical use. One farmer, 31
years old in 1944, repaired the seat on his horse-driven rake with a piece of sheet
metal from the rocket. He called it the “Hitler-sheet” (Sw. Hitlerpldten). Of another
piece of aluminium he made a shovel with a wooden handle. This was then used
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to shovel food to the chickens and the pig. This practical use of the material that
had fallen from the sky is characteristic of an attitude among many small farmers
at the time. They worked hard to be as self-supporting as possible; this meant that
nothing should be wasted and that most everything was put to use or re-use.

There are other examples of re-use of rocket parts; aluminium sheets are said
to have been used to make a snuffbox (Heed 1963c, 1968b) and a cigarette case,
and copper wire to make snares to catch pike (cf. Vilnersson 1998:32) and for
arranging bee hives.

Instead of actual parts of the rocket some people have kept photos as memories
of the incident. In 1944 a local photographer, Erik “Bio-Erik” Johansson, took
pictures of the crashed rocket and the impact crater before the military sealed off
the area. These pictures were then sold locally. In some cases they share space, as
memories, with family pictures in photo albums.

The scared horses

The rocket crash in Béckebo was a completely unexpected happening, impossible
to foresee, and the explosion and the blast wave was a shocking and literally
shaking experience. People fell to the ground, and one person told us that he
almost blew off a horse wagon. The guesses as to what had happened were many.
Some thought it was an aeroplane that had crashed. A father told his son that it
was probably the Germans and now the war was here. An old woman was told
that the Russians had bombed Nybro, a small town close by.

Although these suggestions indeed are dramatic, few of the persons we talked
with spontaneously remember that they or others were scared. There are excep-
tions; one man still remembers the look on his mother’s face and how he as a
child understood how frightened she was. His father was doing military service
in another part of Sweden and his mother was home alone with the children.
What would happen now? Was it war?

Most people, however, do not refer to how they or other people felt but to how
the horses reacted to the explosion and the blast wave. There are several stories
about horses falling or sinking to the ground and then running off in panic. The
story most often told is the one about the small farmer Robert Gustafson and his
son lvar who were working out in the fields with their horses at Gréasdal. At the
explosion the horses fell down on their knees and then ran away in panic. This is
the story we ourselves began this paper with. It was presented in writing already
in the first secret military analyses of the air torpedo (Kjellson 1944) and it has
been told and re-told in text ever since (e.g., Heed 1963a, 1968a; Lundgren
1989; Erlandsson 1995; Jeppsson 2004; Burstrom ef al. 2005a). This seems to
have influenced the memories of those who actually experienced the crash, and
influenced the folklore surrounding it. Today it almost seems impossible to tell
the story of the air torpedo without mentioning Gustafson’s kneeling and scared
horses.
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RESHAPING MEMORY

Memories change over time. The interplay between social remembering and object
worlds is a growing field of research. Within anthropology the material aspect
has often been neglected, while the opposite is true for art and architectural history
(Forty & Kiichler 1999). Our archaeological fieldwork in Bickebo 2004-05 has
not just been a survey of existing memories; it has inevitably also conduced to
reshape memories and to create new ones. As outsiders our interest in finding out
what traces the air torpedo has left no doubt seemed odd or curious to some
locals. As it does to some of our archaeological colleagues, we might add. Our
exploration has reinforced the impression that the incident in Bickebo back in
1944 was indeed something special and well worth remembering. The memories
of our work are now added to the cultural biographies (cf. Kopytoff 1986) of the
impact crater and the rocket parts we have been shown.

Several persons in Béckebo told us that they had not thought about the air
torpedo for many years until the activities that took place in connection with the
50™ year anniversary in 1994. The anniversary made them remember and reflect
on what happened back in 1944. The 60" year anniversary with the exhibition at
Kulturmacken in Bickebo had the same effect, of course, and so did our surveys.

It should be noted that there has been quite a lot of media reports about the air
torpedo over the years. Besides a number of shorter articles there was a series of
articles published in the daily newspaper Aftonbladet in 1963 (Heed 1963a-d).
This series was republished in the weekly magazine Lektyr in 1968 (Heed 1968a-
b). There was also a special programme on Swedish national television in 1979
(SVT 1979). The reporter Borje Heed, who wrote the article series, talked about
the Bickebo incident in a magazine sent on national television in 1987 (SVT
1987). There he showed a piece of the rocket that was in his possession.

All these reports in the media ought to have made the air torpedo a local topic
again during the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s. And maybe it did; we cannot know for
sure. But since many people claim that the 50" year anniversary in 1994 was the
first time they thought about the incident in years, it does not seem likely. It is
possible, however, that the anniversary overshadows the memory of earlier media
reports.

Today few locals refer to old newspaper articles, and the television programmes
seem to be unknown. In spite of this the present folklore is no doubt influenced
by past media reports. There are many common features, such as the focus on
vital rocket parts and scared horses. Of course these themes are based on what
actually once happened, but since then they have been so strongly emphasised
by the media that they now seem to occupy all memories and be impossible to
pass in silence when speaking about the air torpedo.

The fieldwork conducted together with locals triggered or reinforced a remem-
bering process. For some of the persons we met at the impact crater out in the
woods, it was the first time they were there since 1944. Standing there, they
surprised themselves by suddenly remembering things they had not thought about
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in decades. The same thing happened when we visited persons in their homes to
talk about the rocket parts they possess. Holding the part in their hands, showing
it to us, looking at its form and construction, feeling its weight and its surface
against their skin, they started to remember things they did not know they still
had memories of. The memories told were not restricted to just the incident with
the air torpedo itself. The stories often started there but soon included people
they knew at the time, what they used to do, places where they met, and much
more. The rocket parts are like the famous madeleine biscuit in Marcel Proust’s
novel In Search of Lost Time (1913-27) — they open the gates of memory.

The air torpedo of Béickebo reminds us of how soon the most modern becomes
the past. And how soon would we not forget, if the material world did not remind
us?
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